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In July 2003, Cheryl Ball, then a PhD candidate in Rhetoric and Technical Commu-
nication at Michigan Technological University, asked her colleagues on the TechRhet 

listserv to comment on six templates she had prepared for a re-design of her website as she 
readied herself to enter the job market. Ball, an active contributor to Techrhet with significant 
experience writing and designing digital media texts, asked the group to “take a look at these 
designs and let me know if any of them might fly with a hiring committee at your school.” She 
described the job she hoped to find as one “that might somehow combine new media/com-
position/design/techcomm/creative writing,” but added, “Yeah, right..I know..but, it’s my 
dream combo” (2003). She also indicated that these designs were “just sketches,” and worried 
that “quirky designs” might cause a hiring committee to “take one look and write me off.” ¶I 
begin with this scenario because the responses Ball received from her colleagues highlight 
two questions that are at the center of my project: What is/should be the place of the visual 
in academic inquiry and representation? What means are available, and what constraints are 
imposed, for ethical pedagogical performances in the production of scholarly digital media? 
(I define “pedagogical performances” broadly here to include acts of both teaching and schol-
arship that explicitly communicate scholarly subject matter and argument—to our students 
and our colleagues—but also implicitly teach social and cultural values embedded in the 
means and motives of our work.) Certainly these interconnected questions are not new; they 
have been asked (and variously answered) about other media and other technologies of com-
munication. What makes these questions important to ask now is that we are in an extended 
moment of remediation from primarily alphabetic academic performance on the page to 
primarily digital (visual, verbal, and auditory) academic performance on the screen. At this 
punctum of technological change, the practices and habits of mind associated with old media 
are called into question as we struggle to devise principles and practices for the new. What 
makes these questions important to ask again is that points of remediation have in the past 
been both opportunities for change and occasions for re-inscription of previous practices.  

Preface

Image: Matthew Howarth, Pick & Mix Paint, Venice, 2010. 
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Design #1

Design #4

Design #3Design #2

Design #5 Design #6

Ball’s designs were all for “splash pages,” the first screen on a website before the content-
specific pages of the site. Splash pages are often graphics-intensive, and they serve a “branding” 
function, setting the tone and look of the site that will carry through the subsequent pages. The 
responses Ball received from her colleagues were generally positive and encouraging. The first 
few messages expressed a design preference and briefly explained the reason for the preference 
(#4: “I like the idea of a ‘speaking’ menu”; #4 and #6: “tasteful”); they also made technical 
recommendations: use style sheets to keep down the file size; develop two designs and allow the 

P.1 Cheryl Ball, Six designs, 
2003.
These designs generated an 
energetic discussion on the 
TechRhet listserv in July 2003 
on the technical demands and 
appropriateness of visual rep-
resentation in online profes-
sional websites. 
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user to choose which to view. Then CJ joined the conversation, positioning herself as a member 
of the hiring committee doing “a usability run-through.”

Playing devil’s advocate in a “worst-case” analysis, CJ noted that, were she accessing the sites 
from home on a slow dial-up modem, each design would have taken 30 seconds or more to load, 
and there were no text-only options. Furthermore, transparent navigability was a problem for 
several designs that required moving the cursor over an image (e.g. each one of the flamingoes 
in #4) to see where the links (New Media, Teaching, Archives, and Vita) led. With 200-plus 
applications on her desk, CJ said, “Rhetorically speaking, as a hiring committee member, I want 
text.” She continued, “I’d want to see a CV, some sample syllabi, and a sample of your writing 
at the front end, links to any OWL, WAC, WID, CTE, or other programs for which you’ve 
created websites, especially content-heavy resources, and I want them linked clearly at the outset, 
and other stuff farther down.” Finally she noted (again speaking in the persona of a hiring 
committee member), “We spend a lot of time in our high-tech classrooms trying to emphasize 
that students have to ‘write’ rather than spend all their time with pretty clip art and pix of their 
mums and babies.”

CJ’s post illustrates the tensions in English Studies over when, where, and why it is ever 
appropriate or necessary to produce self-representations and scholarly work in digital media, 
and if so, what form those representations and scholarly productions should take. While CJ and 
other members of TechRhet are, as the name of the listserv would suggest, both technologically 
and rhetorically savvy, CJ expressed a shared concern that English department members outside 
of the fields of rhetoric and technical communication might dismiss Ball’s website as difficult or 
confusing to use and Ball herself as lacking in gravitas.

As the listserv conversation continued, both web usability and the inclusion of images were 
debated. New entrants to the discussion of Ball’s designs echoed CJ’s concerns about usability, 
focusing on issues like loading time and navigability. Others turned toward concerns about the 
“seriousness” of the designs. Dan invoked the term “professionalism,” which in this context was 
equated with solely text-based production, and commented that “people I work with would 
be turned off by flamingoes and playful images.” Several respondents implied the same with 
references to graphics as “cute” or “geegaws you fanny about the page.”

The TechRhet e-mail listserv was founded in 
June 2000 as an offshoot of the ACW-L listserv 
sponsored by the Alliance for Computers and 
Writing. Its 200+ members form a computers-
and-writing community, primarily academics, 
“devoted to exploring the intersections among 
teaching, learning, communication, community, 
and the new literacies” (TechRhet) as they 
play out through the use of digital and other 
writing technologies. Quotations are taken 
from e-mail messages to the Techrhet listserv 
initiated by Ball’s request for feedback on July 
22, 2003, and ending with her thank-you to the 
list on July 28, 2003. The total of 30 messages 
involved 16 Techrhet members, including Ball. 
This conversation is archived at <http://www.
interversity.org/lists/techrhet/archives/Jul2003/
threads.html>.
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Ball’s designs are playful, although they work artfully and smartly 
off visual cues like postcards and the computer desktop metaphor, 
and so it could be argued that other designs might have been seen as 
more “professional.” Yet for the better part of the short but energetic 
discussion, no one suggested “more serious” designs, or noted that these 
splash pages led to the alphabetic content they were suggesting. For 
most, the choice for Ball’s job-market audience was clear: words, on the 
page or on screen, are professional; images are not. As Keith said, “I 
want the CV first and everything else offa it.” It was not until the end 
of the discussion, after Nick noted that search committees rely first on 
the printed documents they receive through the mail, that Jeff, Dean, 
and others pointed out that the website, as an auxiliary piece, served as 
a place to “display your talents and abilities” and “show off your special-
ized skills and knowledge,” thus displaying a balance of print and digital 
that together provide a picture of a more complicated professional self. 

In sum, rather than take advantage of the enhanced visual and 
organizational properties of webbed texts, Ball was cautioned to omit 
the graphic and interactive elements of her job-market website, elements 
that would have allowed her to demonstrate the multimodal spirit of 
inquiry and creativity that infuse her academic work. Furthermore, she 
was advised to avoid being “unprofessional” (and therefore intellectually 
suspect) in her use of images, and instead use only alphabetic, printable 
texts, thus mapping principles developed for spoken and written 
argument directly onto multimediated hypertext. 

We’ve come a long way since 2003. 
Today, most scholars in the humanities are familiar with digital 

media resources. Even if they themselves use only print to produce and 
distribute their own work, they are more likely to know both how to 
use and how to assess the value of online articles, archives, and databases 

of images, sounds, and texts. In addition, as technologies for digital 
production have both proliferated and become more accessible, digital 
media researchers have developed a critical mass of rhetorically sound 
technological expertise, enabling them to design and produce complex, 
sophisticated, and intellectually rigorous scholarship in a range of 
electronic media. In the field of rhetoric and composition, “digital 
media” appears more and more frequently as a desired research focus or 
teaching area in the MLA Job Information List, and search committees 
expect to see examples of digital scholarship and expertise tendered with 
or as job application materials. In concert with these changes, digital 
media analysis and production are being taught in composition and 
rhetoric classrooms at both the undergraduate and graduate level.

More importantly for the future of digital scholarship, there is a 
growing body of published scholarly work in which research has been 
conducted and presented in web pages, digital video, Flash animations, 
audio podcasts, wikis, and other multimediated, multimodal formats. 
The first issue of Kairos: A Journal of Rhetoric, Pedagogy and Technology 
was published in 1996, and Computers and Composition Online was also 
launched in 1996. (Computers and Composition, the signature publica-
tion in the field, began as a newsletter in 1983, and has been published 
as a print journal continuously since 1985.)

Finally, university departments are beginning to craft promotion 
and tenure documents that recognize work with digital media as 
legitimate demonstrations of intellectually rigorous scholarship. At 
The Ohio State University, for example, members of the Digital Media 
Studies faculty within the English department crafted changes to the 
departmental Pattern of Administration and Appointments, Promo-
tion, and Tenure documents that removed print-centric language. The 
AP&T document now specifies the following:
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Evidence of scholarship should consist of published scholarship 
or creative work, singly or collaboratively authored, or, where 
appropriate, recordings, videotapes, films, and works in electronic 
or other media, singly or collaboratively produced. Publication and 
other scholarly and creative activities occur in diverse media (e.g., 
print and digital format), and the same standard—clear excel-
lence—applies regardless of the medium. (Faculty, 2007, p. 15)
To make this process visible to the field, then-Department Chair 

Valerie Lee and Cynthia Selfe detailed the review and revision in “Our 
Capacious Caper” in the ADE Bulletin (2008). Similar initiatives are 
underway or have been completed in several departments, including 
Illinois State University, where Cheryl Ball successfully developed a set 
of practices and procedures for electronic tenure portfolios. In 2010, 
Ball was granted tenure on the strength of her fully online electronic 

portfolio, authored in a hypermediated Wordpress blog and containing 
documents, images, and embedded audio and video media.

And yet . . . scholars who compose with and in digital media must 
still grapple with a worrisome tension in their departments between 
proponents of traditional textual production of knowledge in print 
journals and monographs, and proponents of digital production of 
multimodal scholarship that is composed, distributed, and accessed on 
computers or other media readers. I would argue, however, that decid-
ing between the two is a false choice; both have significant value and 
make important contributions to the academy. In fact, the emergence 
of digital scholarship, coupled with changes in scholarly publishing, 
creates a unique opportunity for the strengthening of old and flowering 
of new expressions of intellectual achievement in English Studies and 
the humanities in general.
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Some Notes on Design
In “Arts of the Contact Zone,” Mary Louise Pratt (1991) comments on a letter discovered 

in Copenhagen in the early twentieth century. Written in 1613 by Felipe Guaman Poma de 
Ayala and addressed to the king of Spain, it was either ignored or lost, and did not resurface for 
almost 300 years. The letter’s 800 pages of text are written in Spanish and Quechuan, and the 
400 full-page drawings are European in style but “deploy specifically Andean systems of spatial 
symbolism that express Andean values and aspirations” (p. 36). The document is a tour de force 
of transcultural communication, yet its radical hybridity made it seem “anomalous or chaotic,” 
rather than simply heterogeneous, to scholars who examined it in 1912. Pratt asserts that the 
letter is a product of the “contact zone” between Incan and Spanish culture, and defines such 
zones as “social spaces where cultures meet, clash, and grapple with each other, often in contexts 
of highly asymmetrical relations of power, such as colonialism, slavery, or their aftermaths as 
they are lived out in many parts of the world today” (p. 34). 

In thinking about how to characterize both the form and content of Technologies of Wonder, 
and what they require of the reader, I thought first of Pratt’s contact-zone metaphor. My project 
certainly exists in a liminal space between print and new media culture, and it may not satisfy 
either readers who prize above all coherent, unambiguous linear text of impeccable lineage, 
or viewers who desire a categorical break from traditional print demonstrations of intellectual 
work. But “contact zone” seems too harsh a comparison, suggesting a divisive, bipolar antago-
nism between “the book” and new media where none exists, and never did. Alan Liu (2008) 

P.2 Felipe Guaman Poma de Ayala, the author, accompanied by his son Don Francisco de Ayala, 
begins his journey to Lima to present his account to the king’s representative, 1613.
Guaman Poma, an indigenous member of the Quechua people at the time of the Spanish occupa-
tion of Peru, was literate in both Spanish and his native language. His 1,189-page “letter” to King 
Phillip III critiquing the Spanish colonial occupation (New Chronicle and Good Government) was 
written in Spanish and Quechua and included 400 full-page illustrations. 
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points out that the line between print and digital has by now been “so 
breached by shared technological, communicational, and computation-
al protocols that we might best think in terms of an encounter,” evoking 
a borderland rather than a border, a shared place where some residual 
tensions and disconnects may exist, but the primary disposition is one 
of active interest in exploring the ever-changing synergy between old 
and new. Liu proposes that “imagination is a more capacious term than 
narrative for what is involved,” as such encounters take place in “whole 
imaginative environments. . . . borderlands of surmise.” Instead of a 
fractious contact zone, “we want a way of imagining our encounter with 
new media that surprises us out of the ‘us’ we thought we knew” (n.p.).

Technologies of Wonder stages just such an encounter. I have deep 
and satisfying roots in print culture; but I have an equally intense and 
long-standing enchantment with digital media and visual rhetoric, and 
I believe that hybrid forms of interactive multimedia have a capacity for 
robust imaginings and knowledge production that is qualitatively differ-
ent from that which traditional print forms can manage on their own. 

I am not arguing that new media are superior, but rather that they 
afford new perspectives and processes that are unavailable in more 
traditional forms. I designed this project as a hybrid print/digital object 
for two reasons: to provide a book-length examination of theoretical 
and pedagogical arguments for the design and production of interac-
tive multimodal digital scholarship, and to demonstrate, through the 
content and design of Technologies of Wonder itself, one way in which 
this might be done. 

I began with the premise that form and content cannot be separat-
ed, and that the visual, structural, and interactive design of my project 
would always already be an inextricable part of its meaning. In the spirit 
of my claim that the canon of arrangement, re-imagined as a visual 

practice, can function as a techné of imaginative inquiry, the images and 
interactive movies and demonstrations are paired with textual discus-
sions, but in many cases, I let them stand on their own without textual 
explanations, leaving it to the reader to determine the significance of the 
juxtaposition. In addition, although the format is “book-like,” and su-
perficially resembles a conventional print text, the chapters are divided 
into short sections that resemble (and I hope will be navigated as) the 
nodes of a hypermediated document; they make their visual and verbal 
argument through association and accumulation as much as through 
linear propositional logic. This is consistent with my final claim, that 
interactive digital media, through a nodal and networked structure 
in which multiple perspectives and voices circulate, touch, cohere, or 
disperse, are sites where scholarship can focus on process, rather than 
product; on inquiry, rather than proof; on the “slow hunch” ( Johnson, 
2010; see also Ulmer, 1994), rather than the retrospectively reconstruct-
ed flash of (always provisional) insight. 

Although I could have created a more dynamic, interactive, web-
like project in Adobe Flash, I chose to design in Adobe InDesign and 
publish in Adobe PDF because, at this point in the evolution of interac-
tive digital media, PDF offers the most accessible format for the largest 
number of readers/viewers to experience the project in the medium for 
which it was designed.

P.3 Aretea-The Centaur, Ninth-
century Carolingian multimedia. 
Click image to enlarge.
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W e stand at a unique moment of convergence in the humanities, when scholars in 
Digital Media Studies have the expertise and the opportunity to set the tone and 

to influence the direction of digital standards and practices for years to come. The growing 
ubiquity of digital media permeates all areas of our scholarly effort. Our offices, classrooms, 
and students are wired. Digital archives and scholarly websites are replacing travel to distant 
libraries and dusty repositories. Visual and audio presentations complement our lectures, 
and we routinely troll the Internet for examples and inspiration. We use wikis, blogs, and 
other social media for sharing our work and collaborating with colleagues. We compose 
our scholarship on computers with words in print, but also with images, sound, and video 
on CDs, DVDs, and scholarly online venues. At the same time, the traditional presses and 
journals that have provided the backbone of scholarly publishing face daunting financial 
difficulties, even as requirements for publication increase (MLA Task Force, 2007). ¶Yet 
this seemingly irreversible movement from print toward digital, and from words toward 
interactive multimedia, is accompanied by important questions, some old and some new: old 
questions about visual representation and argument and about the social and cultural effects 
of technology; new questions about production and publishing and evaluation of unfamiliar 
scholarly performances, and about the effects of this shift toward the digital on social justice, 
equity, and access. How do we strike a balance, continuing to value and maintain the quality 
and craftsmanship of print scholarship, while making room for new and vibrant methods of 
scholarly invention and production? ¶The goal of Technologies of Wonder is to investigate 
these questions, and provide one model of practical and theoretical scaffolding for rigorous 
and ethical production of scholarship in new media. In the chapters that follow, I develop, 
in digital print and visual media, a techné of interactive digital media production. I stress the 
importance of visual rhetoric and embodiment as key components of ethical representation 
and performance, and I argue that the mobility and visibility of arrangement in new media 
create a canvas for new forms of rhetorical production that value process over product, and 
wonder-induced inquiry over proof. 

Reading Pictures,
            Seeing Words

1 

Image: Artist unknown, Postcard (detail). 
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In this opening chapter, I provide a background and context for 
what follows by introducing three interconnected focus areas that 
guide my investigation of the role that interactive digital media might, 
or should, play in classroom teaching and scholarly production. The 
first deals with technologies of reading and writing and production of 
knowledge. Reminding ourselves that the codex book is a technology 
that itself evolved to our advantage from earlier tablets and scrolls 
does little to allay fears about the use of new, digital technologies. 
Questions about the potential effects of digital technologies on access, 
literacy practices, and shifting relations of power and control over the 
production and dissemination of academic discourse are pervasive, as 
are concerns about how new forms, organizations, and purposes for 
interactive digital media will meet rigorous standards for intellectual 
work in the academy. 

The second area of concern is the place of visual rhetoric and 
representation in academic discourse and argument. When I speak of 
“the visual” here, I refer primarily to images, to visual representations 
and their cultural, rhetorical, and pedagogical effects. However it is not 
my intention, in concentrating on visual representation, to disparage 
or exclude other modes. It is always the case that visual representations 
are inextricably linked to the densely multimodal semiotic landscape 
from which they emerge. I advocate incorporating multimodal digital 
production as part of a robust rhetorical techné of invention and 
intervention (Atwill, 1998). Nevertheless, while important new media 
scholarship is already being produced by researchers and students in 
rhetoric and composition, there is still significant reluctance in English 
Studies to move beyond the historical privileging of the Word. This is 
understandable; words have been our legal tender for centuries, and 
we have been taught that images are slippery things. But in a visual 

1.1 A page from the Codex Argenteus, ca. 500. One of the most 
extensive examples of early codices, it is inscribed in silver and gold ink 
on purple vellum. The black writing in another hand in the upper right 
corner, like marginalia in medieval manuscripts, is a harbinger of the 
poly-vocal nature of twenty-first century webbed texts. 
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culture, we risk redundancy if we do not engage with contemporary 
means of rhetorical persuasion. The questions we must ask now are 
several: How can we teach the ethical use of images? What exigencies 
require a multimodal response? What resources can we gather and 
what collaborations can we explore to produce interactive digital media 
that will satisfy professional design standards as well as the intellectual 
requirements of our profession? 

The final concern is one of method. My perspective is feminist, 
not because I claim that women in particular are differentially affected 

by digital technologies, but because feminist optics, feminist ways 
of seeing that focus on social justice and equity, seem well suited to 
identify points at which any underrepresented group or individual 
might be disadvantaged, or left out entirely, by technological change, 
and to formulate principles and practices of digital media use that are 
more inclusive and fair. Interestingly, there are provocative similarities 
between digital design/production and feminist epistemology that 
make interactive multimedia a potential vehicle for promoting social 
action, a connection I will also explore. 



1. Reading Pictures, Seeing Words   |4Delagrange • Technologies of Wonder

Technological Anxiety
Technology is one area that creates anxiety not only among feminists, who see uses and 

values attached to technological proficiency that have uneven benefits for different economic 
and cultural groups, but also among humanities scholars in general, who are usually most 
comfortable using words as their tools. Later I argue that we should return to the concept of 
techné as a productive rhetorical art, but technology-as-tool is the prevailing contemporary 
definition, and the sense of technology that elicits the claims and responses discussed here. 
For the most part, the claims about digital media and technology, particularly in the popular 
imagination, have been heroic and progressive. Digital cheerleaders like Michael Lewis (2001) 
and Clay Shirky (2008) continue to represent the burgeoning digital realm in much the same 
way Howard Rheingold (1998) did in the early days of the Internet—as an “electronic frontier” 
populated with “heroes” whose goals are “neither national defense nor the profit motive but 
the desire to make a tool for changing the world” (n.p.); the heroism of these individuals is then 
transferred to the technologies themselves, which become “mind amplifiers” that “help people 
think faster, better, about more complex problems.” These heroic accounts of technological 
change thus become part of a “grand narrative” of uninterrupted progress that obscures smaller 
and more local narratives that may not be so unrelievedly positive. Furthermore, shifting the 
agency for change from individuals and organizations to disembodied technologies promotes a 
seemingly inevitable determinism that hides from view the complex social contexts of technol-
ogy that allow, for example, computer manufacturers like Hewlett Packard and Apple to flaunt 
the ever-increasing speed and versatility of their machines while taking no notice of the cheap 
and sometimes dangerous labor of the Asian workforce that produces their microprocessors 
and motherboards. These narratives pay homage to the culturally privileged status of digital 
technologies as the “new new thing” without sufficiently acknowledging that they have material 
effects which may or may not be as positive for their inventors, developers, manufacturers, 
end-users, and others. Although digital technologies like wikis, websites, and weblogs, and 
multimedia software programs such as Photoshop, Dreamweaver, Final Cut, and Flash, have the 
potential to be revolutionary and empowering for some, in the long run the uses to which new 

1.2 Wire Tangle, 2008. Photograph by Cory 
Doctorow.
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technologies are put often re-inscribe previous culturally constructed norms of gender, race, 
and class, thus continuing to disproportionately empower members of the already dominant 
discourse community—which in technological fields in the U.S. consists primarily of white 
males. 

An example: the first working “writing machine” was built in the early nineteenth century 
by Pellegrino Turri for his blind friend, the Countess Carolina Fantoni da Fivizzono (Adler, 
1973, p. 56); other early writing machines were also developed specifically for the blind. But 
when E. Remington and Sons, purveyor of sewing machines and guns, began manufacturing the 
first commercially successful typewriters in 1874, the company redesigned and marketed them, 
not for the blind, but for businesses that wished to quickly produce legible, accurate, secure text. 
The first “type-writers” were men (at first, the noun described the person, and not the machine), 
but soon after the introduction of typewriting machines in offices, they were touted as opportu-
nities for women to be employed in “respectable jobs” (Wajcman, 2004 p. 52). In fact, however, 
over time the typewriter became an engine of the feminization of office work, which was in turn 
accompanied by a decline in wages and an increase in work-related injuries. Discourses of and 
about other communication technologies have tended to describe a similar arc, from emancipa-
tory enthusiasm (empower the blind, improve the economic conditions of women) through 
cultural and social re-inscription. Dennis Baron (2009), in discussing literacy technologies from 
the pencil to the computer, argues that despite the enthusiasm of early adopters for new tech-
nologies, many potential users remain skeptical, and it is only after a period during which people 
gradually gain access to a technology, determine its function (Is the typewriter a machine for 
the blind, or for secretaries? Is the telephone for business use, or personal communication?), and 
decide that it is trustworthy that they accept and use it (p. 245-46). In practice, this often means 
that new literacy (and other) technologies will only gain acceptance if it can be demonstrated 
that they replicate the same values and principles as the technology they supersede.

1.3 Fannie Bindon Bailey, clerk in the U.S. Coast & Geodetic Survey office, 1889.
It is unusual for information about the subject to be preserved with workplace photographs. Perhaps 
this was an official photograph of the C&GS, or perhaps the name was recorded because Bailey would 
soon become the wife of Benjamin Colonna, assistant in charge of the Survey’s Washington office.
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These examples make it clear that technologies are not instrumen-
tal, but are embedded in social and cultural contexts that determine 
how they are valued and used, and who is helped or harmed by their 
use. They cannot in and of themselves determine our future social and 
cultural practices, a commonly expressed fear of those who argue that 
television and video games are “ruining our children,” and an equally 
commonly expressed hope of those who believe that new household 
appliances or virtual reality or “personal” technologies will automati-
cally and positively transform culturally inscribed roles or identities. 
In TechnoFeminism, Judy Wajcman (2004) chronicles several utopian 
hopes and dystopian fears involving women and modern technolo-
gies. For example, from a utopian perspective, the Web, which is not 
controlled by a single entity, can be “deployed by women for their own 
social and political purposes”; but from a dystopian point of view, 
the Web might also be seen as a place where military, corporate, and 
criminal groups can “evade social regulation, entrench political control, 
and concentrate economic power” (p. 3-4). Similarly, biomedical 
technologies like the birth-control pill may liberate women by “disrupt-
ing categories of the body,” or they may work to usurp women’s rights 
to self-determination of their bodies (p. 5). Each of these oppositions 
implies a broader, more ideological, social technology at work behind 
the uses of the technological objects themselves, and Wajcman argues 
for charting a critically aware path between “utopian optimism 
and pessimistic fatalism for technofeminism, and between cultural 
contingency and social determinism in social theory” (p. 6) based on 
the understanding that gender both shapes and is shaped by technology. 
Wacjman’s analysis of the cultural hopes for and fears of specifically 
gendered technologies resonates here with broader anxieties about 

potential disruptions of the status quo when interactive digital media 
seek legitimacy in the corridors of academia.

Other resistant rhetorics have emerged to challenge the many 
utopian claims for digital technologies. Christina Haas (1996) warns 
of the myth of technological determinism; Gail Hawisher and Cynthia 
Selfe (1991, 1999) question presumptions about the democratic 
egalitarianism of the Internet; Katherine Hayles (1999) contests the 
post-human assumption that information exists independently of 
location; and Anne Balsamo (1997) notes that the techno-body, like 
all bodies, is always already marked by gender and race. Across the 
disciplines then, the ubiquity of electronic communication and visual 
representation demands that we ask hard questions about who gets 
to use technology, how technological literacies are apportioned, and 
what beliefs and values are attached to such use. These questions are 
particularly pertinent for digital media technologies, because their 
cost (once one has access) is modest, thus enabling the production and 
propagation of resistant rhetorics that do not automatically reproduce 
dominant rhetorical and technological practices. This is not to suggest 
that the technologies and their infrastructure are cheap; universities 
have invested millions of dollars purchasing and maintaining hardware 
and software that provide access for their faculty and students. Yet cost 
may be less of an impediment than institutional and cultural constraints 
which limit critical technological literacy and the production of 
technologies to a select few, and allocate functional technological 
literacy and the consumption of technologies to the rest.

Without succumbing to overblown claims of my own about 
technological utopianism, I argue that in this extended moment of 
remediation from print to digital technologies, we have a unique 
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opportunity to see the media—digital and print—side by side, and 
to examine (and perhaps change) the cultural and social technologies 
in which they are embedded. The shift from one medium to another 
(termed “remediation” by Jay Bolter and Richard Grusin [2000]), is an 
ongoing process through which new media first replicate older forms, 
then develop their own unique capabilities, influence retrospectively 
the forms they superseded, and finally settle into an uneasy oscillation 
between where they came from and what they are becoming. Bolter 
and Grusin argue that all media “function as remediators and that 
remediation offers us a means of interpreting the work of earlier media 
as well” (p. 55). Given means and opportunity, we can examine the 
ideological frameworks that support specific forms and uses of media, 
and ask if those forms and uses, and by extension those frameworks, are 
equitable and ethical for as diverse a population as possible, and if they 
recognize and encompass the material needs and embodied presences of 
under-represented groups who have historically been excluded from the 

means of production of knowledge and power. Examining this narrative 
of mediation and remediation with a skeptical eye will also help to 
identify ways in which dominant discourses are interwoven with the 
technology of “the book,” so that we may begin to unravel the webs of 
text and knowledge and power that bind the social technologies of print 
culture. Furthermore, re-mediating traditional print-based academic 
performances—moving them into new (electronic) writing spaces and 
experimenting with innovative verbal and visual forms—might literally 
open our eyes to diversity and difference, making inequities visible and 
therefore available for ethical rhetorical intervention.

