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Letter from the Guest Editors

Introduction to the Special Issue: Digital Technologies, Bodies, and
Embodiments

odies  and  Embodiments  in  Concept

We begin with a differentiation between the body and embodiment—two distinct but interwoven concepts: the body
s abstraction and generality; and embodiment as particular, corporeal process and experience. The body is a marked
ite/cite; that is, it is written. The body is composed (and decomposing). The body is delimited, though never in a fixed or
tatic sense despite any desire toward, as N. Katherine Hayles (1999) asserted, “an idealized form that gestures toward

 Platonic reality” (p. 196). When we write of  the body, however, through  and with  our actual  bodies (embodiment), we
re always already speaking of and with a composition—a mark, a text, an ever-penultimate elaboration. But we are also
peaking of a decomposition. As a rhetorical event, embodiment is the process of the revision, a practice of becoming.
In contrast to the body,” Hayles (1999) noted, “embodiment is contextual, enmeshed within the specifics of place, time,
hysiology, and culture, which together compose enactment. .  . . embodiment is the specific instantiation generated
rom the noise of difference” (p. 196). Put differently, the body is abstract and normalized; embodiment is specific,
f difference, nuanced, lived, and felt. The body is a noun  (product/being); embodiment is a verb  (process/becoming).
he body  is  our  name;  embodiment  is  our  breath. Embodiment, Anne Frances Wysocki (2012) claimed, “calls us to
ttend to what we just simply do, day to day, moving about, communicating with others, using objects that we simply
se in order to make things happen” (p. 3). If material bodies constitute what we are, then embodiments constitute what
aterial bodies do. Digital technologies have complicated and compounded the compositions  and  decompositions  of

he body and embodiment as such.

ecomposition

Asao B. Inoue’s 2019 Conference on College Composition and Communication chair’s address highlighted how
ur racist and ethnocentric formulation of language and writing (re: “Standard American English”)—in teaching
nd in practice—engenders violences on bodies and embodiments. Echoing Inoue, as language and writing mark,
rticulate, and compose bodies, a racist and ethnocentric approach to language and writing decomposes bodies; as such

 de/composition of bodies informs the lived, material practice of embodiment (the actual  bodies who enact, express,
r perform writing of difference). That is, the institutionalization of language and writing cannot be removed from
ppression, bondage, and murder. With equal doses of irony and tragedy, the issue is one only of translation: rhetoric
nd writing studies’ (RWS) inability or unwillingness to work with translingualism, cultural dialect, and code-mashing
s also its inability or unwillingness to accept how the extant, hegemonic structure of language and writing translates
o a certain decomposition—a certain negation, death.
We use the concept of decomposition figuratively and literally: the decomposition of bodies as concept, via writing,
iscourse, and ideology; and the decomposition of embodiments, as material and actual bodies intimately intertwined
ith the decomposition of otherwise conceptual bodies, and whose voices and breaths of writing are too often silenced

sometimes with violence, murder). Ours is not J. Hillis Miller’s (1983) decomposition, a deconstructive approach
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to reading as writing, nor is it Robert McRuer’s (2004) decomposition, which sheds a positive light on a certain
conceptualization of decomposition (via queer theory). Our use of decomposition is much more explicit, direct, and
urgent: marginalization, oppression, negation, and death. While we agree with McRuer’s claim that “the call to produce
orderly and efficient writing/docile subjects thus takes on a heightened urgency in our particular moment” (p. 55), our
use of decomposition does not operate as an alternative, productive methodology. Rather, our use of decomposition
indicates a dire consequence.