Rather than offering yet another heroic, progressive narrative, or 
arguing that this (model of visual/digital production) should replace 
that (current traditional model of print), I suggest that alternative 
arrangements and appeals that are more possible in/available to new 
media should become a viable and credible part of how scholars learn 
and teach and think. 
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Seeing Argument
To ask about the role of the visual in academic argument and scholarly professional 

representation acknowledges the current pictorial turn, the insistent presence of the visually 
saturated and spatially diverse landscapes of media that surround us, media in which people, 
places, events, objects, and related beliefs and values are represented by images more often than 
by words. It also raises the question of the relationship between images and words as sources 
and means of academic authority, and it focuses attention on the “visuality” of all texts, even 
those composed entirely of words. Finally, questions about the role of the visual underscore 
the fact that scholarly academic performances are embodied rhetorical acts and that our ap-
pearances—in print, on line, and in the classroom—have material effects, and this leads back 
to the question of available means and constraints on ethical (an indispensable attribute of an 
embodied rhetoric) pedagogical performances in all of these spaces, but most particularly, at this 
moment of remediation, in digital media. 

The history of the development of technologies for reading and writing, including the 
reading and writing of visual texts like photographs and film and of multimediated texts on 
computer screens, makes clear that old practices and values are often mapped onto the new 
media that seek to replace them. As one might predict, institutions are heavily invested in the 
practices and values associated with print, creating an inertia that is difficult to overcome. When 

1.4 René Descartes,The Pineal Gland, 1664.
Descartes believed that the pineal gland was the connection point between mind and body, where sensory 
perception was imprinted on the mind, and the mind could communicate with the body (1664/1972, 
p. 87-95, 113). Click image to enlarge.
Descartes was not the first to struggle with the effects of images on the mind, although his project to 
separate pure thought from the senses has had far-reaching effects. W.J.T. Mitchell (1994) notes that the 
current “pictorial turn,” in which “pictures form a point of peculiar friction and discomfort across a broad range 
of intellectual inquiry” (p. 13) is not a concept unique to contemporary culture, but one that has emerged at 
other historical junctures when new media/technologies threaten to overturn established beliefs and practices. 
Whether such cultural turns are pictorial, epistemological, or linguistic, historically they have produced anxiety 
about the current “new” means of representation.
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we examine how this plays out in an academic environment, we discover 
that logocentric Cartesian rationality, deployed by a seemingly distant 
and disembodied subject of knowledge, has long been strenuously 
defended as the most (or the only) credible and authoritative method 
for performing as researchers and teachers. In practice, this means 
that the demonstrations of knowledge that “count” in the academy are 
overwhelmingly books and articles in refereed print-based journals that 
develop linear arguments and rely primarily on logos-based evidence. 
Images, if any, are simply illustrations: pictures or tables or graphs 
that merely show what the words have already told. Using images as a 
substantive component of an argument is suspect; images are too vague, 
too “open to interpretation.” In scholarly print media, even the margin 
widths and font styles are strictly prescribed so that nothing detracts 
from the putative clarity of the ideas represented by words on the page.

Many current texts and handbooks used for the teaching of writing 
emphasize a similar content and structure of argument that effectively 
limit the kinds of evidence, the media and modes of presentation, 
and the organization of elements that are acceptable and/or most 
valued. These limitations were articulated by Diana George (2002) 
in her foundational work on the importance of visual design and the 
legitimacy of visual argument. An early advocate of the production of 
visual argument in the composition classroom, she provided compel-
ling evidence from the projects of her own students in a first-year 
composition class. But momentum for her trenchant claims was slow to 
build, and linear, propositional arguments made with words were (and 
often are) still presented, without discussion, as “natural.” In fact, they 
are implicated in what Sharon Traweek (1988), in her analysis of the 
culture of research physicists, has trenchantly termed “the culture of no 
culture” (p. 162), a claim of objective universality which attempts to 

erase any particularity of person or place from a text by insisting that the 
dominant culture, the dominant discourse, the dominant way of looking 
at (or rather through), is transparently neutral and unmarked. This 
disappearance of the knowing body—whose understanding of the world 
arises from embodied sensory perception and experience—behind a 
veil of distanced objectivity is secured by the further move of turning its 
arguments, its evidence, and its experimental results into disembodied 
texts that can be widely disseminated and archived in printed form. 
Thus was the scientific method born, and maintained. While several 
recent rhetoric textbooks emphasize innovative, media-rich analysis and 
production of both verbal and visual texts (Faigley, George, Palchik, 
and Selfe, 2004; Wysocki and Lynch, 2006; Ruszkiewicz, Anderson, 
and Friend, 2008; McQuade and McQuade, 2010), their presence has 
yet to have a measurable effect on the media and modes of scholarly 
production.

Feminist scholars have persistently questioned this refusal to 
recognize that knowledge is not general and universal, but is produced 
through embodied practices that are embedded in networks of social 
and cultural beliefs and have specific material consequences. Yet when 
visual rhetoric is excluded from argument, it becomes more difficult to 
recognize that those material consequences may differ significantly for 
some individuals and groups. Social, economic, and political policies 
derived from a supposedly “universal” standpoint of disembodied 
objectivity are not necessarily in everyone’s best interests, although 
institutionalized discourses often claim just that. 

Historians trace the dematerialization and rationalization of 
rhetoric to the period leading up to the Enlightenment, although its 
roots reach back to Plato. Women’s bodies, invoked through images of 
their relentless materiality and putative emotionalism, have long been 
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1.5 Christopher Baker, Final frame of Ameri-
can Toys, 2007.
Baker created a 37-second video that 
superimposes, one after another, drawings 
from every U.S. patent since the mid-1800s 
that contained the phrase “toy pistol.” The 
video is haunting as it evokes, with its 
piling-up of images, the potential cumulative 
effects of violent “play.” Click image to link to 
online video.

used to deny them meaningful access to the public 
sphere. Fortunately, the binaries that identify 
women with the devalued term in such pairings 
as mind/body and culture/nature have been 
called into question by postmodern feminism, 
which recognizes that differences among genders, 
ethnicities, etc. have little to do with biology and 
everything to do with cultural constructions and 
constraints. In fact, these dichotomies function 
as technologies of surveillance and control that 
serve to degrade and pathologize those groups 
identified with the depreciated term (Foucault, 
1990; de Lauretis, 1989). Balsamo (1997) 
and others have written of other technologies, 
including cosmetic surgery, fetal imaging, and 
body-building, whose rhetorics regulate gender 
and other difference (e.g. Susan Bordo, 1993, 
anorexia and fitness culture; Katharine Young, 
1993, autopsy, and 1997, gynecological exam; and 
Kathleen Zane, 1998, plastic surgery). 

Academic rhetorics of writing and of technol-
ogy are no less innocent than other institutional 
discourses of specific cultural beliefs and stan-
dards. The values of discourse communities differ; 
that is much of the point here. But we should 
be aware of which values currently warrant our 
academic rhetorical practices, and we should be 
responsive to other models that support different 
values. What, for example, would be the shape of 

a text that valued the process of wonder-induced 
inquiry over the efficiency of propositional 
proof ? Or one that valued the materiality of 
experience and image over disembodied, 
impersonal, academic prose? Unadorned text, 
written in plain style and organized in a way 
that can readily be outlined, has long been 
the paradigm for scholarly performances, and 
it has been presumed to fit all “legitimate” 
academic scholarship. Legitimacy, however, is a 
conservative, hereditary principle that protects 
the interests of those who claim it. Privileging 
hierarchical alphabetic argument over other 
forms protects against having to consider 
the compelling claims made through visual 
evidence and from multiple and often conflicting 
points of view, claims that expose the material 
consequences of argument and rhetorical action. 
But what does a predilection for words imply 
about the value of images in argument? What 
does linear organization imply about the value of 
circumspection and reflection? As we consider 
what kinds of thought and behavior are afforded 
or constrained by these practices, and who 
benefits and who loses when images and sound, 
multilinear associative arrangement, and lack of 
closure are proscribed in academic discourse, we 
can steer toward new, potentially emancipatory 
performances made possible in new media.

http://christopherbaker.net/projects/american-toys/
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The tendency, as noted previously with utopian claims for technol-
ogy, is for conventional, conservative practices to reassert themselves in 
new media spaces. Web pages, for example, offer expanded options for 
arrangement and navigation through hypermediated linking, and are 
equipped to take full advantage of multilinear connections to develop 
complex, exploratory, rhetorically rich, visual and verbal environments. 
This is not a negation of traditional print performances; but just as print 
takes its form from the specific rhetorical requirements of audience, 
purpose, and context, so too interactive digital media are shaped by 
rhetorical exigency and cultural imperatives in a relentlessly visual 
world. Yet the academy remains deeply suspicious of new media, often 
insisting even in multimediated spaces on the logocentrism and shape 
of argument characteristic of print. But if the digital work we and our 
students do is artificially limited in this way, we will be unable to take 
advantage of visual argument and inventive arrangement as rich rhetori-
cal means for producing rigorous intellectual scholarship, means that 
should be considered complementary, not supplementary, to words.

Often this visual reticence appears to arise from a fear of images and 
a mistrust of the influence of an embodied presence. In discussing the 
immediacy of visual representations, Bolter and Grusin (2000) seem 
to suggest that visual immersion is potentially dangerous because the 
viewer may forget that such representations are mediated. The mistrust 
of images, and the emphasis elsewhere on alphabetic text as the most 
legitimate form of scholarly production, is evident in the ubiquity of the 
design principles of contrast, repetition, alignment, and proximity for 
web pages (Williams and Tollett, 2005). While these principles provide 
an initial framework for the novice designer of new media, they are in 
effect design’s version of the five-paragraph essay. Contrast, repetition, 
alignment, and proximity construct an artificial efficiency and unity of 

text and image that are a function of form, but not necessarily content, 
and that make complex visual invention and argument impossible. Like 
the print conventions of academic journals and monographs, these 
design principles also assert a claim for a “culture of no culture.” Yet it is 
the hypermediacy of doing work in digital spaces, the insistent visibility 
of every act of representation, that encourages writers to question the 
supposed culturally transparent immediacy of traditional forms and 
their purported rhetorical neutrality. Allaying suspicions about visual 
representation and opening up scholarly performances to new forms 
and new purposes are the very reasons we should be teaching critical 
techniques for the consumption and production of visual rhetoric. 

Reading the visual rhetorically is critically important. It is impor-
tant as a critical strategy, and it is also critical culturally insofar as it 
encourages active engagement with, rather than passive consumption of, 
images. Scholars who continue to conduct ground-breaking work on the 
rhetoric of historical and contemporary images include W.J.T. Mitchell 
(1987, 1994, 2005), Gunther Kress and Theo van Leeuwen (2006, 
2009), James Elkins (1996, 2003, 2008), and Barbara Maria Stafford 
(1996, 1999); and theorists of the visual including John Berger (1972, 
1980), Gillian Rose (2006) and Marita Sturken and Lisa Cartwright 
(2009) have problematized practices of looking and seeing. However 
recuperation of the visual is much less evident in English Studies, which 
still privileges the Word as its preferred mode of performance, and linear 
argument as its preferred form. For this to change, more scholars must 
move beyond critical verbal analysis of visual texts and become active 
architects of intellectually engaged (and engaging) multimediated visual 
rhetoric. Until we and our students see ourselves as producers rather 
than just consumers of visual rhetoric, we are ceding the authority to 
speak and intervene in an increasingly multimediated world.
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Feminist Epistemology
For me, the most fruitful approach to the dual problematic of recuperation of the visual 

and of remapping the spatial and conceptual arrangement of ethical argument in interactive 
digital media is through feminist perspectives on embodiment and space as they can be applied 
to questions of technology. The physical and theoretical arena of Digital Media Studies thus 
becomes the site for the complex re-articulation of the traditional rhetoric of academic per-
formance with the embodied rhetorics of representation. Questions about embodied repre-
sentation and visual argument have far-reaching implications for both our own pedagogical 
performances in our research and in our classrooms, and for the writing and hypermedia design 
that we ask our students to do. Moving scholarly production from page to screen raises critical 
concerns about what counts as rhetoric in the academy, particularly as it is taught in depart-
ments of English which, through their first-year composition programs, hold such sway over 
academic discourse as a whole. While visual rhetorical analysis is a guiding paradigm in some 
first-year writing texts, student assignments ask more often for written rhetorical performances 
than for analysis and response that are themselves visual. But acknowledging that visual texts are 
important to analyze implies that they should also be important to produce. Writing instructors 
can—and should—take advantage of new forms of digital media for creating texts, and assign 
web pages and other demonstrations of multimodal argument, thus encouraging a rich, diverse 
rhetoric that responds to contemporary multimediated contexts and incorporates ethical ap-
proaches to invention, arrangement, and style. Creating such assignments, producing our own 
multimodal pedagogical performances, and scaffolding them theoretically are essential if the 
shift from page to screen, and from alphabetic linear print to multimodal, multi-perspectival 
images and text, is to be understood and rewarded by our tenure-granting departments.

The hold of traditional print-based practices within the field of rhetoric and composition 
is strong, and is directly connected to the privileging of logos and rational justification in 
philosophy and science. Feminists have long questioned whether these supposedly universal and 
objective accounts of knowledge, “produced and authorized by people in dominant political, 
social, and economic positions, can apply to subaltern knowledges as well” (Alcoff and Potter, 

1.6 Retorica (top) and Marcus Tulius (Cicero), 5th 
century.
The classical iconography of Lady Rhetorica is replete 
with swords, lilies, crowns, armor, tablets, quills, 
cherubs, horns (of the musical kind), and figures, both 
verbal and decorative. Here however, “Retorica” is a 
working woman, wielding a tool which, like techné, 
can be put to many uses. Click image to enlarge.
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1996, p. 1). Linda Alcoff (1993) argues that abstract rational thought 
has historically been defined in opposition to “the desiring body” (p. 
14). In practice, this becomes an opposition between the knowing 
male mind capable of transcending its corporeality and the suspect 
female body “preoccupied with the cares of the particular, more readily 
reminded of [its] fleshy limitations” (p. 15). Consequently the aim of 
feminist epistemologies has been to demonstrate that positivist accounts 
of a universal and general knowledge are insupportable because they do 
not consider alternative ways of knowing based on the embodied experi-
ence and lived events of women and other under-represented groups. 
Helen Longino (1993) contends that a systematic focus on the logic of 
justification in critiques of positivist epistemology goes only so far, and 
that we must also examine closely the methods of discovery that, prior 
to justification, “limit what we get to know about” (p. 101). While we 
cannot ignore the context of justification, nor “dismiss the accumulated 
knowledge . . . produced by the traditional methods” (p. 103), neverthe-
less feminist insights about “situated knowledges” (Haraway, 1991) and 
“strong objectivity” (Harding, 1993) lead us to ask hard questions about 
how and by whom objects of study are chosen and research hypotheses 
are generated.

Longino’s argument for focusing on methods of discovery dovetails 
nicely with the project of developing a techné of inquiry and discovery 
in interactive digital media, a techné that makes visible the embodied 
objects of study and encourages consideration of multiple perspectives 
and alternative arrangements of evidence on the journey toward ethical 
rhetorical action. As we hunch over our keyboards designing new-media 
pedagogical performances, the intermingling of the body with technol-
ogy reminds us that we are deeply imbricated in the social technologies 

that de Lauretis (1989) argues shape our beliefs and behavior; but at the 
same time we are knowing, acting subjects who may through our work 
re-shape the social fabric in humane and ethical ways. Using the collec-
tion, arrangement, and manipulation of visual evidence in digital media 
as a method of discovery leads to a slow unfolding of understanding, 
an emerging intelligibility about the embodied relationships between 
the people, places, events, and material artifacts that are in play in a 
rhetorical situation. William Covino (1988) names this measured 
method of rhetorical discovery the “art of wondering”; in digital media, 
as I argue later, the intimate reciprocation between body and screen is 
transformed into an epistemic technology of wonder.

Feminist methodologies are particularly appropriate for grappling 
with the connections between an embodied technology of wonder 
and the rhetorics of visibility, materiality, and gender that have either 
improved or constrained women’s lives and their participation in the 
public sphere. Rhetoric can determine what is and is not thinkable, 
what is and is not valuable. Stafford (2001) makes the same point 
about visual technologies, which she calls “media machines”: “they not 
only constrain what it is possible to see but also determine what can 
be thought” (p. 1). Thus feminist rhetorical perspectives are central to 
the conversations about the place of the visual and about associative 
arrangement in academic rhetoric. Feminism can ask questions about 
what counts as knowledge and who can produce such knowledge 
(Butler, 1990, 1993; Haraway, 1991); it can refuse binaries that identify 
women and others with the devalued term (de Lauretis, 1989; Longino, 
1993; Rose, 1993); it can offer a location for analysis that assumes 
difference without fetishizing it (Friedman, 1998; Stafford, 1999); and 
it can be used to critique culturally constructed systems and structures, 
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both physical and rhetorical, that disadvantage not only women, 
but also many others who are not white, or male, or heterosexual, or 
able-bodied, or economically stable. 

Two specific feminist analytical frames are particularly apt for 
exploring the potential of embodied feminist practice in digital 
spaces—feminist geography and body studies. The appeal of feminist 
geography as a theoretical perspective is that it keeps us grounded in 
lived space, thinking about lived experience in real bodies. Coming at 
questions of space and materiality in digital media production through 

1.7 Camouflage Class at N.Y.U., 1943. Color transparency by Marjorie 
Collins. Others by David Bransby (1), Alfred Palmer (6) and Jack Delano 
(1).
Geographies of labor inflected by gender, race, and socioeconomic class 
undergo radical reconstruction in wartime. Rosie the Riveter was joined 
by thousands of women in both military and civilian jobs that were for-
merly exclusively male territory. Following the war, women were relegat-
ed to their previous domestic space, in large part by means of a spate of 
new Union regulations (Oberdeck, 2001). Click image to play.

an explicitly dimensional discipline opens up new ways to think about 
the materiality of rhetoric that reveal the importance of spatial and 
visual argument for groups whose interests cannot be properly heard or 
seen in disembodied linear print. Geography fills out the flat figures of 
text and activates them in space and time. In Feminism and Geography 
(1993), Rose pushes back against approaches to traditional geography 
studies which attempt to speak from the position of a knower who “can 
separate himself from his body, emotions, values, past, and so on, so 
that he and his thought are autonomous, context-free and objective” 
(p. 7). Rose argues for a more embodied geography that recognizes the 
lived experiences of individuals rather than simply their positions on a 
space-time map. 

Vision is also central to geographic claims of knowledge, and 
space-time activation and vision are both central to digital media. 
Feminist geography critiques the language of power and the aesthetics 
of exploration and conquest of traditional geography, noting that maps 
and other visual representations rarely acknowledge the interests of their 
makers and users. These insights can be applied to visual representations 
of/in digital media, which may also fail to acknowledge that they are 
not exhaustive and universal. 
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The second theoretical perspective—body studies—brings together 
productive ways of thinking about embodiment and representation 
from science (Haraway, 1991, 1997; Harding, 1993; Keller, 1985), 
philosophy (Hayles, 1993, 1999, 2003; Foucault, 1990; Young, 1993, 
1997), gender studies (Grosz, 1994, 2001; Butler, 1990, 1993; Bordo, 
1993), and other disciplines. As women’s bodies have historically been 
either suspect, dangerous, or absent, and the objects of stringent social 
control, it is an essential task of feminist research and pedagogy to 
reclaim the knowing, material body as a legitimate source of authority 
and rhetorical action. Rhetorics of digital technology have often 
claimed that virtual reality, like Cartesian rationality, can free us from 
our bodies. Yet even virtual reality is experienced by material bodies. 
Digital media are technologies of vision, sites/sights of material practice 
and embodied representation. Certain kinds of bodies are produced by 
the rhetorics circulating in cyberspace, just as certain kinds of bodies 
are produced by the discourses on plastic surgery and fetal imaging 
analyzed by Balsamo (1997).

Judith Butler (1993) addresses the discursive production of 
gendered bodies, and calls attention to the performative nature of 
gender formation (p. 1-16). For Butler, the performativity of gender 
is analogous to a performative speech act, a discursive reiteration or 

citation “that produces the effects that it names” (p. 2). But gender and 
other culturally normative constructions need continual reinscription 
through performance to counteract their inherent instability, and 
therefore performativity becomes a means to “rearticulate the very terms 
of symbolic legitimacy and intelligibility” (p. 4). This performative 
aspect of subject formation is related to the pedagogical performances 
constructed through our research and classroom practices with digital 
media. Such performances may reinscribe conventional, conserva-
tive constructions of disembodied rhetoric, or they may challenge 
traditional rationalist, logocentric practices through non-linear, 
multi-perspectival, multimodal, and relentlessly embodied new media 
performances. The following chapters flesh out answers to the questions 
posed in the Preface—What is/should be the place of the visual in 
academic inquiry and representation? What means are available, and 
what constraints are imposed, for ethical pedagogical performances in 
the production of digital media?—through discussions of remediation 
from page to screen as an epistemically productive techné, embodiment 
as a guiding principle for visual argument, hypermediated linking and 
associative thinking as a material reconstruction of the canon of arrange-
ment, and making new media as a means toward ethical embodied 
rhetorical practice. 
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Chapter Previews
Chapter Two, “(Re)Vision and Remediation,” 
examines the implications for principled rhetori-
cal action of moving seeing and writing from one

medium to another in a process of recursive remediation (Bolter and 
Grusin, 2000). At first, an emergent medium looks much like its 
predecessor: photography initially resembled painting, and early film 
looked a lot like performances on a stage. The viewer experiences an 
oscillation between immediacy, the sense of immersion, or “liveness,” 
in the medium, and hypermediacy, the ways in which the medium calls 
attention to itself. Richard Lanham referred to this oscillation between 
opacity and transparency as the bi-stable decorum of “looking at” the 
surface of the page and “looking through” that surface to the “‘reality’ 
our decorous trickery has created” (p. 81).

New media can recuperate images and other modes of communica-
tion as legitimate forms of embodied rhetorical argument, and this 
moment of remediation from print to digital allows close examination 
of the underlying values and assumptions of both. Unfortunately the 
tendency is for new media to eventually absorb and re-inscribe older 
forms of discourse. By arguing for hypermediacy, and the insight it pro-
vides about the way in which the desire for an immediate, transparent 
experience disadvantages women and other under-represented groups, 
we can move toward a multimediated feminist rhetorical practice in 
new media that gives “better accounts of the world” (Haraway, 1991).

Chapter Two focuses next on techné, or artistic knowledge, which 
provides a synthesis of rhetoric as a productive art with our modern 
idea of technology, and enables us to apply the term to social technolo-
gies that include both the material tools and the network of social 

practices that inform their use. As a rhetorical practice, techné enacts 
the paired feminist values of invention and intervention; and in new 
media production, the four characteristics of rhetorical techné—it is 
heuristic, situated, strategically mobile, and ethical—enable it to thrive 
in a multimediated, multimodal digital environment. The motivating 
force of techné is wonder, an attitude toward the world that predisposes 
us to amazement, and to desire to learn its cause. Wonder is primarily a 
visual practice, and thus the digital media through which we pursue an 
embodied techné of rhetorical inquiry and production are technologies 
of wonder.

In new media, rhetorical inquiry is also a visual practice, and vision 
(“Seeing”) activates both embodiment (“Seeing Bodies”) and arrange-
ment (“Seeing Bodies in Space”). Embodiment depends upon visibility 
to sustain its claims for the unbreakable bond between materiality 
and all experience. Arrangement, often associated only with textual 
organization, is also a function of associative practices of discovering 
similarities and meaning-making affinities. Together visual practices 
of embodiment and associative arrangement provide a framework for 
ethical performances in digital media. Seeing vision as a technology 
of the body rescues the body and its representations from the passivity 
of “being seen” and recreates it as an active participant in making its 
own visual meaning, in insisting that “bodies matter.” Arrangement as 
a spatial practice visually informs the placement and relationships of 
words, images, animations, sounds, and other media, and transforms 
visual re-arrangement on the landscape of the screen into an epistemic 
event. 
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Chapter Three, “Embodiment by Design,” 
examines the gendered and classed turn to the 
mind of classical and Enlightenment rhetoric, 

and reveals the cultural and social consequences of the disembodied 
rhetoric that emerged with the ascendancy of Cartesian rationalism 
for individuals and groups less able to put their material circumstances 
aside. Feminist critiques of the Cartesian subject’s claims of access to 
“universal truth” point toward a potentially more egalitarian rhetorical 
framework that values situated knowledges and multiple subjectivity; 
yet visions of virtual immateriality have re-emerged with the rise of 
digital technologies, visions that undercut feminist arguments for 
the necessity of specifically embodied perspectives. This chapter 
explores how discourses of immateriality in early anatomical drawings, 
nineteenth-century elocution manuals, women’s rights speeches, and 
photographic documentation of hysteria function as “pedagogical 
performances,” seemingly neutral and objective representations and 
arrangements of the body which, in fact, also teach cultural and social 
interpretations of bodies and how they are supposed to behave in the 
world. Applying these insights to contemporary representations of the 
body made possible by digital imaging technologies, this chapter argues 
that visual “technologies of the body” such as x-rays and fetal imaging 
are also embodied pedagogical performances that have the effect of 
surveilling and regulating the bodies whose images they mediate.

Chapter Three then turns to the implications of a newly visual and 
mobile writing space on bodies of evidence and practices of arrange-
ment. Over the last few years, scholars in rhetoric and composition 
have created excellent models of how rigorous intellectual work can 
be accomplished in interactive digital media, and have addressed 
themselves to pressing questions in the field: What does it mean to be 

a technological body, to engage physically with digital hardware and 
software, and to represent our selves through those media? How do 
we enact our responsibility to represent the material conditions and 
consequences of our “objects of study” through the ethical collection 
and presentation of visual evidence and embodied argument? How 
can we develop concepts and practices of digital design that help us use 
digital media as tools of thoughtful critical inquiry and analysis?

But despite the potential for embodied pedagogical performances 
through multimodal, hypermediated writing and designing, current 
texts widely recommended in the academy for graphic and typographic 
hypermedia design fail to acknowledge visual argument as an embodied 
practice. Instead, such texts as Edward Tufte’s Envisioning Information 
(1990) and Robin Williams’ A Non-Designer’s Design Book (2008) reify 
a discourse of visual performance that effaces the maker and foregrounds 
arhetorical standards of transparency and speed. The chapter concludes 
with a call to reject discourses that devalue the visual and thereby 
devalue the materiality of experience and knowledge construction, and 
argues for theory embedded in practice which demonstrates how to 
perform ethical, embodied, hypermediated teaching and research in 
new media. By frankly acknowledging that all visual representations, 
including alphabetic texts, are culturally constructed, and that it is 
neither possible nor desirable to extract the visual from the surrounding 
sensorium of meaning, we can interrupt the seamless narrative that 
holds up alphabetic textual performance as the privileged standard for 
intellectual work. We may then recover, as Stafford (1997) suggests, 
an eighteenth-century enchantment with visual demonstration and 
learning, and a more nuanced perspective from which to design and 
write within a feminist-inflected techno-strategic discourse.
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Chapter Four, “Arrangement as Inquiry,” turns to 
digital media and the rhetorical canon of arrange-
ment, and considers how articulating bodies of 

evidence in new ways might help us to develop frames for scholarly 
production which expand those of traditional academic rhetoric. 
Arrangement is rarely treated as a visual practice or as a method of 
discovery in college research and writing, and the history of the canon 
shows us a possible explanation. Prior to the Enlightenment, a long and 
rich tradition of associative practices linked visual and verbal knowledge 
in illuminated manuscripts, secular and religious painting, sculpture, 
architecture, and other pre-digital multimedia texts. Furthermore, 
these practices were embodied; people gathered to read or listen in 
churches and town squares where they could see and make connections 
between the words, the speakers, the buildings, and other elements of 
material culture. The physical and mental rearrangement of evidence 
that privileges an associative model of thinking was embodied in the 
sixteenth-century Wunderkammer, or cabinet of natural, artificial, and 
scientific wonders, which served as both an embodied space and an 
object-to-think-with about arranging material artifacts to engender 
wonder and discovery. Yet by the eighteenth century, the Cartesian 
division of mind and body exemplified in the scientific method had 
turned toward a disembodied process of “objective” inquiry. The 
Cartesian knowing subject, claiming to speak from an omniscient and 
disinterested perspective, effectively erased the particularities of place 
and gender in the acquisition and dissemination of knowledge, while 
simultaneously obscuring the fact that women and other under-repre-
sented groups were excluded from any participation at all. In addition, 
the emphasis on “plain style,” and the growing movement to educate the 
merchant class, resulted in the shift of the canon of arrangement from 

a verbal and visual process of rhetorical invention and discovery to an 
inflexible rubric for organizing parts of an already conceived discourse. 