Decomposition  Exhausts

Scholarship on digital technologies in RWS is nothing new. When we crafted the CFP for this special issue, we
wanted, however, to make space for more conversations about the convergences and divergences between digital
technologies, bodies, and embodiments. Even this seeming nuance has been recursively explored in Computers  and
Composition: the engagement of technology, RWS, and the body has been examined in some capacity in several special
issues (Alexander & Banks, 2004; Barber et al., 1997; De Pew, 2005; DeVoss, Haas, & Rhodes, 2019; Gerrard, 1999;
Tham, McGrath, Hill Duin, & Moses, 2018), as well as articles (Fox, 2013; Frost & Haas, 2017; Hensley Owens &
Van Ittersumb, 2013; Rodrigo & Romberger, 2017). These works (as well as other scholarship in other journals and
books) are quite valuable, and we consider this special issue as extending such scholarship. But we also want to be
mindful that we not reproduce more decompositions by way of a compost heap that generates the same fruit. How can
we recompose from decomposition? What digital technologies and practices need to be unearthed? What new gardens
can/should/must grow?

While the topic of digital technologies, bodies, and/or embodiments may also appear exhausted  in the contemporary
field of RWS, there is more work to do, more movements to enact. As Jenny Rice (2018) noted in detailing the exhaustion
of circulation: “To put it simply: movement exhausts. Circulation involves bodies that get exhausted. Bodies of all kinds
exhaust, not just human bodies” (p. 283). Rice went on to explain that exhaustion stems from rhetorical gestures—“such
as beginning an essay with a personal narrative”—to the material, embodied exhaustion of daily activity (p. 283).
While the degree of exhaustion is hardly universal across material bodies—indeed, the bodies of many marginalized
subjectivities and identities are more exhausted than most privileged bodies—we are not absolutely  exhausted. Total
exhaustion means a certain death, from which we begin the process of decomposition, yet not strategically placed and
cultivated to yield new growth in our growing compost heap. We must continue to make moves, toil with the soil, and
exhume often dismissed histories, ideas, and practices that can cultivate a more inclusive, just world. As two white,
straight, cisgendered men editing this special issue, we know that identity (always) matters in the languaging game of
de/composing bodies and embodiments, so it would be insincere for us to evade such recognition. From this position,
we hope this special issue continues a dialogue between bodies and embodiments: to take written, marked, and too
often decomposed  bodies and attempt to make more space for embodiments that recompose  them.

Writing  Digital  Technologies

Over the last forty years, RWS scholars have discussed computers and writing, both in and outside the classroom.
For instance, Ellen Nold (1975) called for humanists to embrace computers and computer programs in the classroom,
noting the potential creativity for students in composing poetry, identifying fallacies, and writing arguments. Over two
decades later, Gail Hawisher, Paul LeBlanc, Charles Moran, and Cynthia L. Selfe (1996) noted that “computer users
had to . . .  come to see the computer not as a computational device or data processor, as it had been seen since its
invention, but as a writing instrument” (p. 46). Yet, digital technologies are not merely tools for composing practices;
they, as with all inscriptive technologies throughout history, fundamentally change(d) the very definition of writing
itself. Advances in technology can shift not only the modal or medial delivery of writing but also the logic of why
and how we write, including our selves, our bodies—embodiment. Gregory Ulmer (2004) identified this sweeping,
paradigmatic move as an apparatus shift, as a move from literacy to electracy, wherein the rhetorical and compositional
logic of literacy cannot suffice for the digital age (thus the inadequate concept of “digital literacy,” which is tantamount

to referring to “literacy” as “written orality”). Literacy decomposes, zombified into an undead “digital literacy,” while
electracy germinates conceptions of the body and embodiment germane to the digital institution.