Postmodernism called into question many of the traditional 
assumptions about subjects and objects of knowledge, and the introduc-
tion of hypermedia into writing instruction in the early 1990s provided 
writing spaces that seemed up to the task of incorporating multimedia, 
polyvocality, and nonlinear provocations that were already informing 
rhetorical theory. Constructive hypermedia encourage writers to 
become designers of digital Wunderkammer, bodies of information 
“they map according to their needs, their interests, and the transforma-
tions they discover as they invent, gather, and act upon information” 
( Joyce, 1995a, p. 42). However, despite the promise of hypermedia 
for recuperating visual arrangement as a valued form of pedagogical 
performance, standards of efficiency and transparency developed for 
commercial websites are still often mapped onto web design criteria for 
academic professionals and their students.

Chapter Four focuses on two moves to counter the business 
model for hypermedia that prizes speed and clarity over reflective 
inquiry and generative ambiguity: emphasizing a feminist regard for 
multiple perspectives, and re-thinking the epistemic potential of the 
link. Hypermedia can effectively demonstrate feminist attentiveness to 
multiple subject positions. And links, re-defined as associative “lines 
of flight” (Deleuze and Guattari, 1987) rather than transparent and 
immaterial windows between nodes of information, transform them 
into connective tissue which creates the meaning of the words and 
images that it joins. This chapter concludes by returning to the digital 
Wunderkammer as a technology of wonder that reestablishes associative 
thinking, visual analogy, and embodied arrangement as a multimediated 
feminist pedagogical performance.
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Chapter Five, “Media Machines, Devices of 
Wonder,” turns to the process of making new 
media as an epistemic practice embodied in

feminist perspectives on materiality and arrangement. It makes a case 
for an embodied practice of flexible hypermedia design in which we and 
our students become active producers rather than passive consumers of 
visual digital rhetoric, and advocates for pedagogical performances that 
not only lead us all to become more fully aware of visual representation 
and arrangement as culturally inscribed and deeply rhetorical, but that 
result in more generous, thoughtful rhetorical action. As Anne Wysocki 
provocatively asks, “How would a text look . . . that embodied the values 
of generosity, or slow rumination, or full-hearted justice—and what 
might we learn about ourselves in the processes of making and learning 
to read such texts?” (2004a, p. 15). 

This chapter analyzes examples of new and not-so-new interactive 
texts, and proposes models for new media objects that demonstrate 
the principles of embodied visual argument and reflective conceptual ar-
rangement in innovative digital formats. Interactive digital media invite 
the construction of electronic spaces that value process over product, 
and that have as their goal inquiry and discovery rather than proof. 
Returning again to the Wunderkammer as an epistemic space, I explore 
several mechanical, optical, and electronic devices of wonder which, by 
making the familiar strange, help us see (and think) differently, and I 
compare the visual tropes of reflection, refraction, repetition, distortion, 

and magnification in play in both analog and digital Wunderkammern 
to their verbal rhetorical analogues in order to expand our potential 
associative rhetorical strategies. The habits of mind intrinsic to the 
construction of a Wunderkammer—collecting, arranging, reflecting, 
and displaying— work together recursively to shape epistemically active 
hypermedia which manifest feminist principles of embodied arrange-
ment and inquiry, acting as sites for theoretically informed research 
and as constructive knowledge-making spaces for our students and 
colleagues. 

Chapter Five next takes up the potential of several such spaces 
to demonstrate the application of these principles of Wunderkammer 
construction to the design and production of constructive hypermedia. 
The assemblages of Joseph Cornell—Wunderkammern in minia-
ture—provide models for using bricolage and juxtaposition to create 
associative, multimodal environments that can be usefully applied to 
designing constructive, interactive, digital knowledge-making spaces. 
Shelley Jackson’s “My Body . . . & a Wunderkammer” (1997) and Anne 
Wysocki’s “A Bookling Monument” (2002) exemplify two very different 
approaches to embodying the theory of digital arrangement and visual 
representation in pieces designed as digital projects for which there is 
no analog equivalent. The chapter concludes with a discussion of digital 
arrangement in the classroom, focusing on visual strategies of invention 
and/as arrangement as they were deployed in two student projects in an 
intermediate writing course. 
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D espite the progress that has been made in developing venues and models for aca-
demic scholarship designed and published in digital media, the field of rhetoric and 

composition still faces questions about the value and rigor of our multimodal work. In this 
chapter, I make a case for designing multimediated alternatives to logocentric, linear print 
models of scholarship. I argue that digital interactivity and multimodality (particularly the 
emphasis on visual rhetoric and representation) provide opportunities for scholarly inquiry 
that have no equivalent in print, yet are equally as rigorous intellectually. In so doing, I 
also show the necessity of adopting new criteria for evaluating scholarly digital media that 
demonstrate the inadequacy of efficiency and transparency as either necessary or sufficient 
standards for scholarly work. The problem lies, of course, not in word-based, linear argument 
per se, nor in efficiency and transparency as criteria. For many rhetorical situations, these are 
fitting and time-tested tools. My concern is that these may be seen as always the only, or the 
best, or the most intellectually appropriate for “serious” rhetoric in digital media, despite 
the potential of interactive, multimodal, non-linear, “slow” forms to produce complex, 
rigorous scholarship. As a counter to the tendency toward just such a conservative and 
limiting inscription, I argue that multimodal, hypermediated, interactive digital media are 
uniquely suited to produce richer models of academic inquiry and pedagogical performance, 
and that perspectives on embodiment and materialism afforded by postmodern feminism 
support a vigorous, visual, digital techné whose motivating force is wonder. ¶Both body 
studies and feminist geography teach us ways of seeing and practices of looking at bodied 
representations (including images, of course, but also alphabetic, audio, and other texts that 
are embodied by proxy) that call into question the disembodied Cartesian narratives of a 
“universal” subject of knowledge. But a foundation for questioning the prevailing logocentric 
perspective was first laid by feminist historiography, which uncovered a history of denial, a 
history that claimed women’s bodies are incapable of being rhetorical, a history that either 
refused women access to the public sphere or denigrated and disavowed their performances 
there. Reasons given for denying women access or disregarding their public performances 
have ranged from their physical weakness and bodily “unreliability,” to their “nervous” or 
“hysterical” dispositions, to their domestic roles as mothers and “angels of the house.” 

(Re)Vision             & Remediation

2 

Image: scrappy annie, Eye samples, 2009. 
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With little access to public deliberative and forensic space, their 
opportunity to influence or participate in public discourse on their 
own behalf was virtually non-existent; and because this state of affairs 
was self-perpetuating, over 2000 years of rhetorical tradition have 
“represented the experience of males, powerful males, with no provision 
or allowance for females” (Glenn, 1997, p. 2). 

Feminist historiographers of rhetoric have worked to rewrite this 
tradition in two ways: by revising canonical histories of rhetoric to 
recover the work of women rhetors whose contributions to the canon 
had been overlooked or ignored; and by redefining what constitutes/
counts as rhetorical practice and rhetorical space. In her revisionist 
recovery work in Rhetoric Retold, Cheryl Glenn notes that the silences of 
women within the dominant discourses of an “exclusively upper-class, 
male, agonistic, and public, yet seemingly universal” (p. 2) rhetoric 
should not be read as the absence of women. Re-gendering rhetoric as a 
structure inflected by “power, performance, and societal expectations” 
(p. 12) enables Glenn and others to look for women’s rhetoric, not 
only in single-authored, public texts, but as persuasive voices in textual 
references, in myth, and in poetry, and to seek them out not only in 
the public polis, but also in the private idios. Thus, for example, Glenn 
relocates Aspasia as companion and logographer to Pericles, Margery 
Kempe as medieval religious autobiographer and “witness,” and 
Elizabeth I as astute regent who deployed metaphors of the masculine 
body politic and the feminine natural body (made strong by her 
chastity) to shore up her authority to rule. Similarly important recovery 
work has been undertaken for Diotima (Swearingen, 1995), Christine 
de Pisan (Redfern, 1995), Ida B. Wells (Royster, 1995), and others 
who were barred from participation in “legitimate” public forensic and 
deliberative spaces. Of course, the strategy of seeking to incorporate 

women into the traditional rhetorical canon can be problematic in 
that it reifies the questionable concept of a canon. Simply adding a few 
women’s voices to an “authorized” body of work continues to confine 
rhetoric within a unified descriptive and explanatory historical narrative 
without attempting to reshape the classed, raced, and gendered public 
sphere. Such token additions may also reinforce the claim that some few 
extraordinary women are able to excel, but that exceptional rhetorical 
performance is outside the competence of most women. 

A second feminist historiographic move is to redefine what 
constitutes rhetorical space and practice. Anne Ruggles Gere (1997), for 
example, explores the literacy and cultural practices of women’s clubs, 
and Nan Johnson (2002) analyzes the gendered restrictions on women’s 
rhetorical performances in the space of the Victorian parlor. Shirley 
Logan (1999) writes of Anna Julia Cooper, a black woman educator 
who claimed the right to the public sphere because of women’s unique 
“side to truth” in moral arguments like the right to vote. This claim to an 
ethos of special virtue made it possible for abolitionist women to speak 
publicly in churches and halls. Unfortunately, their claims could also 
then be more easily dismissed as emotional (feminine) arguments rather 
than rational (masculine) ones. Yet women abolitionists and women’s 
rights advocates who attempted to make their arguments using logos, 
the reasoning and bodies of evidence valued in the male public sphere, 
were even less successful. For example, when Sarah Grimké published 
letters on women’s rights based on reasoned argument and Biblical 
exegesis, she was excoriated for being “unnatural” (General, 1837, p. 1), 
a “shrieking woman.” 

This dual history of both misrepresentation and lack of repre-
sentation hints at the ongoing problematic of space and the body for 
women. Their exclusion from the public sphere and their historical 
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class, race, ability, or other (embodied) characteristics set them apart 
from established and deep-rooted norms.

New media are potential sites for thoughtful inquiry and pedagogi-
cal performances that can recover vision and other modes as legitimate 
means of academic argument. In so doing, they reintroduce embodied 
rhetoric to the space of the screen. This in turn invites a reconsideration 
of the term “technology” and its roots in rhetorical techné and wonder, 
and of the complicated interactions of vision, embodiment, and arrange-
ment, both on the screen and in this text. These three concepts, explored 
in this chapter under the rubrics of Seeing, Seeing Bodies, and Seeing 
Bodies in Space, circulate and intertwine, speaking freely across and 
through one another; which one should take precedence in any given 
knowledge-making performance depends upon the particular time and 
circumstance and context of the situation at hand. Restored attention 
to visual rhetoric and representation not only reveals the visual practices 
of alphabetic texts, but also creates a richer environment and tool-set 
for scholarly intellectual work; focusing on embodiment brings into 
the open the human beings who are the authors and subjects of our 
research, a move that often exposes the biases of universalizing discursive 
practices; and reconsidering arrangement as a visual practice opens up 
the possibility of alternative methods of dynamic grouping and display 
that emphasize inquiry and exploration in rigorous academic work, 
instead of/as well as proof. Taken together, new ways of thinking with 
and about vision, embodiment and arrangement, informed by feminist 
epistemology, might guide us toward an ethical academic digital 
remediation. 

lack of physical and discursive mobility were rationalized by dominant 
masculinist discourses about women’s bodies—what they should be 
doing (tending to home and family), and where they should be doing 
it (in private). And despite the important recovery work that has been 
accomplished over the past 30 years, there remains a need to write new 
definitions of public and private space that make both spheres intel-
ligible and available to rhetoric, and that provide full rhetorical access, 
both analytical and active, in public and private spheres, for women and 
other underrepresented groups. 

The remediation of academic performances from the page and the 
classroom to the screen provides just such an opportunity to carefully 
consider how current scholarly publishing, focused primarily on the 
print journal and monograph, might be constraining other modes of 
inquiry and argument, and limiting what the academic body should 
be doing, and where it should be doing it. Digital multimedia provide 
a public space where traditional alphabetic textual authority bumps 
up against embodied, sensory, pedagogical performance. Of course, 
if digital media are pressed into the molds of print, the product that 
emerges will be simply a pixelated version of distanced linear alphabetic 
rationality. But rethinking entrenched practices might help to prevent 
automatic re-inscription of old ideas about embodiment and arrange-
ment—of both people and ideas—that are our Cartesian legacy. And 
while this legacy has been particularly problematic for women in the 
academy, who have long been constrained by physical restrictions on 
how they should look, what their physical deportment (bodily arrange-
ment) should be, and where they should appear (their arrangement in 
social space), these same concerns also apply for other groups whose 



2. (Re)Vision & Remediation   |23Delagrange • Technologies of Wonder

Remediation
The emergence of interactive digital media—web pages, Flash, video, blogs, wikis, databases, 

and more—greatly expanded the opportunities for experimenting with visual and embodied 
content, as well as with more flexible alternative arrangements of image and text. And once 
minimum cost threshholds were met, the Internet also provided a fast, low-cost delivery system 
for publishing scholarly work composed in electronic media. But this potential also raised 
concerns—about peer review, about the “seriousness” of technology and design as components 
of rigorous scholarship, about the evaluation of such work for promotion and tenure—as 
researchers engaged with the affordances and constraints of digital media vis-à-vis the more 
familiar medium of print.

In the Preface, I recounted an energetic online discussion about Cheryl Ball’s designs for 
her 2003 job-market website. Arguably, the reactions she received to her designs were inflected 
by her respondents’ sense of what is “appropriate” for job application materials—complex 
performances of scholarship and self—when they move from the medium of print to the newer 
medium of the Web. Remediation, according to Jay Bolter and Richard Grusin (2000), is “the 
representation of one medium in another” (p. 45), “the formal logic by which new media 
refashion prior media forms” (p. 273). The process of remediation is bi-directional; not only 
are the design, structure, and use of a new medium initially patterned on its predecessor, but as 
the new medium evolves, it in turn influences (re-mediates) the design, structure, and use of the 
previous medium. While Bolter and Grusin identify remediation as a “defining characteristic” 
of digital media, remediation itself is an ancient practice. Speech was remediated as writing; 
hand-lettered manuscripts were remediated as printed books; religious texts were remediated 
in satin-stitched samplers. More recently, printed and other visual and verbal texts are being 

2.1 Middle Rhenish Master, Three conditions of women, Speculum Virginum, ca. 1310.
Before written literacy was common, particularly among women, lessons in Christian virtue were disseminated 
and contemplated through images. This example, from an early fourteenth-century Speculum Virginum (Mirror 
for Virgins), was intended for the education of nuns, and depicts the spiritual harvest that will accrue to virgins 
(one-hundredfold), widows (sixtyfold), and married women (thirtyfold). Click image to enlarge.
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remediated in a range of digital media. Remediation in these (and most) 
cases is usually considered to be “progressive,” in the sense that the customary 
movement is from older to newer, “better” media, but this is not always the case. 
Soundtracks of popular films, for example, are remediated on CDs and on the 
radio, and the films themselves are remediated as toys and other lucrative spin-off 
products. 

When a new medium emerges, the process of remediation takes a predict-
able path. At first, an emergent medium looks much like its predecessor. Pho-
tography, for example, initially resembled painting. The couple in the ca. 1855 
daguerreotype by Francis Grice (Figure 2.2) are formally dressed, and look 
solemnly in the direction of the camera, much as the Hough family in Brayton 
Wilcox’s 1852-53 painting (Figure 2.3) composed themselves for their formal 
portrait in oil on canvas.

2.2 Francis Grice, daguerreotype of unidentified 
man and woman, ca. 1855. Daguerreotype 
collection, Library of Congress. 
It is already apparent in this mid-nineteenth 
century image that photography brought about a 
democratization of portraiture, which had previ-
ously been available only to wealthier individuals 
and families.

2.3 Brayton J. Wilcox, portrait of Representative 
William Hough and family, 1852-53. National 
Portrait Gallery, Smithsonian Institution. 
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In similar fashion, early film resembled the theatre; scenes were recorded from a fixed 
perspective with no cuts or editing. Among the most popular subjects were performances 
like The Buffalo Dance (Figure 2.4), filmed at Thomas Edison’s Black Maria studio in 1894. It 
was not long, however, before filmmakers began to experiment with effects made possible by 
recorded media. In 1899, Georges Méliès, although still employing a fixed camera position and 
stage set, used editing techniques to create “magic” in L’Impressionniste Fin de Siècle (Figure 2.5).

2.5 Georges Méliès, still from L’Impression-
niste Fin de Siècle, 1899. Méliès’ earliest 
films were streetscapes and events like those 
captured by the Lumière Brothers, but he 
used multiple exposures to create “trick” films 
as early as 1896. Click image to play.

2.4 Thomas Edison, still from The Buffalo 
Dance, 1894. Library of Congress.
Other performances from Buffalo Bill’s Wild 
West Show were also filmed at Edison’s 
studio, including a shooting demonstration 
by Annie Oakley. Click image to play.
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In a more contemporary example, the Web version of CNN, 
which appears in the right window in this screen capture (Figure 
2.6), resembles the multi-paned agglomeration of text, graphics, and 
video of the televised version; the televised version itself, a live feed of 
then-Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld testifying before Congress, 
appears here in the window on the left in a re-remediation, the 
simultaneous web-casting of a live televised program. And both of these 
windows are layered over the desktop image of a Macintosh computer, 
another mediated space. 

The examples of painting-to-photography and stage-to-film 
illustrate the most simple form of remediation, uncritical attempts to 
replicate an experience in which “the viewer stands in the same relation-
ship to the content as she would if she were confronting the original 
medium” (p. 45). However, the CNN example is more complex. For a 
new medium to justify its use, it must demonstrate that it is in some way 
“better” than prior media. For example, simple digital remediation, like 
text-on-the-page to text-on-screen, might promise that it is better by 
reason of easier access or greater speed. Digital media might also offer 
“value added”; Encyclopaedia Britannica online includes sound clips and 
video in addition to the alphabetic text and static illustrations found 
in the print version. In a more assertive remediation, digital media 
might attempt to combine several older media to provide a heightened 
experience; Bolter and Grusin use the example of music videos, which 
combine the “old” media of CD-ROM and live performance into one 
re-mediated experience (pp. 42-43). CNN.com was uniquely positioned 
to provide 24-hour blanket coverage of the events of and following 
September 11, 2001, including the beginning of the wars in Afghanistan 
and Iraq. With the inclusion of the live feed from CNN television, 
the CNN.com screens in Figure 2.6 attempt to push their remediation 

2.6 CNN.com screen capture, www.cnn.com, March 23, 2003. Image 
by author. This was the third day of the second Iraq War, and even 
with a high-speed connection, the increased traffic on the CNN website 
caused frequent stalls and freezes of the “live” feed.
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even further and “to absorb the old medium entirely, so that the 
discontinuities between the two are minimized” (p. 47). In fact, 
however, this example, by simultaneously showing us the CNN.com 
web page and the live feed from CNN television, emphasizes rather 
than minimizes the remediation effect, and also demonstrates the 
bi-directionality of remediation. Bi-directionality is the second sense 
in which remediation is seen as “progressive”; both the new medium 
and the old continue to change and adapt in response to one 
another. As CNN.com developed into a multi-paned, multi-linked 
access point for news, the “old” televised version reacted by remedi-
ating itself in turn, adding multiple on-screen windows, menus, and 
“crawls” of headlines, stock prices, and football scores to replicate 
the appearance, if not the reality, of CNN.com’s interactivity. 

Bolter and Grusin’s articulation of remediation runs into 
difficulty, however, when it maps appearance and reality onto the 
twinned logics of hypermediacy and immediacy. With all media, but 
particularly with new media, the viewer experiences an oscillation 
between immediacy, the sense of immersion in or “liveness” of the 
medium, and hypermediacy, the ways in which the medium calls 
attention to its mediation. Yet Bolter and Grusin seem to suggest 
that, for most people, immediacy—a transparently “real” experience 
of a medium that erases the frame and appears to provide unmedi-
ated access to its content—is the over-arching desire of new media, 
and the desire of their users. Prior media have also made this claim. 
The history of Western perspectival painting is heavily influenced 
by Leon Battista Alberti’s notion that viewing a painting should be 
like looking through a window from a single, monocular point of 
view at a “real,” unmediated scene (1645/1991, p. 55). Transparent 
immediacy appears to be making a truth claim, a claim that the 

more real something is, the more “liveness” it has, the truer it is. But the 
suggestion that unmediated access to “reality” or “truth” should be the 
goal of media in general is very much tied to a subject of knowledge 
who desires the power and control which come from a transcendent 
“view from nowhere.” In this view, the desired “remedy” of remediation 
is the eventual restoration of a seamless, unified perceptual field in 
which the apparently containerless content becomes transparently 
real, resulting in the restoration of a disembodied relationship with 
information and knowledge that we currently experience through the 
naturalized medium of print. Bolter and Grusin rightly note that there 
are “ways of looking other than the appropriating male gaze” (p. 81), but 
it is easier to set aside “male” than “appropriating,” which seems implicit 
in a disembodied desire for the real.

Hypermediacy, on the other hand, which calls attention to its 
mediation through the accumulative effect of stacking, layering, linking, 
juxtaposing, and other visual, verbal, and aural strategies, would seem to 
resist a unified perspective, offering a multiplicity of points of view on 
every screen (pp. 33-34). Yet ultimately, suggest Bolter and Grusin, the 
awareness of hypermediacy only reminds users of the immediacy they 
desire. If this is the unstated goal of remediation—a “new, improved” 
way to inhabit the same old unexamined Cartesian spaces and relations 
of knowledge and power—it is little wonder that conventional, conser-
vative, transparent practices of “appropriate” academic discourse tend to 
reassert themselves in new media spaces. (This is reminiscent of Dennis 
Baron’s argument [2009] that new technologies are only accepted when 
they appear to replicate the virtues and values of the old.) Web pages, 
for example, have the potential, through their expanded capabilities for 
arrangement and hypertextual navigation, to denaturalize the 
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organization of images and text. Such a denaturalization, in making the 
familiar strange, alerts us not only to the possibility of multiple paths 
through a text, but also to the constructedness of the paths and texts 
themselves. Furthermore, hypermediated texts hold out the possibility 
for a richer rhetoric that takes advantage of diverse appeals afforded 
by the contributions of images, sounds, animations, and video to the 
meaning of the text. The “pages” of the refereed journals Kairos and 
Computers and Composition Online are rich with interactive multimodal 
work that enact a techné of rhetoric and pedagogy. Recent volumes 
include special issues on Rhetoric, Technology, and the Military 
(Kairos, 2010), Composition in the Freeware Age (C&C Online, 
2009); Manifestos! (Kairos, 2008); Media Convergence (C&C Online, 
2008); Classical Rhetoric and Digital Communication (Kairos, 2007); 
and Sound in/as Compositional Space (C&C Online, 2006) by such 
new media scholars as Jonathan Alexander, Dànielle DeVoss, Virginia 
Kuhn, Ryan Moeller, Alex Reid, Rich Rice, Madeleine Sorapure, 
Stephanie Vie, and Joyce Walker. Yet outside of a growing but still small 
community of computers and writing scholars, English Studies remains 
deeply suspicious of new media, frequently insisting even in multimedi-
ated spaces on a print-centric rhetoric that values primarily logos and 

a severely circumscribed application of the canons of invention and 
arrangement. Consequently, digital media work assigned to students 
often asks them to do little more than produce traditional linear print, 
with an image or two thrown in as mere illustration rather than as a 
necessary contribution to the meaning of the text. And the teachers and 
scholars who make such assignments, if they publish in digital formats 
at all, may still find themselves compelled to produce similarly ramified 
hypermediated texts to represent themselves and their work. 

Interestingly, despite Bolter and Grusin’s emphasis on transparent 
immediacy as the ambition of new media, they seem to suggest that 
a desire for immediacy is always already subject to a concern with 
the power and influence that images might acquire as they try, but 
ultimately fail, to become truly transparent, as the viewer becomes lost 
in their hypermediated surface (p. 84). But I would argue that this 
implicit fear of the power of visual representation provides all the more 
reason to teach critical techniques for the consumption and production 
of images, so that they will not appear so mysterious or unreasonably 
powerful. After all, visual representations are always already mediated 
(and embodied), and immediacy, no matter how transparent to us, is 
still an experience, not a reality. 
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Academic Representation & Digital Media
Bolter and Grusin (2000) describe an underlying tension between hypermediacy and 

immediacy, between opacity and transparency; and this tension often becomes explicit when 
digital media scholars attempt to give an account of their professional lives, but find themselves 
stuck between the felt need to observe the conventions of traditional curriculum vitae and 
institutional websites, and the desire to foreground their embodied, multimodal digital work 
and hypermediated digital selves. 

A professional academic website, like the example Ball was constructing for her job search, 
is a remediation of two prior media. One is the set of alphabetic texts that comprise an academic 
dossier: a curriculum vitae that provides a chronological history of degrees granted, degree-
granting institutions, positions held, courses taught, presentations given, services rendered, 
grants received, scholarship produced, and honors awarded, along with copies of articles and 
other publications, course syllabi, student evaluations, letters of reference, and other pertinent 
documentation of a professional life. The second prior medium is the professional body, which 
appears in its academic identities as teacher, speaker, colleague, researcher, and in its material 
identities as woman, Chicana, young, plump, loud, tall. These media, one textual and one 
embodied, are mirrored in Bolter and Grusin’s twin logics. On the one hand, the text—the 
academic dossier—has reached the state, through tradition and repetition, of transparent 
immediacy. It is no longer present to us as a medium of representation; we have been trained 
to see only the content, and not the form (Lanham, 1993). On the other hand, the embodied 
professional (particularly the non-male, non-white, or otherwise different body) is hypermedi-
ated: the form, the container, the medium, of his or her professional identity is always already 
present between the viewer and the “content.” 

2.7 Six examples of rotating images on Dànielle DeVoss’ web page, 2011. Used with permission.
DeVoss, an associate professor and Director of Professional Writing at Michigan State University, 
uses more than fifty of these four-frame “filmstrips” randomly on her splash page, where they 
build a complex picture of the interconnectedness of her professional and personal lives and 
passions.
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A significant body of scholarship pushes back against this artificial 
and debilitating separation. Three collections in particular—Feminist 
Cyberscapes: Mapping Gendered Academic Spaces (Blair and Takayoshi, 
1999), Eloquent Images: Word and Image in the Age of New Media 
(Hocks and Kendrick, 2003), and Webbing Cyberfeminist Practice: 
Communities, Pedagogies, and Social Action (Blair, Gajjala, and Tulley, 
2008)—address ways in which digital visual rhetorics and online com-
munities contest the print-centric boundaries of traditional teaching 
and scholarship and take steps toward more “full-bodied” representa-
tion. Yet to date, much of this work focuses on classroom practice rather 
than on new models for scholarly performance. 