The digital  institution  assumes many lines of flight: the post-cinematic, ubiquitous computing, the internet, mobile
communication, etc. “The  digital,” according to Casey Boyle, James J. Brown, Jr., and Steph Ceraso (2018), “is no longer
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onditional on particular devices but has become a multisensory, embodied condition through which most of our basic
rocesses operate” (p. 252, original emphasis). The  digital  thus complicates and recomposes otherwise decomposing
odies (in concept) and alters the manner in which embodiment is enacted, performed, and displayed. Guiseppe
etto and Christina Moore (2017), for example, remarked that “as digital technologies become more pervasive, the

elationships among users and technologies become increasingly complex and increasingly unpredictable” (p. 17).
uch complexity and predictability rests in a range of extant and emerging digital technologies: social media, locative
edia, and augmented reality (Tinnell, 2017). We  do  not  yet  know  what  a body  can  do, to recall Gilles Deleuze (1990,

. 226), and digital technologies (or the digital institution) only advance such unpredictability.
Unpredictability, of course, does not mean some “invisible hand” assembles technologies. Indeed, digital technolo-

ies are social phenomena and are hardly neutral or innocent. Despite the dominant narrative of (new) technology
s evidence of progress and advancement—a particular Western narrative, to be sure—digital technologies regularly
onceal the inequalities, exploitations, and oppressions perpetuated in individuals’ lives. As teachers and scholars,
e need to continually remind ourselves of what Gail Hawisher and Cynthia Selfe warned us about: an “uncritical

nthusiasm” about computers in the classroom, which allows electronic technology “to intensify those inequitable
uthority structures common to American education,” or the “rhetoric of technology” (1991, p. 56). Since the early
990s, other scholars have also pushed us to examine how racism, sexism, colonialism, and technology work to sustain
nd reinforce domination (Gomez, 1991; Jessup, 1991; LeBlanc, 1990; Selfe & Selfe, 1994). More recently, RWS
cholarship has also called even more attention to subjectivities, identities, and digital technologies, for example with
ace and racism in digital access (Banks, 2006), UX/I design (Kendrick, 2005; Sano-Franchini, 2017), visual culture
Haas, 2015; Nakamura, 2008), and social media practices (Medina & Pimentel, 2018), and the digital humanities
Losh & Wernimont, 2018), to name a few. As Kristin Arola noted, we cannot “theoriz[e] online identities as brack-
ted performances separated from the material realities of the body” (2012, p. 217). In continuing such scholarship,
e consider this special issue an offering, but also an invitation—a plea—to continue doing work on how different

mbodiments address systems of domination differently with a vast array of digital technologies.

ense  and  Affect,  Difference  and  Recomposition

The body is a figure, a representation: the body is an image. In Embodied  Literacies, Kristie S. Fleckenstein (2003)
ouched upon the emergence of a new writing paradigm, wherein the body takes on a new dimension of rhetorical
mportance with the advent of digital technologies. For Fleckenstein, the question of the body in rhetorical terms is
wofold: the body is a construction of imagistic writing; our teaching—and our students’ reception, consumption, and
igestion—of such image-forward writing takes place within the body, bringing the literacy of image poetics (aesthetics)
ack to the primary domain of embodiment. In their edited collection, Kristin L. Arola and Anne Frances Wysocki
2012) extended Fleckenstein’s image-forward argument for RWS relative to embodiment, focusing specifically on
ew media technologies. They highlight that new media technologies, namely, digital technologies, have compounded
he rhetorical prevalence, ubiquity, and importance of multimodality and multisensory experience (i.e., not merely
ision—specifically, Western concepts of vision—but other senses). Steph Ceraso (2018) also amplified more layered
nderstandings about multimodality, particularly in regards to sound as “always connected to and experienced with
ultiples senses” (p. 8). Fleckenstein, Arola and Wysocki, and Ceraso, thus, return us back to embodiment.
Of course, writing has always been embodied and always required bodies for its production. Yet, those bodies and

mbodiments have not necessarily always been given adequate attention, which creates a narrative and history of writing
s disembodied, or relegated to an inferior position when juxtaposed with the mind, as Jay Dolmage (2009) pointed
ut with “dominant rhetorical history.” The writing becomes the focus; or the students who write become abstracted;
r exclusion of non-normative bodies and embodiments continue to happen; or attention given to those embodiments
ecalls a deficiency narrative, particularly for those whose identities are not white, middle- and upper-class, male,
eterosexual, and able-bodied, as Christina Cedillo (2018) noted. When we shift our orientation to the bodies that
rite with and in digital technologies, we move toward a more complex understanding of how bodies practice writing

embodiment) and the consequentiality of such practice. This shift resonates with theories of embodied rhetorics