Because of its Cartesian foundations and conservative inertia, the 
academy has been slow to accept the legitimacy of embodied visual 
representation in scholarly publications. Instead, the body is meaning-
ful only in silent relation to an unmarked, unarticulated standard; 
it remains unspeakable and unintelligible: the form(less)-ness is the 

content. The body should disappear; we should be able to look through 
it as transparently as we do the form of the dossier. For Ball’s web design 
to meet these expectations, her digital curriculum vitae should be identi-
cal to the familiar, transparently formal academic dossier; and her body, 
any evidence (as manifest in the images and visual design of the site) 
that she exists outside of her intellectual pursuits, should be expunged 
lest it leave the wrong impression—or any impression at all—on the 
smooth, regular, disembodied surface of the text.

The tension between transparent immediacy and opaque hyper-
mediacy becomes apparent in the responses to Ball’s site designs. In the 
respondents’ articulation of what they saw as the academy’s desire for 
immediacy, for texts that would provide easy, efficient, “unmediated” 
access to Ball’s professional life, they suggested that her remediated 

2.8 Susan Delagrange, Curriculum vitae, 
2011. 
Even reduced to 20% of its original size, 
most academics would immediately 
recognize this document as a curriculum 
vitae, with a header including name and 
contact information followed by tradition-
ally formatted categories of degrees 
earned, employment history, research 
interests, publications, courses taught, 
service to campus and profession, and so 
on. It is interchangeable in form with the 
CVs of most academics in the Humanities.
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dossier should replicate as closely as possible the form and content of 
its print predecessor, including making print versions of the documents 
available for electronic download as .pdf files which would be identical 
to a print dossier. Of course, this means that, even had Ball composed 
a born-digital multimedia dossier with hypertextual links to pages and 
sites both inside and outside her website, she would be forced to retro-
design—re-remediate—that dossier into an ill-fitting print format. In 
addition, her respondents had similar concerns about the visual repre-
sentation of her professional body as revealed in design proposals that 
included a photo of Ball as a child, bowling pins, and several iterations 
of flamingos and palm trees. Several of her respondents liked one or 
more of her designs: Jeff liked the design that included a “speaking” 
menu; Steve thought all her sites “connoted ‘fun,’ ‘sassy’ (in a good way), 
‘graphic artist,’ ‘techno-savvy’”; Carole weighed in on two designs which 
she believed “clearly evidenced [Ball’s] creativity while also offering an 
easily navigable path to the specific areas hiring committees are wanting 
to see” (TechRhet, 2003, n.p.). However, for others, none of these 
designs, it seemed, would do. For them, all of the designs spoke too 
insistently of the embodied presence behind the images, a presence that 
did not fit the deliberate calculus of professional scholarly performance.

It is impossible, of course, to know what the reactions of the 
TechRhet listserv might have been to different designs by Ball, so it 
is not possible to connect the concerns about usability and profes-
sionalism raised by the listserv to specific worries about gendered 
representation. However, there are tacit links between concerns about 
representations of our professional selves that include images and other 
non-traditional elements, and the widely held belief that the most 
“appropriate” representations of our scholarship are still those which are 
immediately and easily accessible in traditional alphabetic forms, and 

which do not challenge the viewer with any confusions about embodied 
form and disembodied content (evidenced by the relatively small 
number of departments in the humanities that to date have re-written 
their tenure documents to explicitly include publications in non-print 
forms and venues as proof of scholarly excellence).

Bolter and Grusin’s perhaps unintentional emphasis on the desire 
for immediacy and Baron’s claim that new technologies (e.g. digital mul-
timedia) are accepted only when they replicate the values of their prior 
forms (e.g. alphabetic print) both suggest that for scholarly production, 
the unstated goal or unintended consequence of remediation may be the 
re-inscription of Cartesian space and relations of knowledge and power. 
Certainly it has been the case with many new technologies that their 
primary use has been formed by the values of a dominant, corporate, 
commodified culture. After a while, this dominance begins to function 
as a discursive social ideology: the advertisements on television, the 
telemarketing calls at dinner, the slick pages that we must leaf through 
to get to the meager editorial content in mainstream magazines, all seem 
to blend together into “the way things are,” and we can’t remember that 
there was ever anything else (Althusser, 1971; Eagleton, 1991, p. 196). 

But there is some slippage here: the assumption, first, that 
technology works in only one way; second, that one way is “best” for 
all users and all situations; and third, that we are all passive consumers 
of technology and its products. We know from Foucault (1979, 1990) 
that social structures—in this particular instance the network of objects, 
bodies, and material practices that represents academic technologies on 
the Web—are constituted in fluid relations of knowledge and power 
and, because power is not given or taken, but rather arises from relations 
between people and institutions, those relations are susceptible to 
resistance and change. Points of remediation, where both the new and 



2. (Re)Vision & Remediation   |32Delagrange • Technologies of Wonder

the old media become very present to us, and where the networks of 
practices that will become their social technologies are still forming 
around them, are the sites where the experience of media is most 
hypermediated, and therefore most susceptible to resistance. When 
we are aware that we are looking through a mediated lens, we know 
that our experience is constructed, that it is generated in part by the 
medium. For example, when CNN.com was launched in 1995, viewers 
perceived it as hypermediated in comparison to the CNN television 
network. They became newly aware, because of the differences between 
the media, that what they were seeing on screen was mediated. The 
format of CNN.com was more newspaper-like, less television-like. 
Unlike the network broadcast (and also unlike newspapers), the site 
was interactive rather than passive. But noticing that the information 
delivered by CNN.com was mediated then made viewers notice that the 
content on the CNN television network was also mediated. It is at these 
moments of remediation that both media are most open and responsive 
to change, because we are most able to look at, rather than through, 
each medium, and to perhaps see what kind of a world view it invokes, 
and what kind of a viewer it wants us to be.

From a feminist perspective, and thinking now about our own 
mediated scholarly performances, hypermediacy—the way in which the 
medium calls attention to its mediation—is a powerful mechanism. As 
soon as we realize that we are looking at a medium, we are able to notice 
that others stand in different relations to that medium, and to the 
representations it makes. They see it differently, and are affected by it 
differently. Furthermore it becomes obvious that changing the medium 
changes the message, and therefore content cannot be understood 
except in relation to its form, its material substrate. These insights ex-
emplify what Donna Haraway calls “the privilege of partial perspective” 

(1991, p. 183). While there are those who maintain a vested interest in 
a totalizing monocular “view from nowhere,” social theories of science 
lead to the conclusion that all knowledge claims are constructed and 
that claims about the unassailable objectivity of either methods or 

2.9 We by Jaume Plensa, 2008. Photograph by Sasha Belopolanski.
Plensa sculpts figures from letters and words in multiple languages, a 
vibrating remediation of image and text.
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results are not supportable. While the alternative to this deconstruction 
of scientific method and objectivity might seem to be pure relativism, 
Haraway argues instead for a strong (feminist) objectivity that is “about 
limited location and situated knowledge, not about transcendence and 
splitting of subject and object” (p. 190), confident that such embodied 
knowledges, when considered and tested together, will result in more 
(although not absolute) objective vision that provides “better accounts 
of the world” (p. 196). 

Emphasizing immediacy as the ultimate objective of remediation 
is yearning for the God-trick of omniscience; it is more ethical from a 
feminist perspective to imagine a productive, never-resolved oscillation 
between immediacy and hypermediacy, or perhaps even a relationship 
in which immediacy, the disappearance of the medium, is simply 
a special case of hypermediacy, in the same way that Michael Joyce 
(1995b) claimed, “All text is hypertext. . . . The linear is merely a special 
case of the multiple” (n.p.). In each case, print-based linear textuality 
is displaced from its position at the top of a hierarchy: in the case of 
hypermediacy, from a hierarchy of modes; in the case of hypertext, from 
a hierarchy of spatial and navigational relationships. 

Thinking of hypermediacy as the “prime case” of remediation 
accomplishes two things: it reminds us that the multi-sensory qualities 
of media that are so present to us in a hypermediated state are an 
inextricable part of the meaning of the text; and, by calling attention to 
the mediation, it provides a continual aide de mémoire that our perspec-
tive is partial, a function of the frame, and that partial perspective is the 
best we can do. But that is a good thing, because claiming hypermediacy 
as the norm rescues us from the will to power implicit in a desire for 
transparent immediacy that strips away our sense of meaning as cultur-
ally constructed. 

If hypermediacy were the defining characteristic of digital remedia-
tion, then inquiry and provisional understanding, rather than closure 
and mastery, would be its goals. We could use the Web and other 
interactive digital multimedia as technologies of inquiry modeled on 
Haraway’s idea of situated knowledges, situated not only in terms of 
multiple perspectives, but also situated in relation to the form/content 
dynamics of words, images, sounds, motion, and hyper-arrangement 
that value patience and ambiguity as paths to embodied knowledge and 
performance.
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 2.9 NASA, Volcanic plume Prometheus on Jupiter’s moon Io, 1997. 
(Prometheus rises from the round crater near the day/night teminator 
and casts a reddish shadow.) 
According to Aeschylus’ re-telling of the myth, Prometheus not only 
stole fire from the gods and gave it to humans; he also gave them the 
productive arts of architecture, astronomy, writing, animal husbandry, 
ship-building, and medicine.
Yet arguably it is fire, which Prometheus called “mighty teacher of 
all arts,” that enabled humankind’s most significant deployments of 
techné. “I purged / The glancing eye of fire, dim before, / And made 
its meaning plain,” he claimed, positioning techné as purposeful 
human action that takes the world as it is and makes it into something 
that could not come into being otherwise.

Techné
Every remediation involves either a new technology, or a new way 

of using an already-existing technology. This is true at the superficial 
level of technology-as-tool, but more importantly at the more profound 
and embodied level of technology as a cultural network of material 
social practices. We cannot think about the remediation of our scholarly 
pedagogical performances in the spaces of new media without first 
considering what it means to work with digital technologies, and we 
cannot approach that subject without a fuller understanding of the term 
“technology” itself, and what it implies for feminist-inflected rhetorical 
practice. Instrumentalist perceptions of technology as mere tools are 
well entrenched, and unfortunately this meaning has been used in aca-
demic communities to differentiate between the “intellectual work” of 
the mind and the “practical work” of the hands in order to denigrate or 
dismiss the latter. To counter this perception, any discussion of the work 
that digital media scholars do with the technological accoutrements 
of our teaching and scholarship must begin with rescuing the word 
“technology” from its current instrumental definition and recovering its 
richer, rhetorical relationship to the epistemic art of techné.

 In classical rhetoric, techné occupies a middle space between 
theoretical knowledge (epistémé) and practical knowledge (phronésis). 
Theory is knowledge in the head, concerned with first principles, essen-
tial and invariant truths; practice is knowledge in the hand, concerned 
with taking action, with doing something in the world. Between these 
two stands techné. Techné is productive knowledge, concerned with a 
higher order of action that is guided by reason, and results in a product 
outside of itself. Aristotle definitively associated rhetorical techné with 
other productive arts like medicine, architecture, and navigation, 
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rather than with the abstractly theoretical (mathematics) or concretely 
practical (carpentry) arts. Techné relies on a relational incorporation 
of thinking and doing that becomes more and more inductive with 
experience, and as such is also the most embodied of the arts. In other 
words, in classical rhetoric techné is a “making,” a productive oscillation 
between knowledge in the head and knowledge in the hand.

The modern theory/practice binary, which effectively conflates 
the productive and the practical arts, confuses productive techné with 
practical technique, or habituated knack (Worsham, 2002) and defines 
technology only in relation to technique, a skill or craft whose telos, or 
end, is the activity itself. But productive arts have ends that are outside 
of themselves, and that depend on an outside audience to judge their 
value. The techné of medicine has good health as its end, and the patient 
as its judge; the techné of navigation has safe harbor as its end, and the 
passenger as its judge; and the techné of rhetoric has belief or persuasion 
as its end, and its audience as its judge. While each of these involves 
technologies—stethoscopes, sextants, speech—those technologies are 
meaningless without their strategic, situated use by an experienced 
practitioner who employs sight, sound, smell, and touch to interpret 
their material output, and experience and reflection to make considered 
decisions about how to proceed. Janet Atwill (1998) describes this 
deployment of techné as “knowing how” and “knowing when” (p. 59), 
the ability to react moment by moment to a given situation and make 
the appropriate response. To these I would add “knowing why,” the 
self-conscious development of explanatory models which transform 
techné from an individual skill into “a set of transferable strategies” that 
can be taught. 

Scholars in the relatively new field of technical communication 
have also invoked techné as a means to counter the perception that 

their work falls exclusively on the practical side of the theory/practice 
binary. In 2002, a special issue of Technical Communication Quarterly 
was devoted to applications of techné in classroom teaching and profes-
sional projects. Ryan Moeller and Ken McAllister (2002) argued that 
students, rather than being pushed prematurely into the mechanics of 
document design and production, should first be introduced to the 
many manifestations of techné (as art, as ingenuity, as cunning) to help 
them “realize the role that imagination and power play in their work as 
artisans of technical communication” (p. 188). Frances Ranney (2002) 
(re)read Aristotelian techné as action rather than object, and pointed 
out, “Apparently technology was something ancient people did; they 
did not possess it and, thankfully, it did not possess them” (p. 211). 
And James Dubinsky (2002) asserted that teacher preparation for PhD 
students in technical communication should abandon the current 
formulaic, “system-centered” training in favor of preparation that 
emphasizes a techné of reflective practice in which teachers know both 
the “how” and the “why” of what they do, and are thus able to adapt 
to everyday contingencies (p. 132). Many articles in this issue invoked 
Robert Johnson’s landmark User-Centered Technology (1998), in which 
he notes “how integrally related the arts of practice and production 
were for the Greeks” (p. 58), and argues that technical communication 
should shift its focus from technologies to the users of technology. 
Techné, says Johnson, resides in its users. Although most often portrayed 
merely as manipulators of technology, Johnson points out that users are 
also producers of knowledge. The rational/experiential mix of practice 
and production upon which they draw is techné, although the complex-
ity and sophistication of their jobs is often invisible in workplaces that 
divide employees into knowledge workers and “practical” support staff 
(pp. 59-61).
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Johnson is interested in reintroducing techné to highlight the 
intellectual work of technical communication. Atwill’s (1998) motiva-
tion in reviving techné is to resist the liberal arts tradition and what she 
sees as its emphasis on a universal subject of knowledge, a position she 
argues is blind to differences in gender, class, and race, and antithetical 
to the strategic, situational, interventionist understanding of rhetorical 
techné as an epistemic art. Defining it against humanism and the theory/
practice binary, Atwill identifies three ways in which techné differs from 
the liberal arts tradition:

1. A techné is never a representational body of knowledge. 
2. A techné resists identification with a static, normative subject. 
3. Techné marks a domain of human intervention and invention
    (p. 2).
The productive arts do not rely on a given knowledge set, but on a 

process of approximation that weds experience to the exigency of the 
moment. The knowledge of techné is contingent, created in the moment 
of making, and as such is a heuristic process of discovery. Techné is 
also not a static quality or power, and therefore cannot “belong” to a 
normative subject. As it is deployed, it continuously changes both the 
situation and subject. It is this oscillating concept of techné that is in 
play in the postmodern feminist application of technology to gender. 
Understood as a relational practice, technology in this context includes 
both the tools “at hand,” the facility of the tool-user, and the network of 
experiences, motives, practices, and cultural understandings that inform 
its use. Technology is not intelligible outside of the social and cultural 
contexts of its use. For Teresa de Lauretis (1989), film and other repre-
sentational media function as “technologies of gender” through which 
gender is “not a property of bodies, or something originally existent in 
human beings, but the set of effects produced in bodies, behaviors, and 

2.10 John Seller, Man using a cross-staff to determine latitude by 
sighting on the sun, Practical Navigation, 1680.
Knowing how to take a reading from the position of the sun or the 
North Star is a learned technique. Combining that information with 
the look of the clouds, the smell of the air, the intensity of the wind, 
and the pitch and roll of the deck underfoot, and then adjusting to 
those conditions minute by minute, is techné. 
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social relations” (p. 3) within the larger network of institutional and 
cultural practices. Similarly, Anne Balsamo (1997) identifies various 
imaging technologies as “technologies of the gendered body” which 
continue to mark gender as a “boundary concept” used to monitor that 
cultural space where gender “is both a determining cultural condition 
and a social consequence of technological deployment” (p. 9). Both de 
Lauretis and Balsamo use “technology” here as a techné with which to 
first resist the production of a normative gendered subject, and then to 
map out “a domain of human intervention” that identifies alternative 
actions and reactions to cultural norms.

All technology is cultural, and culture is continually reproduced 
through technology. But there is a danger, as Christina Haas (1996) has 
noted, of reverting to an instrumentalist view of technology and thus 
concluding that we have no agency in constructing the tools we use 
and the knowledges that inform their use, that we are in effect caught 
up in the mechanisms of their reproduction. This tendency to see both 
physical and social technologies as descriptions of “the way things are” 
rather than as opportunities to imagine “the way things might be dif-
ferent” hobbles the productive use of techné as an epistemic art because 
it concerns itself more with analyzing “the made” than with “making.” 
As Atwill’s third point argues, techné is a situated and strategic art that 
identifies opportunities to intervene in normative discourses of power, 
but it is process, not product; contingent, not definitive; heuristic, not 
algorithmic.

The flexible, embodied concept of techné seems particularly 
applicable to interactive digital media, electronic spaces where we can 
see and hear, manipulate and learn from the material evidence that is 
at the heart of rhetorical inquiry. With the work of Atwill (1998) and 
Johnson (1998) as background, I want to focus in particular on four 

characteristics of rhetorical techné as they apply to modern technologies; 
these both define it as a productive art and are relevant to the digital 
technologies which have become an integral part of rhetoric’s “available 
means of persuasion”: 

• Techné is heuristic, a process of making, and thinking, and re-
making, through which meaning and knowledge are constructed; 
and it draws on both the embodied experience of the rhetor and 
the conscious “manifestations in the mind” (Mitcham, 1994, 
p. 159) that make techné teachable. In other words, it is a recursive 
process of invention that resists the conventional and conservative. 
Richard Enos and Janet Lauer (1992) emphasize the connection 
between techné and the heuristic potential of rhetoric as both the 
ability to generate new means of persuasion from existing topoi 
and the ability to invent entirely new proofs, both of which are 
dependent upon the co-creation of meaning between rhetor and 
audience (pp. 79, 81-82). Interactive digital technologies assist 
and enhance the active search for new meanings by providing a 
venue for trying out and reflecting on multiple connections—
literal and conceptual—among images, texts, sounds, animations, 
and other media in a process of iterative invention. 

• Techné is situated, specific to the embodied and material condi-
tions of a particular time and place. Techné, as Atwill (1998)
demonstrates, is not the application of stable and universal rules 
or principles to a problem, because it recognizes that values and 
identities shift with circumstances, and no single solution can 
be right and just for all individuals, all the time. It is easy to lose 
sight of this specificity as modern technology-as-tool removes 
us from the embodied, sensory interactions of techné. Doctors 
rely more on blood tests and MRIs for diagnosis and treatment 
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than on prolonged observation of the look and sound and feel of 
their patients’ bodies. So too rhetorical persuasion can become 
separated by abstractions and statistics from the actual circum-
stances of those whose lives will be affected by the deployment of 
that rhetoric. Digital media, by representing through sight and 
sound the embodied characteristics of the rhetorical situation, 
can support a more kairotic application of the principles of 
persuasion.

• Techné is mobile and strategic, adaptable to changing circum-
stances and new challenges. Techné remains in a constant state of 
preparedness to take advantage of chance and opportunity. The 
Sophists claimed that they could make the weaker case appear the 
stronger, and were criticized for this apparently amoral stance. But 
in circumstances where one individual or group is more physically, 
socially, or economically strong, the less powerful must find other 
strategies to prevail in a just cause. They must invent ways to 

2.11 Attic unguent jar depicting Athena springing from the head of Zeus. 
Musée du Louvre, Paris. Photograph by Bibi Saint-Pol. 
The figure under Zeus’s chair may represent Athena’s mother Métis, 
who was swallowed by Zeus while she was pregnant to prevent her from 
bearing him a powerful son. 
Some would argue that techné is too compromised (because of its 
contemporary association with technology-as-tool and the Cartesian 
subject’s will to mastery) to be a useful term here, particularly in the 
context of feminist discourse. Feminists often prefer to use the term 
métis, a wily or cunning intelligence that is always deployed by a weaker 
against a stronger opponent. Métis herself overcame the disadvantage of 
being swallowed by Zeus by fashioning inside him the armor and cloak 
in which Athena was clothed when she was born. However Detienne 
and Vernant (1991) cite sources that refer to métis as a dolié techné, 
a particular kind of techné associated with trickery (passim). I would 
rather reclaim than abandon the more commodious term, techné, which 
incorporates métis yet allows for other strategies, based perhaps on wit 
or agility, rather than those associated solely with deception.
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intervene, to interrupt “conventional wisdom,” to “redefine . . . 
relations of power” (Atwill, p. 7), to transgress traditional bound-
aries in search of new paths to justice. Digital media provide 
unparalleled access to material information; more importantly, 
they have given groups and individuals who did not previously 
have the means to participate in discussions that affected their 
education, health, and living and working conditions a fast and 
flexible way to make their voices (and images) part of public 
conversations about their futures.

• Techné is ethical, founded in specific beliefs and values, which may 
or may not be those of the community at large. This point—that 
ethical values need not be common or shared values—is critical to 
understanding the ethos of rhetoric. In a specific rhetorical situa-
tion, the values—equality, justice, the good of an individual—may 
not look the same from the perspective of the dominant culture. 
Abolitionists, for example, argued for the freedom of slaves who, 
according to those in power, were not deserving of rights and priv-
ileges because African slaves were thought to be less than human. 
To counter these beliefs, abolitionist rhetoric had to devise 
alternative means of intervention, including relying on women 
to deliver emotional appeals rather than fact-based arguments. 
These strategies responded to the kairos of the moment, and 
reflected the values of the less powerful group. Patricia Sullivan 
and James Porter (1997), in discussing the ethical responsibilities 
of researchers as they determine “a should for a we” (p. 103), stress 
the necessity of asking, “For whose benefit does/should research 

operate? What changes should it effect?” Since values are always 
already present in research designs, whether explicit or implicit, 
Sullivan and Porter argue that ethically “such value [must] be 
explicitly articulated.” Digital media, particularly visual forms, 
have also been deployed as rhetorical techné designed to interrupt 
other discourses that fail to take into account the material condi-
tions of those specifically affected by that language. We need only 
point to recent images of what the responses to Hurricane Katrina 
looked like, or what health care (or lack of health care) looks like, 
to understand the ethical imperative to design and distribute 
evidence of the embodied effects of social and political policies in 
order to counter the more entrenched arguments and values, and 
to imagine how things might be different.

Ultimately, the contemporary meaning of technology and the 
ancient understanding of techné cannot be conflated. As Carl Mitcham 
(1994) points out, modern technology is an invention of science 
and the Enlightenment and, as such, is irredeemably entangled with 
Modernist definitions of technology as a quantifiable, reproducible 
object. Techné, on the other hand, is concerned with the production of 
one action/event in response to a unique exigence in time and space. 
But together they constitute essential components of what Nancy 
Kaplan (2001) calls “knowing practice.” This fluid interweaving of body, 
mind, and machine that embodies rhetorical techné can thrive in media 
that invite interactive, multimodal performances. And so too can the 
practice of wonder as a material method of inquiry.
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2.12 Curious Expeditions, Back view of nineteenth-century automaton, Morris Museum, Morristown, NJ, 2009.
Mechanical automata seem wondrous to children and adults alike. Children often take them literally as miniature 
self-motivating creatures. Adults, on the other hand, marvel first at an automaton’s uncanny mechanical imitation of 
nature, but this astonishment quickly turns to wonder about how it works. The shift from awe to intellectual curiosity 
is the work of wonder as a mode of inquiry, a habit of mind that seeks, like techné, to know how the world might 
be different than it seems. Aristotle knew this when he stated in the Metaphysics (330 BCE/1928) that automata 
provoke a desire to understand first causes (p. 6).

Wonder
If rhetorical techné is a productive art that makes us more aware of the contingent, the 

extraordinary, the unexpected—things that might be different than they are—then wonder is its 
engine, its motivating force. Techné is enabled by wonder, an attitude toward the world and our 
experience of it that both predisposes us to be amazed and prepares us to desire to learn more 
about the source of our amazement.

A Wonder—an object or event that elicits astonishment—has no objective existence as 
wonder-full. A peach is as marvelous as an eclipse of the sun to someone who has never before 
seen or imagined such a thing. It is the subjective, embodied state or experience of wonder that 
makes the difference. Because one quality of wonder is the shock of the new, we often associate 
it with children and play. In a child’s eyes, the world unfolds in a series of surprises. “Prepare 
to be amazed!” was the summer mantra of four-year-old Josephine as she breathlessly revealed 
her new-found delights—caterpillar-laced leaves, peas in a pod, scraps of silver foil, a desiccated 
mouse. As we grow older, the experience of being wonder-struck becomes less frequent; most 
things we encounter are enough like those we have already experienced that they don’t evoke 
that all-at-once startle of wonder. 

This most elemental experience of wonder is visual, taking place in an instant of percep-
tion (Fisher, 1998, p. 17). What happens next depends on whether 1) the object or event is 
recognized, on further examination, to be part of everyday experience; 2) the object or event can 
be neither connected to nor explained by previous knowledge or experience; or 3) the object or 
event, astonishing as it may be, has something recognizable in it that we can use in some small 
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2.13 René Descartes, illustration of the refraction of light in a rainbow, 
Discourse on Method (1637).
Philip Fisher (1998) traces the concept of wonder from ancient times 
to the present as it has informed attempts to understand what it is 
that makes a rainbow; he then applies wonder-as-method to repeated 
encounters with two very different paintings by contemporary artist 
Cy Twombly. Wonder as a mode of inquiry builds “messy explanations” 
based on association, accumulation, and analogical thinking.

way to begin connecting this wondrous thing to our existing world 
view. In the first case, when the object is recognized as ordinary, 
nothing happens. René Descartes (1649/1967) described wonder 
as “the first of all passions,” but declared that “it has no opposite, 
because if the object which presents itself has nothing in it that 
surprises us, we are in no wise moved regarding it, and we consider 
it without passion” (p. 358). A moving sprite of light catches our 
eye, fascinates us, until we realize that it is caused by a reflection 
from our watch face, or from a glass of water on the table, and we 
lose interest. In the second case, when the object has no identifiable 
referent, we are overcome with awe, but because of our inability to 
make any sense at all of what we see, this experience is often tinged 
with dread. With no way to move toward an explanation, we are 
at an impasse; we have no means to proceed. Under these circum-
stances, marvels are frequently ascribed to divine or supernatural 
causes, looked upon as miracles or monstrosities. There can be no 
further attempt to “know” them, because there is no way to connect 
them to other concrete knowledge of the world.

It is the third case, in which the object of wonder contains a 
“hook,” a similarity that connects it to the already-known, which 
is the source of fruitful, knowledge-producing wonder. This is 
the middle, vibrating distance of the unknown, but knowable. In 
Wonder, the Rainbow, and the Aesthetics of Rare Experiences, Philip 
Fisher (1998) calls this the realm of messy explanations “where 
wonder occurs because thinking or curiosity is enabled, but not 
easily satisfied or quieted” (p. 136). 
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The connection to techné is clear. If a rhetorical situation is 
perceived as a situation whose parameters are already fully known, then 
the solution will appear obvious, chosen from a set of conventional or 
rote responses to previous similar situations. This is an application of 
“rhetoric as technique,” not as the flexible art of techné, and results, as 
William Covino (1988) has noted, in “a continually stronger refutation 
of the suppleness of discourse, a progressive denial of the ambiguity 
of language and literature, a more and more powerful repression of 
contextual variables” (p. 8). This response is analogous to a doctor’s 
prescription of “Take two aspirin and call me in the morning” in 
response to a complaint of aches and a fever, or to the “rule” of no more 
than three bullet points on a PowerPoint slide. Conversely, when there 
is no “hook” with which to connect previous experience to the present 
situation, techné, which depends on both skill and experience, cannot 
be applied. If an astrophysicist were to find herself in a situation where 
brain surgery was required, she would have no previous experience 
or skill upon which to draw, and would be unable to proceed. This is 
analogous (although of course the stakes are lower) to the difficulties 
encountered by student writers skilled in the conventions of the 
five-paragraph essay when they are asked to produce a lengthy analytical 
research paper.

The art of techné, on the other hand, thrives in the realm of 
messy explanations, in which provisional and incomplete knowledge, 
propelled by curiosity and wonder, can be crafted into the means to take 
action in specific, material situations. This is the wonder of “wondering 
why” and “wondering if ” that sustain inquiry outside of the boundaries 
of conventional thought and traditional response. Furthermore, 
discovering an explanation or a solution to a specific problem does not 
quiet wonder, because no two situations—in navigation, in medicine, 

in rhetoric—are ever identical, and often the solution to one problem 
simply makes one more aware of what the next problem might be.

Wonder is a visual trope and an embodied experience as well as an 
intellectual disposition with a rich philosophical history. The tension 
between feeling and knowing characteristic of wonder is reflected in 
how the concept has been treated over time, and is often inflected by 
either delight in or skepticism about vision and the senses. In Plato’s 
Theaetetus (2006), a dialog on the nature of knowledge, Socrates 
announces that “[W]onder is the feeling of a philosopher, and philoso-
phy begins in wonder” (p. 73). However, despite considering several 
definitions—that knowledge is perception, that knowledge is “true judg-
ment,” or that knowledge is true judgment about which one can give an 
account—the dialog ends with no resolution to the question of what 
exactly knowledge is; thus philosophy for Plato not only begins but also 
ends in wonder, in large part because humans are unable to transcend 
the relativity and unreliability of sensory perception and memory. In 
Phaedrus (1913), Socrates remarks in particular on the sense of sight: 
“[S]ight is the sharpest of the physical senses, although wisdom is not 
seen by it” (p. 485). Vision sees, but can also be deceived. Wonder, then, 
is limited by human perception; in fact, the very existence of wonder 
points to the limits of human understanding.

In his Metaphysics, Aristotle (330 BCE/1928) expresses a position 
on wonder similar to Plato’s: “For it is owing to their wonder that men 
both now begin and at first began to philosophize; they wondered 
originally at the obvious difficulties, then advanced little by little and 
stated difficulties about the greater matters” (p. 5); yet the opening lines 
of this passage indicate that he is more comfortable than Plato with 
using the evidence of the senses, and vision in particular, as a path to 
knowledge:
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All men by nature desire to know. An indication of this is the delight we take in our senses; 
for even apart from their usefulness they are loved for themselves; and above all others the 
sense of sight. For not only with a view to action, but even when we are not going to do 
anything, we prefer seeing (one might say) to everything else. The reason is that this, most 
of all the senses, makes us know and brings to light many differences between things. (p. 3)

For Aristotle, things are only available for thought that we have perceived through sight and the 
other senses. Questions about the world and our place in it can be puzzled through by diligent 
application of the mind to the appearances of things and events. The desire to understand, to 
resolve gaps and perplexities, is natural and embodied; reflection on things/beings and their 
attributes and actions is evocative and epistemic. Here again wonder is a quality of thought and 
inquiry necessary to achieving knowledge and wisdom; for Aristotle, vision “makes us know” by 
revealing the “differences between things.”

The “differences between things” unveiled by the senses were on display as precursors to the 
Enlightenment—fired in part by the abundance of objects being brought back to Europe and 
Great Britain from far-flung countries and cultures—in the form of Wunderkammern, collec-
tions of natural and man-made objects that were the precursors of modern museums. Of course, 
it is important to acknowledge the repressive, exploitative nature of the colonialism that made 
these collections possible; nevertheless, the sheer volume of wonder-inducing material nurtured 
a new, associative method of inquiry. Paradoxically, the wealth of materials available for scientific 
study in this burgeoning Age of Reason was accompanied by new worries about the senses, and 
about wonder itself. In The Passions of the Soul (1649/1967), Descartes agrees with Plato and 
Aristotle on the primacy of wonder:

When the first encounter with some object surprises us, and we judge it to be new or very 
different from what we formerly knew, or from what we supposed that it ought to be, that 
causes us to wonder and be surprised; and because that may happen before we in any way 
know whether this object is agreeable to us or is not so, it appears to me that wonder is the 
first of all the passions; and it has no opposite, because if the object which presents itself 

2.14 Geological samples, Teyler Museum, 2008. 
Photograph by Deb Collins.
Wunderkammern contained eclectic collections 
of natural curiosities, man-made artifacts, 
relics, and art that in the Renaissance fell into 
no clear categories. Today, natural and cultural 
objects are found in natural history museums 
like Chicago’s Field Museum, and the art and 
armor that symbolized wealth and power occupy 
museums like the Metropolitan Museum of Art in 
New York City. Click image to enlarge.
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2.15 Albrecht Dürer, Rhinoceros (1515).
Dürer’s iconic woodcut was created from a verbal description 
and a rough sketch (now lost) of an Indian rhinoceros; it 
influenced drawings of the creature until well into the eighteenth 
century, when live rhinoceros became more common in Europe. 
In Art and Illusion, Ernest Gombrich (2000) used this iterative 
resemblance to argue that artists are as influenced by images 
and objects they have seen in the past as they are by what they 
have before their eyes.

has nothing in it that surprises us, we are in no wise 
moved regarding it, and we consider it without 
passion.” (p. 358)

Of course, this encounter is enabled through our senses, 
which we know can deceive us, and, says Descartes, we 
should not “trust too much in what have even once 
deceived us” (1642/1967, p. 220). Yet he eventually 
concluded that, despite the fact that we are only human 
and might mis-perceive, or only partially perceive, 
God would not set out to deliberately deceive us, and 
therefore we can use both perception and deduction in 
our search for understanding. The key, when surprised 
by something wondrous, is not to be struck dumb with 
astonishment, but to seek “a more particular knowledge 
of it” so that wonder may fulfill its function to help us 
“learn and retain in our memory things of which we 
were previously ignorant” (1649, p. 364). For Descartes, 

too, wondrous objects are both evocative and epistemic; they incite productive thought 
that bridges the perceiving/feeling/knowing gap.

In its relationship to visual rhetoric and digital media, wonder not only has a 
history as a (visual) intellectual disposition, but also has a history that connects it with 
visual technologies. The early Modern period experienced a proliferation of marvelous 
objects to study, but it also benefitted from the growing availability of instruments and 
techniques with which to examine these new artifacts, and coincidentally to re-examine 
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elements of the more local natural world, with new “eyes.” In the 
early sixteenth century, artists who created plates for books on 
natural history still relied upon written descriptions of exotic 
plants and animals, frequently resulting in inaccurate and often 
fantastic illustrations (Figure 2.15). 

A hundred years later, the rapid invention of visual technolo-
gies, including spectacles, microscopes, and telescopes, revealed 
previously unimagined wonders, both near and far. Galileo 
Galilei (1610) counted the moons of Jupiter, and Robert Hooke 
(1665) enumerated the hairs on a flea (Figure 2.16).

Today, wonder as a visual techné of inquiry allows us to use 
these technological tools to construct wonder as both perplexity 
(“I wonder . . . ?”) and wide-eyed delight (“Wonderful!”), 
to relish the ambiguities and uncertainties of a process that 
has no pre-determined ending, and to savor the unexpected 
congruencies and insights that result in the process of discovering 
“unexpected solutions to unrealized problems” (Feyerabend, 
1988, p. 160). Digital media, like the visual technologies that 
preceded them, lend themselves to a process of patient, inductive, 
analogical, rhetorical inquiry. In what follows, I will focus on 
ways in which rhetorics of the visual and feminist epistemology 
might be motivated by a technology of wonder, and on how 
wonder as a form of inquiry might play out through interactive 
digital media as a rhetorical techné of embodied, multimodal, 
multi-perspectival, pedagogical performance and production.

2.16 Robert Hooke, The Flea, Micrographia (1665).
With the proliferation of new technologies for bringing distant objects close, and close 
objects closer, vision was at the center of scientific exploration. The newly visible 
became objects of fascination, as did the various optical instruments that brought 
them into focus. The original illustration of the flea drawn by Hooke was 18” across.
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2.17 Charles May, Ten ophthalmoscopic 
images of the eye. Manual of the diseases of 
the eye (1920).

Seeing
Vision is central to the development of an ethical rhetorical techné of interactive digital 

media because vision activates both embodiment and arrangement. Although the body is 
experienced and accessible through the entire sensorium of sight, sound, smell, taste, and touch, 
for sighted people embodiment is foremost a visual trope, if not always (but never only) a visual 
experience. We perceive individuals and objects as having a material, embodied presence even if 
we have no other sense of them than that of sight, and even if we are not present together with 
them in the same space or time, but rather present at a distance through a medium like painting, 
photography, or digital video. When we smell a familiar smell, or hear a familiar sound, we 
do not hold it in our imaginary as pure scent or pure sound, but associate it with a mind’s-eye 
image of a rose, or of the bee buzzing around it. When we represent our selves to ourselves and 
to others, it is our visible presence of which we are most sensible. And it is our ability to see 
and make visible the faces and bodies and material consequences of our actions—to embody 
our rhetorical behavior—that rescues us from Cartesian abstraction and, I argue, is a necessary 
condition of ethical pedagogical performance.

Arrangement, too, is activated by vision. Although canonically arrangement has been 
treated as the mental organization of ideas rather than the physical organization of bodies and 
texts, the relationship between traditional academic expectations for the arrangement of text 
and image on the page or screen, and academic expectations for the arrangement of profes-
sional bodies and of the scholarly work they do, is too compelling to overlook. Both are often 
disciplined by normative standards of order and sensibility that dictate what are and are not 
appropriate places and arrangements for bodies and texts, standards that often remain mired in a 
conservative construction of disembodied rationality. 

Of course, the other senses are also consequential to how both bodies and texts make 
meaning. Scratching down our sketches and words on a yellow legal pad with a #2 Black Warrior 
pencil versus inscribing them on a 24” Macintosh screen with a wireless keyboard and mouse 
are significantly different tactile and auditory experiences, as are the experiences of walking and 
talking between the rows of seats during a class discussion versus existing as an on-screen avatar 
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2.18 Albrecht Dürer, Perspective 
Machine with Reclining Man,   
ca. 1525.
This sketch by Dürer, tipped into 
his own copy of The Painter’s 
Manual, is one of several he 
made to demonstrate the use of 
his perspective grid for drawing 
subjects to scale.

with an electronic voice on a Second Life island. However, despite 
the fact that it is in many ways an artificial and perhaps impossible 
division, my focus here for the most part is on the visual fraction of the 
sensorium. Critical as the other senses are to a complete understanding 
of embodied rhetorical performance, the visual currently holds an 
insistent if problematic primacy in contemporary rhetorical inquiry and 
pedagogy. Despite the growing body of research that incorporates the 
visual as a legitimate topic for analysis, there is not much scholarship 
(yet) that theorizes the active production of visual rhetoric through the 
making of visual rhetoric. Instead, the available scholarship bifurcates 
into a theoretical camp that offers social, psychoanalytic, cultural, 
feminist, and other frames for the analysis of already existing visual 
texts, and a pedagogical camp that focuses on the “how” of making 

(usually digital) visual texts with less explicit attention given to the 
“why” of their social and cultural implications and significance. This 
split gives rise to the fascinating spectacle of a discipline that vigorously 
critiques visual products while at the same time may engage in uncritical 
digital visual production, or no visual production at all. We need 
instead a more constructive conversation between theory and practice 
that restores authority and integrity to embodied visual texts, tempers 
the overemphasis of cultural critiques on the negative aspects of visual 
representation, and provokes a theoretical grounding for production of 
embodied visual rhetoric with our students and in our own work.

A related reason for concentrating on the visual aspects of our 
pedagogical performances is a desire to restore the reputation of visual 
pleasure, a necessary step if we are to apply an attitude of wonder to 
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2.20 Albrecht Dürer, Perspective Machine with Lute, On Symmetry . . . 
(1532). This woodcut, originally from The Painter’s Manual (1525), was re-
published in On Symmetry . . . , as were similar images with a vase, a seated 
man, and a reclining woman (above) as subjects. Click image to enlarge.

2.19 Albrecht Dürer, Perspective Machine with 
Reclining Woman, On Symmetry . . . (1532). 
In texts on visual culture, this woodcut is 
often cited as an example of the objectification 
of women. Yet within the context of these 
images, in which Dürer not only drew multiple 
examples of the use of the perspective 
machine for objects such as vases and lutes, 
but also sketched both male and female 
figures to demonstrate his machine, singling 
out the woodcut of the woman as an example 
becomes more complicated—and more 
problematic. Click image to enlarge.

the tasks of rhetorical arrangement and invention. Cartesian dualism taught that the senses 
were unreliable at best, deceptive at worst, and that true understanding came solely through the 
intellect. A significant aim of postmodern feminism (and of my project) is to counter the sedi-
mentation of that dichotomy in academic discourse with alternatives that recognize embodied 
experience as a legitimate source and subject of knowledge. Yet feminist analysis of visual texts, 
when it focuses so completely on what is wrong, rather than right, with visual representations of 
class, gender, race, age, and other difference, may itself lead to a fear and mistrust of images. But 
surely the act of looking is not always a taking. We must strive to differentiate between looking 
that desires to appropriate and control, and looking that acknowledges and appreciates.

Two areas of contemporary feminist scholarship have addressed this fraught relationship 
between vision and constructions of knowledge and power. The first is the loose aggregation 
of multi-disciplinary scholarship in body studies that analyzes the social, cultural, and political 
representations of women in the home, the workplace, the media, and other spaces. The second 
area is feminist geography, which turns those spaces into places by studying the particular 
circumstances of women and other under-represented groups who are overlooked by the 
conventional mappings of mainstream geographical scholarship. When we focus our attention 
on the rhetorics of visual embodiment and arrangement, both body studies (Seeing Bodies) 
and feminist geography (Seeing Bodies in Space) encourage the development of multiple 
perspectives on the embodied arrangements of visual and textual representations in the academy, 
and help us work toward more nuanced and strategic representations in the production of our 
scholarship on and in digital media. However, before exploring these perspectives in more 
detail, I want to consider the visual problematics of persistence of vision and of visual pleasure as 
they bear upon discussions of seeing, of bodies. and of space in interactive digital media.
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2.21 Frame rate and perception of motion.
The two animations above, composed from a 
set of ca. 1880 Eadweard Muybridge images, 
illustrate the “smoothing” of motion as the 
frame rate (number of images displayed per 
second) changes. The image on the right runs 
at the rate at which Muybridge photographed 
the event, approximately 25 images per 
second. The image on the left shows the same 
event at 12 images per second, and is visibly 
less continuous. Contemporary film, which 
appears seamless, uses a frame rate of 24, 
25, or 30 fps. Click image to play.

The Persistence of Vision
The persistence of vision has largely been discredited as a physiological 

explanation for how viewers piece together the individual frames of a film into 
a “moving picture.” Nevertheless, this explanation—that the retina retains an 
image of each frame that “carries over” to the subsequent frame, thus creating 
the impression of motion—still holds sway in many film studies texts and in 
the lore (and promotional materials) of animation studios and film and digital 
design companies. Joseph Anderson and Barbara Anderson (1993) argue that 
this particular bit of lore is so tenacious because it serves as a powerful creation 
myth for the medium. If we think of the myth of persistence of vision in terms 
of remediation, persistence of vision accounts for the immediacy of film by 
inventing an explanation that makes the filmic experience qualitatively different, 
qualitatively “better” than the media (stage performances and still photography) 
it remediates. The fascinating thing about this explanation is that it presents a 
very different sense of immediacy than that experienced by the Cartesian subject 
who sees the world through Alberti’s “window.” For Alberti’s viewer, the mon-
ocular, single-point perspective fulfills his desire for control over the landscape 

he surveys. However, invoking the myth of persistence of vision to explain the immediate experi-
ence of the “motion” in motion pictures posits a very different kind of viewer. The film viewer, 
like Alberti’s, also shares a single viewpoint, that of the camera, but the concept of persistence of 
vision constructs a viewer who is helpless and hapless, spellbound before the piling up of images 
on his retina. These twin perceptions—that the immediacy of images represents (irrational) 
desire for control on the one hand, and (unreasonable) fear of the irresistible nature of images on 
the other—give rise to public crusades against films, video games, and the Internet, particularly 
in times of moral panic; these perceptions may also explain in part the reluctance of the academy 
to accept scholarship that uses images, sound, and other media in conjunction with or in place 
of linear, unemotional, alphabetic argument.
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One way to understand this desire/fear question is to think about 
it, as W.J.T. Mitchell (2005) does in What Do Pictures Want?, as a 
function of an imperialist move that characterizes the icons of colonized 
cultures as fetishes of primitivism, barbarism, and false religious belief 
that “could only acquire magical power in an incredibly backward, 
primitive, and savage mind” (p. 161). Mitchell calls these assumptions 
about the beliefs of Others secondary beliefs, which suppose “that the 
natives are invariably gullible and superstitious; that they live in a world 
of fear and ignorance where these objects compensate for their weak-
nesses; that they lack the ability to make distinctions between animate 
and inanimate objects” (p. 162). Mitchell is addressing inter-cultural 
distinctions here, but the same sorts of demarcations are drawn within 
cultures; guardians of high art, for example, decry the lack of sophistica-
tion and gullibility of consumers of the “low culture” of popular art and 
advertising. Knowledge (of high art) is power (over low culture). 

This sort of elitist thinking drives in part the academic reluctance 
to work with images and other multimodal media. While we may have 
the knowledge and perspicuity to engage critically and objectively 
with images, they are too simple, too naïve, to resist the siren call, the 
fetishistic liveness of images. Of course, this is problematic on several 
fronts. Consumers of popular culture, including our students, are in fact 
not in helpless thrall to the power of images and, given the opportunity 
to work with and create their own multimodal texts, students gain even 
more understanding of how images work, and also learn to deal with 
their ambiguity and complexity. And what about academics who, given 
their putative wisdom and sophistication, are sure that images have 
no intrinsic power? A colleague of Mitchell’s suggests the following 
exercise: “When [they] scoff at the idea of a magical relation between a 

picture and what it represents, ask them to take a photo of their mother 
and cut out the eyes” (p. 9). Academics and their students all have much 
to learn, and to do so must engage with visual representations at the 
level of doing, not just looking.

This paternalistic rejection or denigration of the importance 
of everyday images, motivated in part by fear of their power, must 
be countered with a different sort of persistence of vision, one that 
reconnects vision with individual embodiment, and embodiment with 
our technologies. In place of a “devouring vision” from above/afar that 
claims to see and speak for all, Haraway (1991) argues for the particular-
ity of all vision to promote the “loving care that people might take to 
learn how to see faithfully from another’s point of view, even when the 
other is our own machine” (p. 190). This point is critical, as it insists 
that all perspectives are partial, and therefore can be located in material 
bodies in particular places at specific times. And by extension, the 
knowledge gained through those perspectives is also partial and situ-
ated, rather than universal and unlocatable. Furthermore, the particular-
ity of vision complicates the often simplistic claim that all technologies, 
especially technologies of bodily surveillance, are either inherently 
positive and good, or inherently damaging and bad. Their value lies not 
in the technologies themselves, but in the uses to which they are put, the 
techné within which they are embedded, and the claims that are made 
about what they show us. The persistence of embodied vision acknowl-
edges the partiality of perspective and enables a considered, ethical use 
of visual technologies—“devices of wonder”—to enhance the available 
possibilities for the “mobile positioning and passionate detachment”   
(p. 192) of critical feminist objectivity. 
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2.22 Statue of woman, 5 Folly Bridge, Oxford, 
2007. Photograph by Andrew Gray.
Caught in the act of pulling her cowl more 
closely over her face, she enacts an aware-
ness of seeing and being seen as always 
already complicated by gender and culture.

Visual Pleasure
Before moving on to embodiment, one final aspect of seeing deserves attention: the 

often suspect notion of visual pleasure. I resist the view that looking—at objects, at art, at 
people—should be a “guilty” pleasure. While I agree that cultural critiques of the visual have 
had the important and salutary effect of exposing the damage that ideological manipulation and 
opportunistic representation can do, I also worry that, by seeking and finding manipulation and 
opportunism everywhere, we are missing the possibility of re-framing the discussion of what 
defensible representation might look like, and how images can be part of an ethical rhetorical 
techné. If scholars of rhetoric and digital media are to have a positive effect on visual culture, and 
recover the reputation of images as legitimate forms of rhetoric, we must go beyond critique 
and produce models of “good representation” and “good looking” that will restore aesthetic and 
emotional pleasure without political or cultural exploitation. Mitchell (2002) suggests that it 
is time to “scale down the rhetoric of the ‘power of images’” because images simply do not have 
the intrinsic power scholars and critics claim they have. Instead, he proposes an invitational 
approach to images, one that interrogates images not as containers of their own meaning, but 
rather as requiring something from the viewer, a kind of reciprocity, to acquire their meaning 
—and their power. In other words, images lack intrinsic power; if they are to acquire power, it 
must come from the viewer’s relationship to the image, not from the image itself.

As noted above, the power invested in images by feminist critique has in many instances 
been negative. Johanna Drucker (2000) maintains that scholars have not been able to move past 
the idea that visual pleasure is historically the purview of the male gaze. By focusing solely on the 
more “politically viable” multicultural issues and dismissing the question of women’s pleasure 
as “trivial,” we have failed to develop a theory of visual pleasure that rises from a feminist point 
of view. Drucker identifies a split between the critiques of the work of men and women artists 
engaged in similar forms of artistic production: with painting, for example, men receive critical 
and theoretical legitimacy from their work with brush and canvas, but women’s work in the 
same medium is often characterized as“tactile, sensual . . . nontheoretical” (p. 165). This differ-
ence in the art world resonates with the difficulty many women find in establishing a “legiti-
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mate” embodied presence in the academy. In the art world, “It seems 
that the farther the work is from any trace of or imprint of the woman’s 
body, the more likely it is to achieve a measure of critical success” (p. 
167). Drucker’s solution—that women artists theorize visuality and 
representation through the “pleasure of production” (p. 170)—works 
equally well for the production of, and pleasure in, interactive digital 
media.

Arguing for a pleasure in praxis does not help us to account for the 
discomfort we often feel when confronted by an image that strikes us as 
beautiful to look at while at the same time offends us intellectually or 
emotionally. Anne Wysocki (2004b) identifies this unease as an irrecon-
cilable confusion between form and content that arises from an artificial 
bifurcation of the two in our critical apparatus. In “The Sticky Embrace 
of Beauty,” she frames her argument around a 1/3-page advertisement 
in The New Yorker for a book of erotic photographs, an advertisement 
centered on the full-length figure of a woman in profile, naked except 
for extraordinarily high heels, long black stockings, and above-the-
elbow black gloves. Wysocki observes that “this advertisement is a lovely 
piece of work, but it also angers me,” and sets out to discover “what 
gives rise to my seeing beauty and feeling angry” (p. 149). On the one 
hand, critical studies of visual culture provide plenty of tools to analyze 
this image for its unpleasant objectification of women. Yet Wysocki 
notes that analytics based on graphic design and visual communication 
dissociate themselves from the content of the visual text and focus solely 

on formal elements such as the design principles of contrast, repetition, 
alignment, and proximity found in Robin Williams’ The Non-Designer’s 
Design Book (2008). This sort of rationalized, disembodied analysis 
becomes extremely problematic when, as in this case, those design 
elements create a focus that causes us “to hone in on . . .  da woman’s 
lovely in-soft-focus-so-as-to-almost-glow white ass” (p. 151).

To better explain these contradictory responses and move toward 
an analytical perspective that allows for a critical experience of visual 
pleasure, Wysocki argues that we must reject a Kantian notion of 
universalized aesthetic judgment in favor of a situated, particularized 
idea of beauty that is socially grounded in Pierre Bourdieu’s concepts 
of habitus and taste. Through a situated perspective, form becomes 
“particular and temporal, tied to when and where and how we live, a set 
of structures for both representing and shaping how we see and experi-
ence each other” (p. 170). Form enters into a reciprocal relationship 
with the content and with the viewer, and beauty becomes the chance 
to “momentarily and pleasurably . . . see and understand how the shared, 
necessary, quotidian rhythms of our lives are built out of numberless and 
necessary particularities” (p. 171). The lively nature of this relationship 
leads again to the importance of making, of constructing, in our own 
work and with our students, not just theories and analyses of images and 
media, but also our own mediated self- and scholarly representations 
that embody our theoretical perspectives on seeing—and on bodies. 
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2.23 William Roentgen, The first X-ray: the 
hand of Anna Bertha Roentgen (1895). National 
Libraries of Medicine.
Medical technologies have made it possible to 
see, hear, and analyze the body with an intensity 
and specificity that was previously unavailable. 
Like all technologies, X-ray machines, screening 
tests, and MRIs are not instrumental; they are 
not responsible for the uses to which they are 
put. Using them ethically and responsibly to 
“see” the body and attend to it in an ethical way 
is our responsibility.

Seeing Bodies
“Seeing bodies” speaks of twinned experiences. On the one hand, physical bodies are the 

objects of seeing: they are seen; they can be seen. This is the “seeing bodies” of cultural criticism, 
of film studies, of pornography and the New York Times fashion section, of medical imaging 
and Miss (and Mr.) America, of the speculum and the gaze. On the other hand, “seeing bodies” 
are “bodies that see”: they look at; they look back; they look away. These are the “seeing bodies” 
which resist stereotypes and the ideologies that produce them, which appropriate hegemonic 
representations for their own use. Seen bodies are passive; their meaning is given to them by the 
viewer. Seeing bodies are active producers of their own meaning. 

All bodies are both.
To argue, as visual cultural studies sometimes does, that most bodies have little or no 

independent agency outside of the dominant hegemony within which their representations 
circulate and are merely and passively seen, is to imply that the individuals who inhabit those 
bodies neither comprehend the operations and effects of visual representation nor have the 
ability to resist them. Too great an emphasis on merely critiquing bodies as objects of seeing 
holds the danger for women and other Others who are singled out for analysis that all op-
pressed groups will then be perceived as victims, unable to either control or defend themselves. 
Responsibility for their victimization is easily deflected onto their persons. “These people” are 
always in the wrong place at the wrong time, wearing the wrong clothes or the wrong skin. Such 
representations of victimhood invite in response a patriarchal institutional discourse of blame 
and protection and control.

This is not to say that Critical Studies does not do excellent work in identifying discursive 
oppressions that are often difficult to see, and that have significant material consequences for 
those individuals and groups. But it should not be enough just to problematize seeing, to point 
out its embodied effects. Looking back, pushing back, remediating these representations by 
producing new representations in their stead is also the responsibility of academic discourse, 
most particularly now that the tools for producing new media representations for ourselves and 
with our students have become more accessible. As James Elkins (2003) has noted with regard 
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to critical visual studies in art, merely pointing out ambiguity or arriving 
at a state of irreducible postmodern hybridity is not enough. “There is 
a kind of visual intelligence, a kind of knowledge, that can come only 
from making” (p. 7).

The theoretical perspectives I draw on here to talk about the rhe-
torical academic body emerge from the loose interdisciplinary aggregate 
of body studies which brings together productive body constructs from 
science (cyborgian), philosophy (posthuman, disciplined), gender 
studies (volatile, performative), art history (appearing, producing), and 
other disciplines. These converging visual perspectives on the body and 
embodiment come together to show, not a unified feminist new-body, 
but a multiplicity of ways to think (and act) about the body—any 
body—not only as produced by social technologies of culture and 
gender, but also as infinitely productive of new and generous ways of 
being embodied in the world.