Banks, 2003; Knoblauch, 2012; Johnson et al., 2015; Wilson & Lewiecki-Wilson, 2001), where physical bodies carry
nd make meaning and knowledge through various modalities. In this special issue, several of the articles elucidate
he practice of embodied rhetorics within the ecology of the digital, showing the recomposition of bodies with digital
echnologies.
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Additionally, since the physical body is composed, embodiment is the irreducible assemblage of feeling  (i.e.,
affect) in the most primary sense. Affect precedes or exceeds the capacity of language proper, although this does
not mean embodiment is resolutely material. As Gayle Salamon (2010) reminded us, “To affirm a materiality. . .
is to undertake a constant and always incomplete labor to reconfigure more than just the materiality of our own
bodies. It is to strive to create and transform the lived meanings of those materialities” (p. 42). Meanings certainly
are felt, and we therefore cannot dismiss the primacy of affect—non-representational and ephemeral intensities—in
terms of embodiment, especially with regard to RWS. Jacqueline Rhodes and Jonathan Alexander demonstrated a
queer composing—“a complex mix of affect and negotiation”—that emphasized “both somatic and representational
consequence” (2015). And Jennifer Edbauer Rice (2005) contended that to the degree “we are bodies always entering
into compositions with other bodies, we do not only (de)construct writing but also experience its intensity. When we
encounter writing, it not only signifies something to  us, but it also combines with  us in a degree of affectivity” (p. 151,
original emphasis). As such, this special issue is not just a body of scholarship about  bodies and embodiment, nor does
it merely signify abstractions of bodies and embodiment relayed to  you; it is, we hope, a body of work composed by
bodies—via embodiment—that are with  you, felt within  you. This is the intended punctum  of our otherwise studium
(to borrow from Barthes (1982)): this special issue is not an about  (studium) so much as a with(in)  (punctum).

In the end, to discuss and engage in embodiment requires attention to ethics and responsibility; and to lose any
sense of embodiment is not a hyperbolic or expedient reality for many people. This is why the body of scholarship
on embodiment is not exhausted: to be totally exhausted is to lack breath; yet to lack breath is a site/cite of concern
for the rhetorical composing of bodies and their subsequent embodiment, as well as their memorial decomposition.
One needs to only consider the Black Lives Matter slogan “I Can’t Breathe,” derived from Eric Garner repeating those
three words eleven times as he was choked to death by a police offer. These words, reflecting a voice silenced and
breathed in the final breaths of an embodiment soon to be breathless, denotes as much a rhetorical and/or ideological
construction of bodies as much as the materiality of embodiment itself. We have a responsibility to practice an ethics
that brings diverse embodiments to the fore, one that challenges and exposes oppression and hegemony that silence,
neglect, and murder particular bodies.

We can breathe; others cannot.
This implicates both the body and embodiment in both rhetorical/ideological and material terms, respectively. We

must remember their voices, their names, their rhetoric, their mark—those whose embodiment has been otherwise
negated. And we cannot be exhausted until we take into better account what exhaustion means in the sense of material-
cultural embodiment. “I Can’t Breathe” is an echo of the rhetorical embodiment of those oppressed and negated by
both rhetorical/ideological and material means, and it is the echoing reminder—hopefully rattling the chambers of our
most sacred sense of being—that we are not at all completely exhausted. In essence, writing/composing a body is not
only a rhetorical and ideological exercise but an ethical one, and it is one that stems from the brute materiality and
affective dimension of embodiment, particularly in contexts laden with digital technologies.