The fact that one focus of body studies today is a feminist project 
to recuperate the debased body from the Cartesian mind/body split 
(Haraway, 1994; Grosz, 1996) sometimes makes us forget that the body 
had its own rhetorical canon—delivery—and that much attention was 
paid to elocution and gesture in oratory. But that was then, and that was 
the male body. Women’s bodies have historically been either suspect, 
or dangerous, or absent, the objects of stringent social control. Their 
meaning, it seems, has always exceeded their intention. 

Three categories of embodiment of the rhetorical body—the 
material, the subjective, and the discursive—together provide a complex 
picture of the body as acting and acted upon. First, the body is a physi-
cal, material presence. This acknowledges our commonsense percep-
tions, accurate or not, of how we occupy space. While there are some 
who claim the luxury of being able to set it aside (the Cartesian no-
body, the science-fiction imaginary), real bodies experience the world, 
and women and other under-represented groups have often experienced 
it proportionately more negatively than others. Susan Bordo (1993) 
critiques the cultural inscription of ideals of body and gender that have 
the effect of normalizing even pathological behaviors like anorexia 
nervosa and bulimia; Haraway (1991) counters the Cartesian no-body 
in science with the productive construct of the in-between, part-human, 
part-machine Cyborg; and Katherine Hayles (1999) argues against the 
postmodern perception that disembodied information can circulate 
without affecting or being affected by a material substrate. 

2.24 The material body, 2011. Photograph by 
Life as a Dreamer (2010). Click image to play.
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2.26 The discursive body, 2011.  Photograph 
by bricolage.108 (2008); words by Judith 
Butler (2009). Click image to play.

2.25 The subjective body, 2011. Images by 
Leonardo da Vinci, anonymous (American 
Horse), Diane Arbus, Andrew Kinney, and 
Jessica Luna. Click image to play.  

Second, the body is also fluid, a multiplicity of subjectivities (“Ain’t I a woman?”), one or 
more of which may be active or called into question at a specific time and place. No one, for ex-
ample, is exclusively “a professional” or “a father” or “an Asian”; and no one has the ethical right 
to impose fixed identity categories on other individuals or groups and then speak to them or for 
them as if they were One. This multiplicity leads Haraway to argue for “situated knowledges” 
that recognize the partial perspective of all subject positions; and de Lauretis (1989) to call for 
a new “subject of feminism” who negotiates among potential subject positions both within and 
without the dominant patriarchal positioning. 

Finally, the body is a discursive cultural representation, produced by language, and subject 
to complex relations of knowledge and power. Katharine Young (1997) investigates the 
discursive “realm shift” that permits the distancing from and objectification of the medical-
ized body; and Judith Butler (1993) contends that discourses of the body are what make 
some bodily performances intelligible and “normal,” and others unintelligible and abject. Yet 
discourse produces a “real” body, and that body experiences the visible, material consequences of 
discourse. An embodied rhetoric recognizes that each of these bodies—material, subjective, and 
discursive— is always in play.

The feminist rhetorical situating of the body has shifted over the past one hundred years. 
Early explicitly feminist projects evolved from the struggles of abolitionists, women’s rights 
advocates, and suffragists. These were campaigns for equal rights as humans, and equality stayed 
in the foreground of feminist discourse. But a rhetoric of equality—women are just like men—
resulted in theoretical positions that forced women to regard their corporeality, particularly 
its reproductive cycles, as a drawback, and it also reified the Cartesian mind/body split that 
worked to devalue women in the first place. Re-embodying feminism and feminist discourse 
took several forms, which established significant contact zones between feminist rhetoric and 
rhetorics of digital media and technology.

One strategy of re-embodiment has been to examine what is erased if we begin with the 
premise that “bodies don’t matter” (pace Butler). Lisa Nakamura (2000) looks at the utopian 
claims for the Internet in an MCI commercial—“There is no race. There is no gender. There is 
no age. There are no infirmities. There are only minds. Utopia? No. The Internet.”—but notes 
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that, on the contrary, such discourses on the Internet either presume 
“default whiteness” or produce a “cybertype,” a simulacrum of an 
authentic, raced “native.”

Other strategies have questioned the cultural and social technolo-
gies which have played a significant part in constructing rhetorics of the 
body. De Lauretis articulates a discursive “technology of gender” that, 
like Foucault’s “technology of sex,” constructs gender as a product of 
institutional practices and “social technologies” like film. Her project 
reconstructs a “subject of feminism” as ambiguously both inside and 
outside dominant patriarchal discourse, existing in productive tension 
between Woman and real, historical women. On the other hand, 
Balsamo (1997) considers how technologies like the tools of plastic 
surgery and body building position the body as a gendered, cultural 
artifact subject to surveillance. Of particular interest for digital media 
is her discussion of the effects of the growing use of digital imaging 
techniques on medical discourses that situate women as reproductive 
receptacles who must be regulated for the sake of the fetus. 

Just as space and the body are fluid constructs of discourse and 
social relations, so too “women,” spatialized and embodied by feminist 
rhetorics, are not a singular, unified category, but are constructed 
individually in the infinite particularities of their gender, age, race, sex, 
and other subjectivities. And this is equally true of other identities that 

have been stereotyped and essentialized under a single category. Speak-
ing of “women” or “African Americans” or “the disabled” or “Muslims” 
as a group is always problematic, particularly if doing so re-inscribes a 
new, but equally exclusionary, dominant discourse. But silence is too 
easily read as absence. The discourses of ideology and postmodern 
subjectivity, while powerful, do not trap us like insects in amber. The 
possibility of resistance is a necessary adjunct to Foucauldian relations 
of power. Each of the approaches above—the material, the subjective, 
and the discursive—produces situated knowledges, partial and strategic, 
that depends upon the specific, contextualized, corporeal materiality of 
the body. Certainly this has been the trajectory of feminist rhetorical 
studies—to call on the resulting “little narratives,” which, while not 
generalizable and totalizing (a move we’ve seen before and don’t trust), 
are cumulative, and offer inductive evidence for rhetorical action.

These forms of embodiment are fluid and flexible, and resist at-
tempts to categorize or limit them. They are more process than product, 
and they participate actively in their production. As tools to enact 
this productive making, interactive digital media have the potential to 
visually (and verbally) re-embody rhetorical discourse and scholarship, 
enabling not only new practices of looking, but new practices of think-
ing, and new spaces in which that ethical production can take place.
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2.27 Gilbert Austin, Resignation, Chironomia, 
Plate 10 (1804). 
Chironomia is among the many texts that 
have proffered formal rules for men’s (and 
later women’s) gesture and speech since the 
Rhetorica ad Herennium (ca. 85). In addition 
to “Resignation,” the women portrayed in 
Chironomia illustrate shame, agony, and repose. 
Similar texts include Thomas Sheridan, A Course 
of Lectures on Elocution (1762); Emily Post, 
Etiquette in Society, in Business, in Politics and 
at Home (1924); and Kitty Locker and Donna 
Kienzler, Business and Administrative Commu-
nication, 9th ed. (2009). In twenty-first century 
etiquette and comportment manuals, more texts 
are published on etiquette for women than for 
men, and women are consistently subject to 
many more rules than are men.

Seeing Bodies in Space
The second analytical frame for moving toward a techné of embodied academic performance 

in new media is shaped by the intersection of feminist geography with the rhetorical canon of 
arrangement. Just as theories of the body and embodiment demonstrate the impossibility of 
excluding the material bodies which produce and are produced by media from any discussion of 
intellectual work with digital media, so too geographical perspectives on the spatial arrangement 
of bodies and texts in front of the computer and on the screen demonstrate that space, like 
embodiment, is a social construct, produced by and productive of the discourses and practices 
of its inhabitants. In a literal sense, the gender, race, age, physical ability, and ethnicity of those 
bodies using and appearing on computers matter. It matters whether those physical bodies 
are working with hardware and software that allow them some critical autonomy or are doing 
“digital piecework” like entering data or working in an online sales boiler room. It also matters 
whether the digital representations those bodies see of themselves on the screen portray them as 
valuable individuals, or denigrate them as socially or culturally inferior. Bodies in digital space, 
although present to the viewer through electronic impulses rather than genetic coding, still 
inhabit social, political, and cultural locations that entail material consequences for their appear-
ance and performance on the landscape of the screen.

Historically, questions about appearance and performance have invoked the canon of 
delivery to teach and analyze the material, embodied aspects of rhetoric. As far back as the 
Rhetorica ad Herennium (ca. 85/1989), speakers have received specific advice on how they 
should hold their bodies and modulate their voices for the best rhetorical effect. Delivery 
contributes to both the pathos and ethos of an oral performance: the volume, pitch, and tone of 
the voice and the carriage and gestures of the body help to create an emotional response in the 
audience, and these embodied characteristics combine with the reasonableness and authority 
and passion of the words themselves to shape the audience’s judgment of the character of the 
speaker. Advice on these embodied elements of delivery is still set forth in texts on manners, 
etiquette, and professional communication. However, most contemporary rhetorics pay little 
attention to delivery. Prioritizing written over oral communication, they instead emphasize the 
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canons of arrangement and style, the organization and artful expression 
of written discourse. In sum, the canon of delivery has traditionally been 
concerned with effective spoken persuasion by bodies in space, while 
more recently the canons of arrangement and style have been concerned 
with effective written persuasion by words over time. When delivery 
does emerge as a topic for analysis in digital media, the emphasis is 
too often on media as arhetorical delivery systems. The result is a 
container/contained dichotomy, in which the particular container—a 
web page, PowerPoint slide, or iChat video—is considered incidental 
to or separate from the information it contains. This slippage occurs 
in part because of a lack of understanding of the rhetoricity of digital 
technologies, which in turn stems from a lack of awareness that other 
everyday discursive technologies, like the book, themselves contribute 
to the meaning of the texts that are made/read/viewed there. Despite 
the interactivity and multimediacy of new digital experiences, viewers 
may still believe that the meaning of the experience lies only in the 
“content” on the screen, rather than in the complex interactions among 
the medium, the engagement of the viewer, and the visible and audible 
representations there.

 Important scholarship that theorizes the deep rhetoricity of digital 
delivery is currently being done by Kathleen Welch (1999), James 
Porter (2009), Ben McCorkle (2012) and others. However, I want to 
argue here that digital remediation opens up a new (virtual/material) 
space within which to re-imagine the canon of arrangement, not as 
concerned merely with the order of written and spoken discourse, but as 
a visual practice, a techné of discovery and representation, that takes on 
many of the rhetorical tasks formerly performed by delivery. As a verbal 
canon, arrangement deals with the order in which a discourse unfolds 
over time. In a visual canon of arrangement, the persuasive combina-

tions of words, images, and other media are multiplied and multiple, 
and unfold in time and space. 

Arrangement, like delivery, has become somewhat impoverished in 
contemporary rhetoric, often making its appearance as a set of inflexible 
rules that pay little attention to the adaptation of discourse to its 
audience. Interactive digital media provide a potential venue for more 
supple, mobile arrangements of images and text. (Potential, not certain; 
remediation by itself is no guarantor of thinking differently.) Images 
and text can be arranged and linked on one screen or more in rows, 
lines, boxes, and circles, none of which may direct the reader toward 
a particular reading or viewing path, or suggest a defined relationship 
among the elements. When arrangement is limited to the temporal, 
then it is easier to argue that a single, seamless, linear narrative is the 
ideal arrangement: What seems more “natural” than a chronological 
narrative? But if arrangement is also spatial and visual, then not only are 
other strategies for the organization of words and images on the screen 
available (hypertext, motion design, random delivery from a database), 
but argument also occupies social space that includes the material 
subjects and objects of those arguments: bodies become rhetorically 
visible. Furthermore, re-arrangement becomes a strategic practice 
through which to discover new relationships among the available 
images and texts, to literally see new ways of looking at a suddenly 
lively rhetorical situation. Arrangement as a mobile, embodied canon 
both describes/calls forth/brings into being specific kinds of bodies 
(of knowledge, of argument, of practice, of work), and also points back 
to the fact that these material bodies are created in the first place by a 
particular kind of body, sitting at a keyboard, standing in front of a class, 
etc. The representations on the screen are pedagogical performances of 
the professional body.
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2.28 Toviyah Kats, 
from Ma’a’seh 
Toviyah, Venice, 
1708, National 
Library of Medicine.

If this seems a stretch, we need only look at two examples in which 
the proper arrangement of the body is “performed” as a metaphor for 
the proper arrangement of social space. In each case, drawings designed 
to teach anatomy are also pedagogical performances of what a “proper” 
body is like; each image illustrates not only the structure of the body, 
but also the way in which it is expected to behave. The first is an 
anatomical drawing by Toviyah Kats (1708) (Figure 2.28) taken from 
an early eighteenth-century Hebrew encyclopaedia. We see in this case 
that the body is explicitly likened to a well-ordered house. The head/
mind of the house resembles nothing so much as a hermetic monastic 
study, perched on top of the more material and open structure beneath, 
where the evidence of the senses is collected through the eyes, ears, and 
nose, and the accumulated knowledge pronounced through the open 
window. (We wonder where the sense of touch might have disappeared 
to, and we also note that the head is not anatomized, but gazes upon the 
viewer with a still and solemn intensity.) Moving down from the head 
of the house, we see a diamond-paned window; we are to imagine that 
the heart is here, the window to the soul. Another descent, and in these 
tidy rooms, the liver becomes a distillation center, and the stomach 
a cauldron of food at the boil. Below these, an enclosed furnace (the 
kidneys), an indoor fountain (the bladder), and an open drain (the 
intestines) receive and process the products of the liver and stomach. 

a specific task that must remain distinct from the rest; that the body 
may be open for inspection, but the workings of the mind are secret 
and sacred. We might even read this as an early example of the modern 
admonition of parents to their children: “Your body is a temple.”

Finally, in a dark cellar below the house, and under the rather 
ornate architectural shelf on which the torso rests, we find 
the shadowy waste products of a well-maintained house/
body. It is not hard to read this pedagogical performance; the 
arrangement of this body teaches us that the mind and body 
are separate, that each part of a body and of a household has 



2. (Re)Vision & Remediation   |60Delagrange • Technologies of Wonder

In contrast, Fritz Kahn’s 1926 “Der Mensch als Industriepalast” (“Man as Industrial Pal-
ace”) (Figure 2.29) is fashioned from the industrial era of which it is a part. Unlike Kats’ figure, 
this image is wholly metaphorical. The organs of the body are represented as the parts of a highly 
structured and efficient industrial machine. The head is compartmentalized into the higher 
(literally and figuratively) functions of understanding, reason and will, while diligent workers 
below maintain the mechanical and electronic systems of the nerves, glands, muscles and 
reflexes. Bodily functions are portrayed as chemical or mechanical processes, and all maintain 
the balance—in and out, up and down—of a high-functioning, efficient machine. Keeping it 
all running smoothly is a small army of hard-working overall-clad laborers, cooperating to make 
sure that the whole is served well by its parts. Like the Kats engraving, this illustration shows 
us how a factory should run, and by implication the order and regularity that we should strive 
for in the arrangement of our mental and bodily processes. In both cases, the “natural” body is 
imagined to be at its best when it conforms to the normative arrangement of social and cultural 
space.

2.29 Fritz Kahn, “Der Mensch als Industriepalast,” Das Lebens 
des Menschen, Stuttgart, 1926, National Library of Medicine.
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When we use these examples to think about rhetorical arrangement 
as a material and visual practice, it becomes clear that with digital 
media, visual rhetoric is implicated not only in the arrangement of 
the words and images on the page, but also in the arrangement of 
representations of the body. Unfortunately, the professional body is 
often expected to be arranged, in person and on the page, in such a 
way as to be less visible, or even invisible. It should be“unmarked” (in 
other words, as much like the unmarked [male] standard as possible), a 
prosthetic cog in a well-oiled institutional machine. From the examples 
of Kats’ and Kahn’s anatomical drawings and Ball’s proposed web pages, 
we learn what constitutes “proper” arrangement—textually, linearly, 
and bodily (“Keep your knees together, dear, and don’t cross your 
legs.”)—and how those standards are deeply implicated in the manage-
ment and control of both ideas and bodies. We can also see more clearly 
that restricting arrangement on the page to alphabetic text in the form 
of a linear argument has the effect of reifying the mind/body split 
and seeming to provide “containerless” content that purports to be a 
direct and disembodied information download of ideas from the mind 
to the page. Visual arrangement, on the other hand, can more readily 
support a more free play of image and text, a mode of inquiry through 
which multiple combinations and serendipitous juxtapositions make 
visible the range of perspectives that must be acknowledged in ethical 
argument. 

Feminist geography provides a helpful perspective for identifying 
the harm that results from the inability or unwillingness of institution-
alized discourses and practices to account for embodied effects in “real” 
space. Lesbians and gays, for example, experience public disapproval 
when they express affection in heteronormative spaces and, despite 

Americans with Disabilities legislation, disabled persons often have to 
wait unconscionable lengths of time to receive even minimal accom-
modations. As is the case with women’s rhetoric, it is also an ongoing 
struggle to make the spaces and places of women’s physical work visible, 
in both the public and private spheres. Insights such as these can be 
usefully applied to the discourses and mappings of digital space. And 
because scholarship in rhetoric and composition is currently in the 
throes of a geographical imagination, our theoretical vocabulary replete 
with borders and boundaries, centers and margins, maps and territories, 
feminist geographical perspectives complement our understanding of 
rhetoric as deeply sensory and embodied, as well as textual. 

Traditional geographical knowledge has claimed to be exhaustive, 
but in geography, as in rhetoric, there are serious questions about what 
constitutes knowledge. Gillian Rose (1993) argues that traditional 
geography offers two untenable perspectives. Social-scientific masculin-
ity, she says, claims access to a transparently real geographical world. It 
assumes a knower who believes he can separate himself from his body 
and that his thoughts are therefore autonomous, context-free, and 
objective. This master subject—white, middle-class, healthy, hetero-
sexual and male—represses everything Other to claim total (universal?) 
knowledge.

Aesthetic masculinity, the second option for geographical 
explanations of the world offered by traditional geography, asserts a 
heightened sensitivity to human experience in place of the disembodied 
omniscience of social-scientific masculinity. Aesthetic masculinity is a 
humanistic geography, and includes as objects of study the emotions, 
feelings, and actual everyday lived experiences of the populations who 
inhabit its landscapes. Unfortunately, says Rose, aesthetic masculinity, 
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rather than thus reflexively limiting its claims to knowledge, instead 
claims to speak for itself and the Other, thus strengthening its own 
claims to Truth. Fieldwork, in Rose’s view, is geography’s instantiation 
of male dominance over female nature (although I would also include 
mapping which, by fostering the notion of socially empty space, can 
dominate both nature and culture).

Rose and others challenge this disembodied view from several 
perspectives. Doreen Massey (1994), in her studies of dislocated 
workers in Great Britain, proposes a complex politics of space-time 
that negates the construction of space as a feminine lack to be filled or 
conquered by a masculine time. In the process she also questions the 
nostalgia of place, especially the home, as “authentic,” “opting out of 
space and time,” a point of view that immobilizes women as domestic 
goddesses and obscures such embodied experiences as domestic violence 
and women’s unpaid home-work. Nancy Duncan (1996) makes useful 
distinctions between public space and the private sphere that can be 
applied to digital rhetoric when she explores the invisibility of domestic 
violence in “Renegotiating Gender and Sexuality in Public and Private 
Spaces.” She argues that distinctions between public and private space 
have served to keep activities that happen in private from being ad-
dressed in/by the public sphere. The private sphere has been conflated 
with “the domestic, the embodied, the natural, the family, . . . passion” 
while the public sphere is associated with “the disembodied, the 
abstract, the cultural, rationality” (p. 128), a gendered distinction that 
prevents the productive politicization of things that happen in private 
space. These examples locate geographical problems for women in the 

artificial boundaries and distinctions between masculine/feminine and 
public/private space. As a move toward a solution, Rose proposes a 
paradoxical oscillation between alignment with masculinist work and a 
resistant geography beyond the imagination of masculine geography—a 
refusal:  “I won’t play nature to your culture.”

The power of feminist geography as a theoretical perspective from 
which to consider digital rhetoric is that it keeps us grounded in lived 
space, thinking about the lived experience of real bodies. Despite the 
utopian claims to transcendence made for virtual reality, (cyber)space 
is not an empty, pre-existing entity waiting to be filled. It is a fluid 
construct of discourse and social relations. Coming at questions of 
space and materiality through an explicitly dimensional and embodied 
discipline opens up new ways to investigate how space and place matter 
in digital media. If, for example, we imagine digital space not as “rooms” 
or locations waiting to be filled up with the objects and activities that 
“belong” there (like the kitchens, baths, and living rooms in suburban 
homes, or the introductions, body paragraphs, and conclusions of the 
academic essay), but as spaces with an excess of function that “produce 
both a domestic and civic architecture as envelope, which permits the 
passage from one space and position to another, rather than the contain-
ment of objects and functions in which each thing finds its rightful 
place” (Grosz, 1994, p. 165), the result might be digital space that works 
not “as finished object but rather as spatial process,” an associative, 
hypermediated environment where the meanings of words and images 
and sounds are discovered through their mobility.
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2.30 Organic eggs, 2008. Photograph by 
woodleywonderworks.

Embodied Arrangement
A recurring concern of this section, and of many feminist approaches to cultural and 

visual studies, is the persistence of dichotomies. The most ubiquitous of these is the gendered 
division between male and female, but other dichotomies that have already made appearances 
here include content/form, mind/body, virtual/material, and public/private. Ann Berthoff 
(1990) coined the term “killer dichotomies” to describe the chasms we create in English Studies 
between terms like writing/reading, theory/practice, and objective/subjective. The problem, of 
course, is not with the terms themselves; binaries make excellent “objects-to-think-with,” and it 
is arguable that binary distinctions are an inescapably human way of making sense of the world. 
We don’t need Lacan to tell us that one of the earliest cognitive acts of children is to differentiate 
between “me” and “not-me.” No, the problem lies not with the binary, not with “two together,” 
but with the rigid insistence of “or” over “and,” the inevitable dichotomous privileging of one 
term: theory over practice, for example, or mind over body.

Binary oppositions often express themselves as hierarchical differences linked to gender.  
The terms above line up so, with the words on the left as the “privileged” terms: 

  
    male  female
    writing  reading
    theory  practice
    objective subjective
    content  form
    mind  body
    virtual  material
    public  private 
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These dichotomies become even more problematic when they are 
mapped onto larger structures like culture/nature or text/image, 
declared to be universal (as we saw with Rose’s definitions of geographic 
masculinity), and used to determine the “proper place” for men and 
women, whites and blacks, citizens and immigrants.

If dichotomies are antithetical to an ethical understanding of differ-
ence, what other possibilities for productive representations of diversity 
are there? We might start by asking another question: If two doesn’t 
work, how many is enough? Elizabeth Grosz (1994) answers this way:

The problem of dichotomous thought is not the dominance of the 
pair (some sort of inherent problem with the number two); rather 
it is the one that makes it problematic, the fact that the one can 
allow itself no independent, autonomous other. All otherness is cast 
in the mold of sameness, with the primary term acting only as the 

autonomous or pseudo-autonomous term. The one allows no twos, 
threes, fours. It cannot tolerate any other. The one, in order to be a 
one, must draw a barrier or boundary around itself, in which case it 
is necessarily implicated in the establishment of a binary—inside/
outside, presence/absence. (p. 211)
It seems, then, that the task at hand is to discover ways to make the 

boundaries around the One more permeable; to “see” difference more 
flexibly; to emphasize the affinities of two (or many) together through 
multiple material arrangements that discover similarity, not divergence; 
to explore how we might create interactive digital spaces as fluid as 
the body and as changeable as the maps of Empire. After all, rhetorical 
techné is mobile and strategic. It does not conform itself to already-made 
discursive space and subjectivity; it shapes its discursive and embodied 
form and content in response to the kairos of the moment. 
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The reliance on logos as the primary foundation of classical, early Modern, and Enlight-
enment rhetoric, with its systematic privileging of the first term and devaluing of the 

second in such binaries as mind/body, text/image, theory/practice, and male/female, has 
proven remarkably persistent. Both feminism and postmodernism (and postmodern feminism) 
have pushed against these dichotomies, because they have functioned to naturalize the privi-
leged terms as the controlling discourse in public rhetorical spaces—government, the courts, 
education, business. ¶Just as it seemed that feminist and postmodern understandings of situ-
ated knowledges and multiple subject positions were combining to bring about some practical 
improvements in the status and material conditions of women and other “devalued” groups, 
proponents of the transcendent properties of electronic communication, virtual reality, and 
information technology claimed to have discovered that “bodies don’t matter,” that we can be 
freed from our “meat” (a surprisingly lifeless term) to enjoy simulated experiences and environ-
ments without the hazards of actual physical engagement. Eventually, suggest enthusiasts like 
Hans Moravec (1988), technology will enable us to transcend our human condition and enter 
a perfected state of being that does not depend on mortal physiology. While a cynic might 
argue that this is a convenient discovery on the part of a hegemonic patriarchal discourse that 
serves to protect its dominant position, claims that the materiality of human bodies is somehow 
less consequential in cyberspace still maintain a great deal of cultural currency. ¶Discourses of 
immateriality are not new, of course, although in the past they have rarely been so explicit. Con-
temporary conversations about digital technologies and virtual reality often seem to celebrate 
the disappearance of the body, whereas in the past it was more the case that the presence of the 
body had not been particularized or acknowledged as a significant component of the ideas it 
was articulating. As a result, the universal, male, able body stood in for the state, the family, 
the church, and the human condition, and this representation appeared verbally in law and in 
church doctrine, and visually in art, literature, and other texts that collectively enacted scholarly 
performances of gendered, classed, and raced power and knowledge. 

Embodiment by Design

3 

Image: Rizwan Sagar, Mehndi design, 2009. 
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To counter this new move to disembody digital technology and its rhetorics, we must insist on 
the visuality and materiality of performances in our fields, even when those performances are 
through words, by affirming that visual representations are powerful and legitimate forms of 
communication, that embodied visual representation is an essential step toward including the 
contributions and concerns of those who are disenfranchised by the claim that “bodies don’t 
matter,” and that composing and designing with/in our “technological bodies” is important 
scholarly work.

Bodies do matter. Embodied pedagogy, which allows the literal or figurative materiality 
of the teacher and her topics to emerge, communicates in ways far richer than words alone 
can convey. The visibility of specific gendered, raced, classed, and more or less abled bodies—
whether physically in front of a classroom, textually on the pages of a book, electronically on 
a screen, or implicitly in the design of interactive multimodal digital media—matters, because 
knowledge is located and specific; it has no meaning outside of the contexts in which it is 
deployed. Embodied pedagogy communicates social and cultural values that can be analyzed, 
understood, and, if necessary, challenged and emended. By the same token, traditional deploy-
ments of scholarship through words and numbers cannot claim, just because the scholar seems 
to be absent, that they are culturally neutral; it is simply the fact that the “body of knowledge” 
has hidden himself behind the scrim of universal objectivity. And traditional scholarship de-
ployed in words and numbers also cannot claim putative neutrality or objectivity simply because 
the human beings who are the material foundation upon which those words and numbers are 
based also seem to be absent. Embodied pedagogy must also allow the materiality of embodied 
“evidence” to emerge, both during the period of intellectual inquiry and at the point of scholarly 
representation of results.

3.1 Alphabet based on human forms, The Tudor Pattern Book (ca. 1520-30). Bodleian Library.
The early Western Latinate tradition comfortably associated the word and the embodied image, which often, as with historiated 
letters in medieval manuscripts, eclipsed the text on the page. In The Alphabetic Labyrinth, Johanna Drucker (1995) noted, 
“Such practices bespeak a faith in visuality which escapes the need for a textual reference” (p. 108). But as early as the twelfth 
century, a competing belief in the transcendence of the word held that decoration was a dangerous distraction. This resistance 
to the idea that visual design did, or should, contribute to verbal meaning still holds sway. Click image to enlarge.
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This chapter explores how historical discourses of immateriality, 
and the scholarly pedagogical performances that articulate them, still 
permeate the theory and practice of teaching multimediated writing 
and rhetoric. Analyzing early anatomical illustrations, a nineteenth-
century elocution manual, speeches and letters from the abolitionist 
movement, and textbook illustrations of mentally ill women as 
examples of “pedagogical performances,” I show that historically 
non-artistic representations and appearances of the body, ostensibly 
objective and uninflected, are in fact also manifestations of cultural 
attitudes and understandings of what constitutes knowledge, and 
who gets to make it. Expanding on the work of de Lauretis (1989), 
Balsamo (1999), and others, I argue that, far from being value-neutral, 
the embodied pedagogical performances of images such as those in 
anatomy texts and conduct books are visual “technologies of the body” 
which, like modern imaging techniques, serve not only to inform, but 
also to mediate and control social behavior. Applying this insight to 
the teaching of multimediated composition and visual rhetoric, I note 

that some progress has been made in incorporating visual, material 
rhetoric into both self-representation and pedagogical performances of 
scholarship, as exemplified in the growing use of interactive multimedia 
in personal web pages, blogs, and wikis, and in articles in journals such 
as Kairos and Computers & Composition Online. Nevertheless, current 
texts widely recommended as guides for graphic and typographic 
design in academic work still fail to recognize visual argument and 
design as embodied practices, and are therefore ill-suited to enhance the 
particular nature of academic discourse as a wonder-induced method of 
inquiry and knowledge production. Rather, these texts reify a discourse 
of visual performance that effaces the maker and instead foregrounds 
the hegemonic standards of clarity and concision developed for the use 
of commodified corporate culture. I conclude with a call for embodied 
performances based upon the use of images and visual argument as 
material practices of both self-representation and representation of 
evidence essential to ethical intellectual work.
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Technological Dreams
The immediacy of my experience of corporeality should be

understood as an indication of the interior perspective I occupy
with respect to “my body.” I am neither “in” my body nor

“attached” to it. It does not belong to me nor go along with me. 
I am my body.

Maurice Natanson (1970), The Journeying Self  

Among the many claims made for digital technologies is that they 
will enable us to leave our bodies behind. In the (near) future, goes 
this story of technological disembodiment, virtual reality, informatics, 
e-discourse, and the Internet will allow us to experience the world 
and communicate our thoughts through words, images, sound, and 
actions that are independent of our physical attributes or movement 
through time and space. Examples range from the discursive (engaging 
in multiple conversations and relationships online while inhabiting our 
choice of the numerous personae we have created), to the immersive 
(putting on a Tron-like VR suit and experiencing the sights and 
sensations of climbing a mountain, flying through space, or robbing a 
bank), to the transducive (downloading our brains into a data bank, 
and transferring our knowledge and experience—and personhood? 
soul?—into a custom-built clone).

Technological dreams like these have always called forth both 
utopian desire and dystopian aversion: Francis Bacon’s New Atlantis 
(1627) versus Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818), the promise of a 
society freed from want by the achievements of science versus the horror 
of a future in the thrall of the monsters, literal and figurative, that 
science might unleash. Looking at the possibilities for virtual representa-
tion and embodiment within academic spaces, electronic discourse and 

3.2 Otto Lilienthal, Preparing for flight, 1894.
One of the most persistent technological dreams is that of flight. From 
the Icarus myth to Leonardo da Vinci’s flying machines to the experi-
ments of Otto Lilienthal and others, humans have endowed their gods 
and superheroes with the power of flight and have ventured to emulate 
them. 

3.3. Leonardo da Vinci, 
Mechanical wing, late 
fifteenth century.
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interactive digital media seem to hold the most immediate promise—
and concern—primarily because they are already here, and already in 
use in research and the classroom. Virtual reality, on the other hand, is 
still an extraordinarily expensive and clunky technology and calls atten-
tion to its mediation at every turn of the head, although it does seem 
to have found some purchase in the arts, as well as a disturbing military 
presence in the form of Army recruitment games, flight simulators, and 
the control of remote drone aircraft in the war in Afghanistan. And the 
specter of downloadable brains will always be merely an electric dream. 
( Jeffrey Sconce [2003] has compared the rush to theorize virtual digital 
technologies in the absence of practical or usable examples to the Dutch 
tulip mania, noting that “most of us would be hard-pressed to think 
of a discipline [digital media studies] in which more pages have been 
printed about things that haven’t happened yet” [p. 180].)

In technologized academic settings, like networked computer 
classrooms and individual, class, and institutional sites on the Web, one 
technological dream goes like this: if we could just erase or obscure the 
paralinguistic cues and physical characteristics that denote race, gender, 
age, and ability, we would go a long way toward eliminating problems of 
access and disenfranchisement for individuals who are not members of 
the dominant discourse community. Furthermore, eliminating the puta-
tive disadvantages of those social and cultural markers for underrepre-
sented groups would simultaneously remove the advantages inherent in 
being a member of the dominant sociocultural group, thereby leveling 
the playing field for everyone. It was this hope that fueled the great but 
largely unexamined eagerness that heralded the arrival of computers in 
writing classrooms in the 1980s. As early as 1991, Gail Hawisher and 
Cynthia Selfe felt it necessary to caution that computers were being 
embraced for the teaching of writing without the “necessary skepticism 

and careful planning” that should attend the adoption of any new 
technology. Without such skepticism, they declared, computers in the 
classroom will, as “cultural artifacts embodying society’s values, (p. 55), 
reproduce the values of the dominant culture. Yet many instructors 
registered “uncritical enthusiasm” for using computers to teach writing, 
and spoke of the “effects of technology” (p. 56) as though the computer 
itself were instrumental in that effect.

Many teachers also believed that the use of computers for online 
discussions would change the classroom culture to reflect more egalitar-
ian principles—greater collaboration, the disappearance of visible or 
audible status markers, a greater sense of community, and a blurring 
of the distinctions between teachers and learners. In Fragments of 
Rationality, Lester Faigley (1992) praised the “achieved utopia of the 
networked classroom,” noting that networked discussions demonstrated 
the triumph of “dialogic centrifugal forces of multiplicity, equality, and 
uncertainty” over the “monologic centripetal forces of unity, authority, 
and truth” (p. 183). But subsequent experiments with online discussions 
in the networked classroom were less successful, an outcome Faigley 
attributed to a local “crisis of legitimation.” With no central authority 
to turn to, and no way to sort out claims, “conversation is inherently 
agonistic and to speak is to fight” (p. 185).

Early enthusiasm for the transformative power of the Web to 
disassociate our selves from our bodies also abounded in print and 
television advertising in the 1990s. Selfe (1999a), in an analysis of 
print advertisements for Virgin Records, IBM, GTE, and others, 
discovered consistently enthusiastic narratives about the Internet as a 
“global village,” “land of equal opportunity,” and “ungendered utopia,” 
despite the fact that the advertisements themselves actually reinforced 
the same old American stories of colonialism, resistance to difference, 
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and gender inequality (p. 292-322). In a similar vein, Karla Kitalong 
(2000) found that “new communication technologies are portrayed as 
creating unprecedented, seemingly magical opportunities” (p. 290) in 
AT&T’s print and televised “You Will” campaign; like Selfe, Kitalong 
offered more measured analysis and more cautious claims, noting that 
the “magical opportunities” often arose from conflating work time with 
leisure time. 

A particularly pervasive strategy for televised advertisements during 
the early years of the Internet was the “serial montage” (Goldman, 
Papson, and Kersey, 1998-2003), in which rapid sequences of multi-
cultural faces and multi-accented voices suggest that the Internet (with 
the help of the company being advertised) could create a new global 
community. Cisco Systems 1999-2000 campaign featured a series of 
faces from diverse ethnic backgrounds finishing one another’s sentences 
(e.g. “Today people are sending video mail, instead of email” and “Soon 

all our ideas will be free of borders”), followed by the repeated refrain 
“Are you ready?” Using a similar montage of multicultural faces, voices, 
and settings, WorldCom’s (2000) cast of characters repeat the mantra, 
“I was born into a new generation,” Generation d; “Generation d isn’t 
about the country, it isn’t about culture, it’s about attitude.” While the 
images and accents in this series suggest social and racial difference, 
the people all “speak the same language – digital.” (They also all speak 
English, a fact that is not noted.)

This supposed erasure of difference through technology is 
challenged by Lisa Nakamura (2000). In “Where Do You Want to 
Go Today?” Nakamura analyzes the disembodied utopian (from the 
Greek, no + place) claims for the Internet in “Anthem,” a televised 
MCI commercial—“There is no race. There is no gender. There is no 
age. There are no infirmities. There are only minds. Utopia? No. The 
Internet” (p. 15). She argues here and in Cybertypes (2003) that this 

3.4 “Are You Ready?” campaign, Cisco 
Systems, 1999. Click image to play.

3.5 “Generation d” campaign, World-
Com, 2000. Click image to play.

3.6 “Because of Us” campaign, Akamai, 
2000. Click image to play.
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attempt to erase difference actually re-embodies difference, and shows 
us that the real boundaries are racial and ethnic. Contrary to the invit-
ing promise of a “radical postracial democracy” (p. 18), discourse on the 
Internet either assumes “default whiteness” or produces a “cybertype,” a 
simulacrum of an authentic, raced “native.” This erasure, like Foucault’s 
use of the Panopticon, universalizes the concept of power. While 
it makes the trope of the Panopticon more powerful, it also diverts 
attention from actual bodies, negating (theoretically) the possibility of 
resistance to the panoptic gaze by the “native” who is performed by the 
discourse.

Yet these advertisements for the Internet, while claiming to 
erase the limitations of time, space, and embodied difference, in fact 
bring those differences into sharp relief. By picturing the “Other” in 
a discourse that actually represents the perspective and interests of a 
relatively small, privileged First World population, these advertisements 

perform a visual ideological pedagogy, teaching their privileged viewers 
that the technology of the Internet, and the world it depicts, are under 
their control.

The primary purpose of advertising is persuasion, of course, but 
as the examples above show, advertisements are also demonstrations 
of what Wendy Hesford (2000) calls “pedagogical spectacles,” visual 
embodied performances that are staged to convey implicit or explicit 
lessons on how to behave—or how not to behave. Hesford focuses on 
two instances in which photographs of and a film about women are used 
as pedagogical spectacles: photographs of medicalized performances 
elicited from mental patients at La Salpêtrière hospital in Paris in 
the late nineteenth century, and Mindy Faber’s 1993 documentary 
Delirium, which includes both spontaneous and scripted performances 
by her mentally ill mother. The concept of the pedagogical spectacle 
is useful for analyzing the cultural underpinnings of performances 

3.7 Mayna Gilmer, 1930s. Photobooth images, 
rephotographed by Calliopejen in 2008.
The locus of representation shifts when those who 
had been the objects of art and photography took 
their image-making into their own hands. José 
Luis Brea (2003) compares such visual acts to 
speech acts, “identity factories” in which what is 
shown is “the subject’s non-constituted character 
. . . her ‘self-making’ through representational 
acts” (n.p.).
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that are put forward primarily to teach, rather than to persuade or 
entertain. However the phrase “pedagogical spectacle” emphasizes the 
unidirectional sense of a spectacle as the powerless “object of the gaze.” 
In Hesford’s examples, there is evidence that both the hysterics at La 
Salpêtrière and Faber’s mother were not merely the passive objects of 
the looks of their audiences, but actively participated in their perfor-
mances. While their images may have been put forward as spectacles, 
they managed to appropriate their own, albeit limited, control over 
their representation. In so doing, the spectacle becomes a “pedagogi-
cal performance,” a term that expresses the bidirectional sense of a 
performance as mutually constructed between the subject performer 
(witting or unwitting) and the audience. For me, this is a more flexible 
term. It encompasses not only the public display by Dr. Charcot of 
La Salpêtrière’s madwomen, but also their desire to “perform” their 
hysteria to please him; not only Mindy Faber’s documentary display 
of her mother’s schizophrenia, but also her mother’s move to regain 
control by taking the camera and turning it on her daughter. It allows 
for performances that are resistant or oppositional, that push back at 
the viewer, and that can include spoken and written as well as visual 
representation. The idea of pedagogical performance thus becomes an 
analytical tool with which to gain insight into underlying ideological 
constructions and discourses in visual and verbal texts that are primarily 

intended, like the staged performances of Charcot’s madwomen, to 
teach, insights which we can then apply to our own embodied pedagogi-
cal performances in our classrooms and in the digital media objects we 
produce.

Feminist analysis of images of the body that are ostensibly designed 
only to teach specific, locatable, objective “facts” often discovers a 
hostility toward the pedagogical performances of women, although 
in early pedagogical performances women were often absent, surely a 
form of passive aggression. In what follows, I will analyze four loci of 
pedagogical performance—early anatomy books, an illustrated elocu-
tion manual, the abolitionist speeches and letters of Sarah and Angelina 
Grimké, and Pierre Janet’s images of La Salpêtrière patients—to explore 
how putatively objective representations have much to say about 
constructions of power and gender in the contexts in which they were 
created and deployed. Analysis of these sites will help to demonstrate 
that contemporary claims about the lack of attention to the specifically 
raced and gendered body in cyberspace is just the latest move in a long 
history of pedagogical performances in which the “universal” white, 
male body stands in/for all bodies. Of course, as Pierre Bourdieu (1997) 
knew, “The whole trick of pedagogic reason . . . lies precisely in the 
way it extorts the essential while seeming to demand the insignificant” 
(pp. 94-95).
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Dream Anatomy 
The early Modern period, roughly 1450 to 1750, was characterized by a 

growing interest in science, the secularization of politics and economics, and 
rapid technological progress that included the introduction of printing. Although 
the spread of printing was uneven and not nearly as democratizing as it is often 
represented to be (as evidenced by the critiques of Elizabeth Eisenstein’s [1979] 
revolutionary claims for the printing press by historians such as Roger Chartier 
[1989] and Adrian Johns [1998]), nevertheless the printing press made possible 
for the first time a wider distribution of information and knowledge. Among these 
early printed texts were illustrated anatomy books, and we can look to them for 
examples of pedagogical performances in which “the dead teach the living”: the 
human body displays itself and is displayed in order to teach anatomy, while at the 
same time it also conveys contemporary cultural attitudes and beliefs.

The influence of art on scientific illustration, which would diminish with the 
objectification of the scientific method in the seventeenth century, was pervasive 
in early anatomies, and most anatomical drawings included familiar artistic 
conventions, “iconographies of landscape, nudity, mythology and Christianity” 
(Dream Anatomy, 2002, n.p.). The first profusely illustrated anatomy was Andreas 
Vesalius’ De Humani Corporis Fabrica, published in 1543. 

Many of the illustrations, like the one shown here (Figure 3.8), portray male 
figures disposed in “natural” positions—standing, walking, reaching—while 
exhibiting anatomical characteristics of muscle, blood, and bone with a precision 
that could substitute for being present at a dissection. Conventions of portraiture 
place the anatomical figure in the foreground; behind and below him lie a bucolic 
landscape and a small town. He stands, seemingly impervious to both his audience 
and his excoriated state, as a human figure in command of a civilized world. 

But as the figures in De Humani lose more and more layers of muscle and 
flesh, they become less and less noble, and their surroundings erode and decay as 

3.8 Andreas Vesalius, Tertia Musculorum Tabula, De Humani 
Corporis Fabrica, 1543. Click image to enlarge.
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their bodies become less recognizably human. Stripped of all flesh, Vesalius’s flayed 
figure (Figure 3.9), slumps against ruined walls, unable to support himself, his 
head and arms held up by twigs and twine. It would seem that personhood, agency, 
control, and perhaps even the survival of civilization itself, are dependent upon the 
muscular male body. 

Pedagogical performances like these anatomical drawings demonstrate con-
vincingly that visual representations are not merely ancillary to written descriptions 
of the human anatomy. Nor are they substitutes, in the sense that they mean the 
same, for written texts. Barbara Maria Stafford (1997) points out the important 
distinction between “imagery used as equivalents to discourse (or as illustration) 
and as an untranslatable constructive form of cognition (or as expression)” (p. 27). 
Anatomical drawings construct a cognitively different understanding of the human 
form and condition than that constructed by verbal or written texts, an under-
standing that carries with it vivid physical, intellectual, emotional, and ideological 
weight.

As cultural and artistic practices and perceptions of the body changed, so did 
pedagogical performances in anatomical illustrations. The growing emphasis 
on self-fashioning, foppishness, and wit is reflected in Giulio Casserio’s Tabulae 
Anatomicae (1627) and reached new heights in John Browne’s A Compleat Treatise 
of the Muscles, as They Appear in the Humane Body, and Arise in Dissection (1681). 
Unlike Vesalius’s figures, who seem unaware of their state of deconstruction, Cas-
serio’s and Browne’s figures actively participate in their display, posturing, posing, 
smiling coyly at the viewer while holding skin and muscle out of the way. 

As in other areas of public pedagogy during this period, women were rarely 
present in anatomical illustrations. One might (too easily) assume that this absence 
reflected the cultural subordination and invisibility of women in the early history 
of science, but the reasons are more complicated, and more interesting, Until well 
into the seventeenth century, Galen’s physiological model of human sexuality 
held sway, a one-sex model that claimed women were simply “imperfect men,” 

3.9 Andreas Vesalius, Septima Musculorum Tabula, 
De Humani Corporis Fabrica, 1543. Click image to enlarge.



3. Embodiment by Design   |75Delagrange • Technologies of Wonder

their sexual anatomy identical “in every respect to the male member except that the 
latter is outside and the former inside” (Laqueur, 1990, p. 63). Such differences as 
existed between male and female were of degree, not kind. Women’s interior genitalia 
and other insufficiencies were said to derive from their “lack of heat,” “heat” (blood) 
being the source of the heightened vitality in males that resulted in their metaphysical 
perfection. Galen, the second-century Greek physician and philosopher, codified what 
Aristotle and others had long maintained—that man is superior to woman by nature, 
and therefore is justified in taking charge of her: “[A]ll tame animals are better off when 
they are ruled by men; for then they are preserved. Again, the male is by nature [italics 
mine] superior, and the female inferior; and the one rules, and the other is ruled; this 
principle, of necessity, extends to all mankind” (Aristotle, 330 BCE/1984, p. 8).

Because women’s bodies were believed to be inferior versions of male bodies, it 
follows that the male body would be overwhelmingly represented in anatomy texts. 
And so they were, as a review of the early anatomical images on the U.S. National 
Library of Medicine Dream Anatomy website substantiates. As late as the sixteenth 
century, there was “only one canonical body, and that body was male” (Laqueur, p. 66). 
When women do appear in anatomical illustrations, it is often as unnervingly modest 
uteruses. In Anatomia del Corpo Humano, Juan Valverde (1560) portrays a female 
figure, skin peeled back to show her uterus, with one hand covering her genitals and 
the other concealing one breast. In Adriaan van de Spiegel’s De Formato Foetu Liber 
Singularis (1626), Casserio limned another pregnant female figure, belly pulled back 
like flower petals to reveal a baby, although her genitals are serendipitously disguised by 
the leaves of a plant. A final example, from Charles Estienne’s De Dissectione Partium 
Corporis Humani (1545), illustrates the sometimes fine line between pedagogical 
performance and pedagogical spectacle. In the plate on the right (Figure 3.10), the 
female anatomical figure, again a pregnant woman, sits on a draped throne, legs 
akimbo and arms at her sides, with one foot resting on the framed Latin legend of the 
illustration. Unlike earlier illustrations set in more natural spaces, she is surrounded 
by buildings. She looks to her right with an expression of surprise, or horror, toward a 

3.10 Charles Estienne, De Dissectione Partium 
Corporis Humani Libri Tres, 1545. Click image to 
enlarge.
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balcony where a male figure, holding a pair of spectacles to his eyes for 
a better view, gazes down at her. Furthermore, if this spectator were not 
disconcerting enough, even the structure from which he looks down is 
gendered male: a parapet is supported by a bearded stone head which 
also gazes down upon this woman’s figurative disembowelment. Unlike 
other examples, in which the women modestly cover their breasts and 
genitals, this figure is laid open before the viewer. 

Our understanding and acceptance of anatomical images in 
pseudo-realistic settings as liminal figures, suspended between life and 
death, is dependent upon our belief that they are willing participants in 
their pedagogical display. Vesalius’s figures are serenely unconcerned; 
Casserio’s and Browne’s return the viewer’s gaze. This particular image 
by Estienne disturbs us because we have no such assurance of the figure’s 
participation, and we feel like voyeurs sneaking illicit peeks.

But there is another element that makes us uneasy with this image: 
the little man on the balcony is observing her through some sort of 
glasses. This disrupts any sense that we may have had that this is a 
natural scene, and that he, and we, are “just looking.” Optical devices, 

used to manipulate the viewed object for the benefit of the viewing 
subject, bring into sharp relief the cultural lenses we use to regularize 
relations of knowledge and power, although at the same time we 
recognize that they also have legitimate uses. Albrecht Dürer’s (1532) 
well-known woodcut portraying a draughtsman using a gridded frame 
to draw a reclining woman is often cited in feminist cultural criticism to 
exemplify the objectification of women by the male gaze, and it is easy 
to pair it with the Estienne image and draw that conclusion. But within 
its historical context, the image was one of a series published by Dürer, 
in a book on painting, to illustrate a device for accurately rendering 
inanimate objects and both male and female nude figures. Accuracy was 
much prized in anatomical illustration. Bernhard Albinus (d. 1770) 
“approach[ed] his subjects like an architect might. He insisted on 
accurate measurements and employed an approach whereby the artist 
stood varying distances from the skeleton and viewed it through grids of 
netting to obtain proper perspective and proportion” (Wright-Peterson 
n.p.), a process which used the principle of Dürer’s draughtsman’s net. 
And to demonstrate the precision of his own work, Thomas Cheselden 

3.10 (details) Charles Estienne, De Dissectione Partium Corporis 
Humani Libri Tres, 1545. 
Laqueur notes that Estienne, whose Dissectione appeared in 
the middle of the sixteenth century, is still “thoroughly, indeed 
obsessively, Galenic” (p. 132), going to great lengths over several 
paragraphs to emphasize that the women whose anatomy he has 
illustrated have genitalia identical to men. Despite the mounting 
anatomical evidence, it was not until the eighteenth century that 
a two-sex model, in which men and women are more notable for 
the differences than the similarities in their anatomy, became the 
definitive paradigm, as anatomy fell into line with the changing 
cultural beliefs about the relationships between men and women.
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depicted himself (Figure 3.11) on the title pages of at least two of his 
anatomies using a camera obscura to draw dissected corpses.

Anatomical drawings, then, are embodied pedagogical performanc-
es. And despite the fact that medical observations during the Renais-
sance had become increasingly more acute and accurate, ingrained 
ideological beliefs about the roles of men and women, the “whole fabric 
of interpretation, clinical practice, and everyday experience . . . pro-
tected [the one-sex model] from exposure to what we would construe as 
contrary evidence” (Laqueur, p. 98). While explicitly teaching doctors 
and artists the intricacies of human anatomy they would need for their 
respective arts, anatomical illustrations also implicitly conveyed to the 
viewer historical and cultural attitudes about the body: The universal 
body, except for those parts dealing with pregnancy and birth, was 
male; personhood was inherent in the able male body; the male body 

3.11 William Cheselden, detail from the title page of 
Osteographia, or The Anatomy of the Bones, 1733.
The skeleton of a human torso and head is suspended 
upside-down from the tripod, allowing the anatomical 
illustrator to render the image, which is inverted by the 
camera obscura, more easily.

commanded the civilized world, and commanded the display of his own 
body. The female body, on the other hand, was the reproductive body; 
when it did appear in early Modern anatomies, it was often “distin-
guished by the parted thighs obliged by gynecology and pornography” 
(Rifkin, 2006, p. 20). 

Obviously visual representations of the body in anatomical 
drawings go beyond their explicit pedagogical intent to teach us much 
about historical and cultural constructions of gender and knowledge. 
Recognizing that images represented as solely objective and factual 
contain underlying cultural and ideological warrants enables us to 
search for and identify those warrants in contemporary pedagogical 
performances, including those in digital media and, if necessary, resist 
and reframe them.
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Chironomia
If anatomical drawings were created to teach doctors and artists about the bodies of others, 

elocution manuals were designed to teach young gentlemen how to manage their own. The 
broadening of educational opportunities to include the sons of merchants and businessmen 
toward the end of the eighteenth century created a desire for texts that could teach the art of 
elocution to the rising middle class. Thomas Sheridan’s A Course of Lectures on Elocution (1762) 
and Gilbert Austin’s Chironomia (1806) were the most widely used, and Chironomia became 
immensely popular in the United States. Austin created a notation of gesture for public speakers 
(lawyers, politicians, preachers, and actors) that described the appropriate positions of the 
hands, arms, head, and feet for dozens of attitudes and dispositions. In this age of the natural 
style, the irony of such complicated choreography seems to have escaped Austin, who favored 
the mechanical style, although the consequences of using inappropriate gestures, or none at 
all, were duly noted. Austin attributed British public speakers’ “frigid indifference” to the actio 
of delivery in large part to their constitution—a “grave people” from a cold climate. Noting, 
however, that the absence of gesture “chills the ardour and weakens the splendour of their 
composition” (p. 18), he proposed that gesture had been neglected because of prior injudicious 
use and the lack of a proper standard for effective movement. If “nature does not by any means 
suggest . . . the most dignified or graceful expressions of those passions” so as to avoid “laughter 
or disgust” (p. 138), then appropriate gesture must be studied to effect “some advantageous 
change from awkward rusticity to manly grace” (pp. 140-141). 

3.12 Gilbert Austin, Imaginary circles for deter-
mining the position and the direction of gesture, 
from Plate 2, Chironomia, 1806.

3.13 Gilbert Austin, The posi-
tions, motions, and elevations of 
the arms, from Plate 4, Chirono-
mia, 1806.
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Chironomia, and the many nineteenth-century elocution manuals 
that borrowed shamelessly from it, explicitly regulated the male 
body—this was the way a gentle-man behaved (and, implicitly, dressed). 
Although Austin illustrated three specifically theatrical gestures (Shame, 
Agony, and Resignation) with costumed female figures, his representa-
tions of other attitudes and emotions, with one exception, were male. 

The exception? The female figure of Repose. 

Austin quoted extensively from classical 
sources and believed, like Quintilian, that 
“rules, even if perfect, cannot bestow genius 
where nature has denied it,” but that for 
“the ordinary description of men,” rules “bring forward and improve 
the talents that they may possess” (p. x). Austin maintained that if 
each young pupil “regulate[d] by rules every possible circumstance 
in delivery; his articulation, accent, emphasis, pauses, tone, voice, 
countenance, and along with all, his gesture,” that he would eventually 
become the person he was emulating, and understand how to “regulate 
his own manner according to the suggestions of his judgment and taste” 
(p. 282).

Austin’s Chironomia, Sheridan’s A Course of Lectures in Elocution, 
and similar elocution manuals were written for young male pupils. 
This does not mean that there were no guides for how women in the 

3.14 Gilbert Austin, The arms reposed, from 
Plate 4, Chironomia, 1806. 
Versions of Austin’s work as late as Albert 
Bacon’s Manual of Gesture (1873) offer no 
illustrations of women at all. 

nineteenth century should conduct themselves physically, but what 
a difference! Austin and Sheridan showed men how to deploy their 
bodies to enhance their speech. Miss Leslie’s Behavior Book: A Guide and 
Manual for Ladies (1859) admonished women to control their bodies 
and keep their mouths shut. A brief excerpt:

It may be well to caution our young friends against certain bad prac-
tices, easily contracted, but sometimes difficult to relinquish. The 
following things are not to be done:– Biting your nails. Slipping a 
ring up and down your finger. Sitting cross-kneed, and jogging your 
feet. Drumming on the table with your knuckles; or, still worse, 
tinking on a piano with your fore-finger only. Humming a tune 
before strangers. Singing as you go up and down stairs. Putting 
your arm round the neck of another young girl, or promenading 
the room with arms encircling waists. Holding the hand of a friend 
all the time she sits beside you; or kissing and fondling her before 
company. Sitting too closely. (p. 330)

There are no drawings or other visual illustrations of either good or bad 
behavior in Miss Leslie’s Behavior Book. 