Speculative  Recompositions

With the advent of artificial intelligence, posthuman thought, and moves toward object-oriented rhetoric in the
field, thinking about embodiment is perhaps only becoming more challenging. In one sense, we need to recognize the
increasing entanglement between human lives and various technologies. While perhaps the materialist turn in RWS is
a genuine attempt at making rhetoricity  and suasive  force more inclusive, or at least understood in ways that exceed
human exceptionalism, we also cannot lose sight of actual bodies, as well as the systems through which such bodies
are engendered (including the formation of subjectivities themselves). The concept and practice of embodiment clearly
reflects how technology, digital or otherwise, cannot reduce the human body to an object—or at least, this special issue
places emphasis on the human  of digital humanities. This is why, as James Berlin (1988) explained, we cannot divorce
ideology from RWS—and nothing is more ideological/rhetorical than bodies, embodiment, and digital technologies.
Arguably, such a divorce causes abstraction and absence. Karma R. Chávez (2018) affirmed that “the abstract body

on which rhetorical studies is based is, in reality, an actual body, that of particular white men. The white male body
haunts rhetorical practice and criticism. But only due to its presumed absence do the actual bodies of different others
become significant to rhetorical invention and study” (p. 244). As we continue to study, teach, and write (with) digital
technologies, we cannot allow the future of RWS to fortify dominant bodies through such a “presumed absence” or
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e swept up by new materialisms that reinscribe binaries and cast rhetoric as “accidental epiphenomenon” (Graham,
016, p. 109).

To study digital technologies with an embodied rhetorics and writing framework, then, (re)turns us to the cultural
spects of power dynamics, the metaphysical primacy of affect, and an ethics of concern and care, which is specific
o our unique ontological and epistemological condition of being-human, of being a human body. Embodied rhetorics
nd writing remind us: how to be (a) human (body); how to be (a) human (body) in relation to others; how to care
or other  humans (as bodies). In his treatment of Baruch Spinoza, Gilles Deleuze (1990) reminded us that “we do
ot yet know what a body is capable of” and that “we do not even know what affections we are capable of, nor
he extent of our power” (p. 226). We cannot forget or abandon the art of composing our bodies, writing our selves
n a way that concerns our selves—and our selves begin with the body, with embodiment. While Thomas Rickert
2013) asserted that “to inhabit a place, then, means something different if the human body is less stably bounded than
e are accustomed to thinking it to be” (p. 42), we are nonetheless human bodies, embodied. Digital technologies
ay have destabilized our sense of bodies and embodiment, in terms of rhetoric and composition or otherwise. As a
ove towards resolve, we suggest that we cease thinking in terms of having  a body/embodiment (juridical) and start

hinking in terms of being/becoming  a body/embodiment (onticological/ontological), particularly through relationships
ith other bodies/embodiments and digital technologies in social systems (epistemological): the former (juridical)
arks an inevitable decomposing  of bodies; the latter (onticological/ontological/epistemological) marks a necessary

ecomposing of bodies and embodiments.

verview  of  the  Special  Issue

We begin this special issue with Heather Lang’s “#MeToo: A Case Study in Re-Embodying Information.” Using
ixed methods of iconographic tracking, following, and her own lived experiences, Lang turns to the #MeToo movement

hat might bring the body back to, and with, information that has otherwise lost its body. Lang calls on us to pay
reater attention to the dangers of information about experiences of sexual assault and harassment as disembodied and
isconnected from lived experiences. #MeToo, Lang argues, destabilizes narratives of statistical evidence by reuniting
oth the enacted  body and the represented  body.

In “Re-Making the Makerspace: Bodies, Power, and Identity in Critical Making Practices,” Krystin Gollihue cri-
iques and extends Maker culture to include the relational, embodied, and collaborative practice of making—practices
hat extend beyond simply electronic technologies. Gollihue puts non-electronic practices into conversation with the
lectronics of the Makerspace to argue for Makingspace  and broaden definitions of critical making in our current
poch. In using videovoice ethnography, which situates the camera in the maker’s rather than the researcher’s hands,
ollihue illustrates the value of agricultural spaces, culture, and, most importantly, the embodied stories and practices
f makers and their complex relations—offering us a way to think about making space that departs from dominant
akerspace movements that emphasize electronic tools.
Alison Cardinal uses participatory video and feminist new materialism to present a way to ethically study entan-

lements of digital composing and embodiment. In “Participatory Video: An Apparatus for Ethically Researching
iteracy, Power and Embodiment,” Cardinal discusses how researchers might ethically understand students’ embodied
xperiences of oppression. Through her discussion of two women of color students in her class and her own subjectivity
s teacher and researcher, Cardinal shows how these student participants addressed racism and literacy through their
se of the video apparatus.

In “Troubling Structures: A Material-Embodied Pedagogy of Technical Difficulty,” Rachael Sullivan argues that
echnical difficulty is complex, affective, and embodied. Sullivan encourages us to identify and challenge the power
tructures and material conditions behind technology design, which calls attention to failed technology instead of a
ailed self. Based on observations and interviews with students in her class, Sullivan illustrates how students practice
egotiation when encountering technical difficulty and then offers a feminist material-embodied pedagogy that includes
ossibilities for generative, creative pathways for troubleshooting, collaboration, and counter-hegemonic thinking and
ractices.
Paige Walker and Jud Laughter’s article, “Shoaling Rhizomes: A Theoretical Framework for Understanding Social
edia’s Role in Discourse and Composition Education,” employs a discourse analysis to better understand how

dentities are rhetorically formed, mediated, and circulated on social media platforms. With their analysis of examples
n Twitter, Instagram, and Tumblr, Walker and Laughter use a Deleuzian approach of “shoaling” to reflect on the
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writing/composing of identities in online spaces/places, so as to reflect on an ecology  of  practice. A “shoaling rhizome”
can serve as a political framework for marginalized communities (even though, as they note, it can also be used for more
nefarious purposes) to respond to microaggressions and their effects. For the classroom, their article offers teachers
and students to always consider context, content, and outcome in social media analyses and practices.

Drawing from an Ulmerian (see: Gregory Ulmer) index of concepts, Caleb Milligan considers the ableism inherent
in digital composition—both in practice and in pedagogy. His article, “Immanent Interbodies: Composing Disability
through Embodied Choragraphy,” indicates how complex theoretical engagement can nonetheless advance practi-
cal change in the field of digital rhetoric and composition with regard to disability. Through his rhetorical study
of videogames and related media, Milligan shows how a queer potentiality for composing disability can make our
classroom practices be more attentive to the embodiment of composition and computers.

Finally, Katherine Bridgman, Kristie Fleckenstein, and Scott Gage ask a simple but provocative and necessary
question: are we being violent in our writing practices and pedagogies? “Reanimating the Answerable Body: Rhetorical
Looking and the Digital Interface” finds its exigency in such a question, bringing into visibility otherwise invisible and
accepted methods and models of writing praxis and pedagogy that may, in fact, be acts of violence. Building off their
previous work on “rhetorical looking,” Bridgman, Fleckenstein, and Gage offer a way to disrupt the threatened erasure
of the body as produced by digital interfaces, which function on speed, transparency, and forgetful seeing to shape an
unmarked normate body. In discussing students practicing four non-linear tactics with various digital technologies and
platforms, they show how students came to understand the subtle violence of interfaces, affirm their embodiments, and
reclaim answerability.

An  Opening  .  .  .

This introduction to the special issue and the articles therein are hardly exhaustive or totalizing vis-à-vis the focus.
This special issue is merely a snippet into valuable work being carried out by scholars from various institutional
contexts and embodiments. As we said, more work needs to be done. Still, we hope the issue serves to honor past
scholarship on the areas of focus, as well as extend those conversations. Additionally, we hope the issue encourages
those in rhetoric and writing studies to continue discussions and  practices on the entanglement of digital technologies,
bodies, and embodiments with an attention to power, oppression, and resistance.
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