Obviously manners and etiquette were not benign constructs, but 
were deployed both implicitly and explicitly in visual and verbal peda-
gogical performances in order to regulate and discipline “gentle” bodies 
in public spaces. On the one hand, men were encouraged to use their 
bodies as expressive adjuncts to their speech in the legislature, courts, 
and churches; gesture enhanced their credibility. Women, however, were 
enjoined from using their bodies in any but the most highly regulated 
way, in order that they may not seem plebeian or frivolous. Men may 
deploy their bodies to reinforce their ethos; women’s credibility depends 
upon restraining theirs.
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Women Teaching Women’s Rights
Anatomical drawings and gestural notations in elocution manuals are 

embodied pedagogical performances that teach not only anatomy and gesture, 
but also how gendered bodies are supposed to behave in the world. This twinned 
sense of performance is also the case when women inhabit the public sphere. 
Contemporary reactions to the nineteenth-century abolitionist speeches and 
writing of Angelina and Sarah Grimké are illustrative of the cultural pressures 
brought to bear on the visual and verbal pedagogical performances of women 
who insisted on embodied public appearances in person and in print. 

Over the long and acrimonious decades during which the young United 
States grappled with the rights of slaves and women, proponents of abolition 
and women’s rights established their right to be heard, their ethos, by virtue of 
their perceived moral character and intelligence. Depending on the rhetorical 
situation, ethos-building strategies might include traditional ethical appeals such 
as invoking canonical texts or the higher authority of God or the Church, or 
strategies that built ethos through rational or emotional appeals. In their writing 
and speeches, Angelina and Sarah Grimké employed both. These tactics, and 
the responses they evoked from friend and foe, illustrate the particular problems 
women had in becoming rhetorically visible, and are echoed in resistance to 
certain kinds of embodied pedagogical practices that is still pervasive today.

The Grimké sisters were two of thirteen children of John Faucheraud 
Grimké, a Revolutionary War veteran, congressman, and slave-owning judge in 
Charleston. Both sisters committed to principles of equality and human rights 
early in life, moving to Philadelphia and joining the anti-slavery Society of 
Friends. But the Quakers were not activists, and the Grimkés soon established 
direct alliances with the abolitionist movement and began writing letters and 
speaking out at public meetings. Their appearances drew thousands of women 
to the movement. During her brief career as an abolitionist speaker, Angelina 

3.15 Harris & Ewing, Men looking in window of the National As-
sociation Opposed to Woman Suffrage, 1911. 
Abolition of slavery and women’s rights were arguably the most 
significant human rights issues in the United States during the 
nineteenth century, yet slavery was abolished in 1865 by the 
13th Amendment, fifty-five years before the 19th Amendment 
granted women suffrage in 1920. Among the arguments against 
suffrage were that immunity from military service would make 
women irresponsible voters; the moral, intellectual, and eco-
nomic advances women had already enjoyed occurred without 
the vote, so it was not necessary for continued advancement; 
women’s current duties already took all their time and ability; 
it would increase the “undesirable and corrupt vote of our big 
cities,” and it sought to “efface natural differentiation of func-
tion, and to produce identity, instead of division of labor.” (From 
a broadside published by the National Association Opposed to 
Woman Suffrage, 1894.) 
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Grimké (1835) deployed the traditional methods for authorizing 
American women in the nineteenth century to speak in public—divine 
inspiration and the refined moral character of women—and always 
qualified her remarks with deference to more authoritative (male) 
speakers. In her speeches and letters, she often opened with a tradition-
ally female apology for the “uselessness of so insignificant a person as 
myself,” but then “thanked God, and took courage” before making 
her prophetic and hortatory calls to “be willing to suffer the loss of all 
things” (p. 25) in pursuing the anti-slavery cause. Her strong stand was 
always tempered by her deference and the intimacy of her oratorical 
style and served in some part to deflect criticism when she spoke before 
mixed audiences. 

And yet, despite this approach, her very presence at mixed gather-
ings produced outrage. Pennsylvania Hall, built by Philadelphia aboli-
tionists as a meeting hall “to be open on an equal basis . . . by any groups 
‘for any purpose not of an immoral character’” (Brown, 1976, p. 128), 
was dedicated by Secretary Dorsey “to Liberty and the Rights of Man” 
(cited by Brown, p. 128) on May 14, 1838. Several notable abolitionists 
spoke on the 15th and 16th, and the Philadelphia Lyceum met both 
afternoons to discuss scientific subjects. On the evening of the 16th, it 
was time for abolitionist women to speak, including Lucretia Mott and 
Angelina Grimké. As Grimké spoke to an audience that included men, 
women and Blacks, “a mob assembled in the streets outside” (p. 130). 
Grimké’s speech, peppered with calls to conscience and accounts of the 
plight of slaves, was repeated interrupted by “Shoutings, stones thrown 
against the windows, &c.” (Webb, 1938, p. 125). The mob reassembled 
the following day (May 17) and, despite an appeal from the mayor that 
evening, attacked the building and burned it to the ground. A grand 
jury investigation blamed the victims, noting, “Individuals were brought 
into close and familiar intercourse, whom long habits and a well 
ascertained and accepted sense of propriety had invariably kept asunder” 
(Brown, p. 135).

Sarah Grimké took a different approach. In Letters on the Equality 
of the Sexes and the Condition of Woman (1837), Grimké laid out a 
Biblical proof of the equality of women with men. Her tone is not defer-
ent, but defiantly direct. Claiming to travel “nearly untrodden ground 
. . . in search of truth” (Letter I, p. 3), Grimké set out to “designate the 
sphere of woman” (p. 4) by relying upon her own reading of the Bible, 
rather than on an interpretation based upon the “false translation . . . 
of any man, or set of men.” She argued that Adam and Eve were equally 
complicit in the fall, and she read the Biblical injunction, “Thou wilt 

3.16 Angelina (left) and Sarah Grimké, wood engravings, 
date unknown.
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be subject unto thy husband, and he will rule over thee,” not as a 
command, but a prophecy! Relying on an ethos based upon her right 
(and ability) to construct her own biblical exegesis, she boldly ended her 
first letter, “Here then I plant myself. God created us equal” (p. 8). From 
traversing “untrodden ground” to “planting” herself as equal to men, she 
underscored her position as both physical and epistemological. Letter 
II continues her discussion of the consequences of that prophecy, in 
which man’s “lust of dominion” caused him to have “done all he could 
to debase and enslave her mind; and now he looks triumphantly on the 
ruin he has wrought, and says, the being he has thus deeply injured is 
his inferior” (p. 11). Unlike her sister, Sarah Grimké spoke less often in 
public; yet her writings were embodied pedagogical performances that 
argued for physical autonomy for women by invoking her material and 
epistemological presence (“Here then I plant myself ”).

Sarah Grimké’s writing attracted the ire of the General Association 
of Congregational Ministers of Massachusetts, which released a Pastoral 
Letter in 1837 addressing the “dangers which at present seem to 
threaten the female character.” Citing the Bible as their authority, they 
declared that “the power of woman is in her dependence . . . , which 
God has given her for her protection.” Then, in a direct attack on the 
tone and content of rhetoric like Grimké’s, they continued, “But, when 
she assumes the place and tone of a man as a public reformer, our care 
and protection of her seem unnecessary; we put ourselves in self-defense 
against her; . . . and her character becomes unnatural” (p. 1).

One might expect such a critique of women and women’s rights 
from an essentially conservative ministerial association. However the 
sisters were also roundly criticized by their friends, including William 
Garrison, editor of the Liberator, and Theodore Weld, a leading 
abolitionist whom Angelina Grimké had married on May 14th, 1838, 

the day Pennsylvania Hall was dedicated. The sisters were pressed by 
Garrison, Weld, and other prominent abolitionists to remain silent 
on women’s rights lest they dilute the message of abolitionism. Wrote 
Jonathan Whittier: 

Does it not look, dear sisters, like abandoning in some degree the 
cause of the poor and miserable slave . . . whose cries and groans 
are forever sounding in our ears, for the purpose of arguing and 
disputing about some trifling oppression, political or social, which 
we may ourselves suffer? Is it not forgetting the great and dreadful 
wrongs of the slave in a selfish crusade against some paltry grievance 
of our [read your] own? (cited in Birney, 1885, p. 204)
It seems that however women choose to construct authority for 

their claims, they are open to criticism, because women’s speaking 
and writing is always marked, always interpreted in relation to the 
“neutral” rhetorical strategies of men. When Angelina Grimké gave a 
pedagogical performance considered within the “appropriate sphere” 
for women—speeches that appealed to the passions, claimed the moral 
superiority of women and mothers, or drew their urgency from divine 
inspiration—her arguments were dismissed for their inferior position 
in a hierarchy of faculties that valued reason and understanding over 
imagination and passion (although her physical presence, as the Penn-
sylvania Hall incident shows, was incendiary). On the other hand, when 
Sarah Grimké’s performances in print employed sophisticated empirical 
logic and arguments from canonical texts and the Bible, or when she 
adopted an agonistic tone, she was deemed “unnatural,” monstrous, vile.

The experiences of Sarah and Angelina Grimké offer a prescient 
look at some of today’s key issues, including equal pay for women, the 
relationship between women’s education and economic and political 
power, and the social construction of gender (Lerner, 1998). Further-
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more, their difficulty making themselves heard, even 
among their friends, and the opposition that directly 
attacked their ethos, or authority to speak, resonates in 
some modern examples of resistance to certain kinds 
of self-representation employed by women. 

In 1978, Lois Gibbs and the families who lived 
in and around Love Canal in upper New York State 
raised a public alarm about the high incidence of 
cancer and birth defects in their community, which, 
they had learned, was built on a toxic waste dump. 
Initially dismissed for the localized, emotional, and 
anecdotal nature of their rhetoric, they eventually pre-
vailed by documenting the illnesses of local residents 
and generating embodied public performances of their 

3.17 Masumi Hayashi, Love Canal No. 1, Niagara Falls, New 
York, 1990. Courtesy of Dean Keesey.
This scene, constructed by Masumi Hayashi from multiple 
images of an abandoned home at Love Canal, compellingly 
illustrates the fragmentation of lives and community follow-
ing the environmental catastrophe there.
This image, and the images presented as evidence by the 
women of Love Canal, are examples of non-rational ap-
peals, which make their case through emotional or ethical 
means, rather than with logical arguments—pathos and 
ethos, rather than logos. They should not be confused with 
or dismissed as irrational appeals, which are failures of 
logic. The problem, of course, is that non-rational appeals 
are often represented as irrational.

plight through media campaigns that focused on images of women 
and children affected by the poisons of Love Canal. One reason they 
were unable to exert their claim earlier was that they could not point to 
logos-based research that showed a relationship between the chemical 
toxins in the soil and drinking water of Love Canal and the illnesses and 
birth defects in their community because the only studies that had been 
conducted looked at adult exposure in the workplace during a 40-hour 
week. Obviously (although not to the state of New York or the EPA), 
prolonged, 24 hours a day, seven days a week exposure, particularly for 
the small bodies of children, was devastating. Yet Love Canal residents 
who wished to leave were not completely relocated until October 1980 
(Gibbs, 1998). 

Because, out of necessity, they initially built their appeal on the 
evidence they had—images of the ill and damaged bodies of themselves 
and their children—the women of Love Canal were easier to dismiss 
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as emotional and irrational. Yet even in supposedly neutral venues, women’s bodies are often 
read in ways that can be used to denigrate their performances. In the workplace, as Deborah 
Tannen (1993, 1994) has documented, women’s speech and women’s dress are marked; there 
is no “neutral space.” So too in electronic environments; there is still strong resistance to digital 
representations, visual or verbal, that are associative, analogical, emotive, or multi-perspectival, 
or that in other ways fail to observe the conventions of propositional logic, although more 
experimentation along these lines is taking place. While there is no record of Sarah and Ange-
lina Grimké ever speaking publicly on the subject of women’s rights, their writings on abolition 
and women’s rights are embodied nineteenth-century hypertextual performances, intertwining 
the arguments for abolition and the arguments for women’s rights; supporting them logically, 
authoritatively, and passionately through empirical evidence, testimony, anecdote, and analogy; 
and encouraging their readers to make the appropriate associations.

Lest we imagine that things have changed much in today’s postmodern, feminist world, 
consider the following examples of women’s embodied presence inflecting their self-representa-
tion. In Women Lawyers, Mona Harrington (1994) notes the problem men have seeing women 
as powerful, rational speakers, rather than as bodies first. In one law firm, the male partners 
warned a young woman about the inappropriateness of her waist-length hair; in another, an 
African American woman was criticized for wearing her hair too short; and in a third, a female 3.18 Advertisement for Brook’s Spool Cotton, 

ca. 1880.
Paper dolls, like alphabet books, are both 
objects of play and objects of culture. They 
teach children, not only the alphabet, but also 
how to inhabit specific gender, race, and class 
roles.

3.19 Topsey, Paper doll published by McLoughlin 
Bros., 1863.
Black paper dolls were mass marketed, al-
most certainly for White children to play with. 
McLoughlin Bros. also published a Little Eva doll
(Brown, 2006).

lawyer on her way to court was asked by a male colleague, “Aren’t 
you going to button your blouse?” In each case, body overwhelms 
mind; image confounds text; meaning exceeds intention.

Early pedagogical performances of the body, like anatomical 
drawings and illustrated elocution manuals, were notable for either 
the absence of women, or for their presence as passive/reproductive 
bodies. When women like the Grimkés performed their pedagogical 
roles as public, active, productive voices and bodies, they were “put 
in their place.” The following section turns to the late nineteenth 
century and to the new technology of photography, which was used 
to capture pedagogical performances designed to “put women in 
their place” by illustrating how they were not to behave.
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Hysterical Bodies
As education became more universal, manuals of gesture and etiquette served not only to 

regulate gender roles but also to model class behaviors; they proliferated in the form of self-help 
manuals for the sons and daughters of merchants and tradesmen. If elocution and etiquette 
manuals alone were insufficient to discipline bodies to their cultural roles, then catalogues 
of “disorderly conduct” and its consequences also proliferated. Following the invention of 
photography, images of criminals and the mad were documented and distributed as “pedagogi-
cal spectacles” (Hesford, 2000). Hysteria, almost exclusively a women’s dis-ease, was particularly 
well-recorded, furnishing visible lessons on the consequences of embodied excess. 

Jean-Martin Charcot directed La Salpêtrière hospital outside Paris from the 1870s until 
his death in 1893. During that time he transformed it from an institution which treated (or 
merely housed) thousands of indigent, ill, and insane women to a hospital so famous for 
Charcot’s treatment of hysteria that at one point he was admitting as many as ten patients a day 
(Showalter, 1997, p. 31). Well into the nineteenth century, hysteria was thought to be a disease 
originating in the female reproductive organs (hysteria was named by Hippocrates and at-
tributed to a “wandering uterus”), although Charcot is recorded as having treated the occasional 
male hysteric. (Interestingly, while adventure and travel were prescribed for male hysterics, the 
cure for female hysteria was rest, a provocative echo of Austin’s earlier use of a female figure 
for “Repose.”) Charcot believed instead that hysteria was an inherited neurological disease 
that manifested itself through a range of physiological symptoms—twitches, ticks, eccentric 
movements, seizures, fainting, etc. Still, more than ninety percent of those diagnosed as hysterics 
were women, and Charcot often described hysterical symptoms as being “typical” of particular 
gendered qualities.

3.20 Christ Healing the Possessed (detail), Dečani, Kosovo. Fresco, ca. 1340. Photograph by Steven Enich.
Before much was known about the workings of the human brain, mental illness was assumed to be spiritual rather than physical, a possession by un-
clean or evil spirits; the remedy consisted in one form or another of exorcising or casting out those demons (seen fleeing the bodies of the possessed in 
the fresco detail). While much more was known about the physiological components of mental illness by the end of the nineteenth century, and respons-
es had turned from punishment toward treatment, madness was still ineluctably associated with moral weakness, sinfulness, and sexual deviance. 
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Charcot’s work was well documented. In fact, as Georges Didi-Hu-
berman (2003) has noted, La Salpêtrière was a “great optical machine” 
(p. 10), where Charcot orchestrated a theatre of demonstrations, 
lectures, photographs, drawings, charts, and graphs, performing hysteria 
into being as a medicalized spectacle. Charcot’s complete works, copi-

clear. She raises her arms . . . sways on her legs . . . spins on tiptoe . . . . 
In a word, she dances; it is not a vulgar dance, it is an awkward and 
comic imitation of dancers’ steps on stage in the theater [Trans. mine]” 
(p. 341). Charcot was noted for the lectures and demonstrations he gave 
at La Salpêtrière in which he induced women patients to “perform” their 

ously illustrated, ran to nine volumes, and Pierre Janet’s 
widely-read two-volume Névroses et Idées Fixes (1898)
set forth a compendium of hysterical manifestations 
and their treatment also abundantly illustrated with 
drawings, graphs, and photographs. One would expect, 
given the population of La Salpêtrière, that the majority 
of Janet’s photographs would be of women; nevertheless 
it is still disturbing that most of the images of women 
are full-figure, naked photographs, while the sole male 
patient pictured is wearing trousers and shoes.

Janet’s illustrations include eight images of Gi. (who 
may be Augustine, Charcot’s most famous patient) 
captured in various poses of hysteria described as 
“Imitation de la danse.” He wrote, “Look at this unusual 
patient Gi., who presents such an amusing spectacle. As 
soon as she is placed on the platform in front of you, she 
makes bizarre gestures whose meaning soon becomes 

illnesses under hypnosis. He also had his demonstrations 
photographed and illustrated, and published the images 
in a three-volume Iconographie (1877-1880). Wildly 
popular, these representations of hysteria were incorpo-
rated into plays and novels of the time. Jan Goldstein 
states, “The ‘iconography’ of hysteria as defined by 
Charcot—with all its vividly theatrical contortions and 
grimaces—seems to have been so widely publicized . . . in 
both pictorial and verbal form, as to constitute for that 
historical moment a reigning ‘cultural preconception’ 
of how to act when insane” (cited in Hesford, p. 36). In 
other words, Charcot’s “pedagogical spectacles” became 
the pedagogical performance of hysteria. What began, 
and continued to be represented, as legitimate scientific 
investigation became a rigid cultural model of hysteria 
that naturalized the appearance, definition, and control 
of women’s madness in the late nineteenth century.

3.21 Pierre Janet, “Imitation de 
la danse” at La Salpêtrière, 1898.
Click large image to play.
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(In)Visible Woman
Pedagogical performances staged through ostensibly inartistic representations in anatomical 

illustrations, elocution manuals, women’s rights speeches and texts, and documentary photo-
graphs of hysteria demonstrate that there is no such thing as a neutral, innocent, uninflected, 
universal representation of the body. At the same time that the anatomical drawings of Vesalius 
and Estienne instruct the viewer about blood and bone, they also teach that the male body 
commands his world and his representation, the male body is the universal body, and the female 
body is merely a passive reproductive body which may be objectified and represented by others. 
Austin’s gestural notations in Chironomia instruct young men in the bodily deportment of 
preachers, lawyers, and orators, while also teaching that the most important position for women 
is repose. The photographs of Charcot’s hysterical patients instruct the medical profession and 
the public on the physiological manifestations of hysteria, and in so doing teach that hysteria, 
in all its manifestations, is Woman. Drawings and photographs are inseparable from the 
material and cultural contexts in which they are produced and consumed. Even written texts 
such as Sarah Grimké’s published letters were, and are, received and responded to as embodied 
inscriptions that cannot be abstracted from their materiality: letters by a woman, a Southerner, a 
spinster, a Quaker, an abolitionist. Consequently, claims that postmodern bodies have achieved, 
or should desire to achieve, a state of virtual immateriality are troubling. History tells us that, 
particularly for bodies that in “real life” are disadvantaged, the concomitant claim that “bodies 
don’t matter” authorizes members of the dominant culture, who possess bodies putatively 
unmarked (in the linguistic sense that they are the default standard) by race, gender, ethnicity, 
age, and ability, to ignore everyone else. 

To counteract the move that suggests bodies are no longer relevant in a digital world 
(thereby rendering underrepresented groups invisible in the conversations that circulate around 
the production and use of digital media), it is necessary to resist discourses of immateriality 
and insist first on the simple fact that it is not possible to exist, to “be,” outside of the body. In 
“Virtual Bodies and Flickering Signifiers,” N. Katherine Hayles (2003) addresses the question of 
materiality in her analysis of the embodied experience of working with computers. “Even though 

3.22 The Visible Woman Assembly Kit,        
ca. 1960.
The box announces that she comes with an 
“Optional Feature - The Miracle of Creation.” 
This consists of a boxed kit that enables her 
to be assembled pregnant, but which could be 
removed by overly cautious parents. However 
pregnancy might be difficult to explain, as the 
figure has no genitalia.
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information provides the basis for much of contemporary society, it 
is never present in itself ” (p. 498); it has no existence outside of some 
form of material substrate—a book, an X-ray, a hard drive, a human 
body. She compares bodies to books. Just as a body is simultaneously a 
physical structure and a genetic code, so too a book is simultaneously 
“a physical object and a space of representation, a body and a message.”  
Because both have bodies, both books and humans “have something 
to lose if they are regarded solely as information patterns, namely the 
resistant materiality that has traditionally marked the experience of 
reading no less than it has marked the experience of living as embodied 
creatures” (p. 500). Changing the location of information, as in Hayles’ 
example from a book to a computer, from print on a page to “flickering 
signifiers” on a screen, changes the way we think about that informa-
tion, not just conceptually, but visually, aurally, and kinesthetically. Our 
mental and physical habits will shift, adapt. It follows then that a shift in 
the technology will bring about both a change in the body and a change 
in the message.

Contemporary feminism has been acutely aware of the intercon-
nectedness of body and message, and of the fluid nature of subjectivity. 
Like information on the web, women’s subjectivities are lively, hetero-
geneous, and dispersed. Feminist perspectives recognize that material, 
subjective, and discursive representations of embodiment are always 
in play, and therefore provide a powerful analytical tool to evaluate 
claims about pedagogical performances in electronic spaces. “[F]eminist 
embodiment resists fixation and is insatiably curious about the webs of 
differential positioning” (Haraway, 1997, p. 196), and that productive 
curiosity leads us to wonder—and to experiment with—what might 
constitute a gendered academic body or a gendered technological body 
when it is performed in interactive digital media.

While second-wave feminism had no problem speaking for and to 
the categories “Woman” or “women,” a more contemporary feminist 
understanding of the exclusionary and non-representative nature of 
such categories raises important questions about the genealogy of the 
implicit binaries (man/woman, male/female) of which “woman” and 
“female” are the “other” half. In Gender Trouble, Judith Butler (1990)
detaches “gender” from “sex” and argues that both may be either pre-
determined or open to construction, depending upon the terms of the 
debate, and then proposes alternatives to a masculine, binary, empirical, 
hierarchical, equally constructed norm. Butler seeks to deconstruct 
the hegemonic, naturalized discourse on sexuality. However, she is not 
optimistic enough to believe that this rhetoric alone will effect any 
change in the circumstances of Woman/women/any particular woman. 
Rather she argues that an understanding of how discourse shapes the 
ability to act will permit individual resistance and destabilization within 
the framework of the dominant discourse and that this destabilization 
should take the form of performances that “trouble” that discourse on 
sex and gender. 

Gender Trouble was critiqued for failing to locate “troubling” 
performances in specific contexts, and to account for how these 
performances are/might be read within actual social and cultural 
practices. Butler addressed this in part in Bodies That Matter (1993), 
arguing that the construction of “sex” as a regulatory norm shapes 
a heterosexual matrix of intelligibility. This matrix excludes the 
unintelligible, the abject, because a cultural conception of variability 
outside of the heterosexual matrix has to exist for that variability to be 
visible. However, since the matrix itself is a cultural construct, albeit 
an extremely well-sedimented one, and the “forming, crafting, bearing, 
circulation, signification of that sexed body” (p. 12) comes into being by 



3. Embodiment by Design   |89Delagrange • Technologies of Wonder

“citational accumulation,” it follows that the gender matrix is revisable; 
new citations can attach, gradually and subtly altering the possibilities 
of subject positions for previously excluded gender identities. (Of 
course, we must continually keep in mind that the power of feminist 
thought is that, although it was founded on principles of social justice 
as they applied to women’s issues, its principles apply to any person 
or population excluded by virtue of class, race, disability, or other 
categories of difference.)

Hayles identified new technologies as sites where representations of 
the body are under serious revision, where new experiences of embodied 
performance create new meanings for the body. Thus new technologies 
can be sites for creating new citations, for revising the gender matrix, 
and it becomes extremely important how scholars of and in digital 
media studies embody ourselves, and how we are embodied, by new 
media, because in the process we will be forming new citations for gen-
dered, raced, classed, and differently abled pedagogical performances. 
Selfe has cautioned us about the perils of not paying attention to the 
integration of technology in our lives and work. As we relocate our 
pedagogical performances in electronic spaces, the digital tools we use 
will be at their most visible to us, and how and when and why we use 
them at their most plastic. But this plasticity should not be interpreted 
as immateriality, a postmodern move that depends on believing that 
bodies and gender are merely discursive and linguistic constructions. 
Abstracting bodies entirely, or making claims for universal bodies rather 
than particular embodiments in and through digital media, has the 
same effect as the heterosexual matrix Butler describes: it makes bodies 
unintelligible, and discourses about their materiality unspeakable. De-
emphasizing materiality means de-emphasizing the material conditions 

of oppressed or under-represented groups and makes the ideologies 
underlying those oppressions unavailable for critique. It also means that 
we are less likely to develop the rhetorical tools for understanding—and 
if necessary, resisting and reframing—the visual rhetoric and material 
consequences of such relentlessly embodied images as those found in 
the commercial messages that surround us. Furthermore, and perhaps 
most significantly, it means we will be enjoined from producing overtly 
embodied digital words and images of our own to represent our selves 
and our work.

Strongly conservative, traditional, and often disembodied criteria 
still influence expectations for the look and content of interactive digital 
media produced as pedagogical or scholarly work in the academy: 
what should appear there, how it should be arranged, and what visual 
representations are acceptable for print, images, and document design. 
In addition, these expectations, although not explicitly so, are tied to 
a normative discourse that values the impersonal, the linear, and the 
unadorned, over the personal, the ambiguous, and the idiosyncratic. 
Authors of scholarship in digital media are often advised to scale back, 
to tone down—which they may interpret as a recommendation to 
separate their embodied selves from the visual/textual construction of 
their new media spaces so that those spaces more closely approximate 
the “old media” of print articles, books, and curriculum vitae. 

But while it might be feasible to remove traces of the body—images, 
pronouns—from digital multimedia, it is not possible to dis-embody it, 
to remove all evidence of the material existence of a maker. Attempting 
to do so would simply be enacting a different pedagogical performance 
of gender, or race, or class that has been deemed “appropriate” for 
academic embodiment, donning a visible invisibility for the duration. 
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Hayles (1993) makes a useful distinction between the body, which is 
“always normative relative to some set of criteria,” and embodiment, 
which is “contextual, enwebbed within the specifics of place, time, 
physiology and culture that together comprise enactment . . . . What 
discourse is to the body, instantiated experience is to embodiment” 

(p. 154-155). Both the body and embodiment are shaped by (and also 
shape) the cultural contexts in which they appear and act. This is what 
we should be paying attention to when we create visual and textual 
pedagogical performances in interactive digital media.
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3.23 Photographer recording the visit of a Tuskegee Syphilis Study 
doctor (behind man in suspenders) and nurse (behind man in pith hel-
met), n.d. Records of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.
The presence of a black nurse reassured the men upon whom the 
study was being conducted that the white doctor was legitimate. The 
presence of the camera turned the visit into a public performance in 
which each participant—the doctor, the nurse, the patients, and their 
relatives—acted out their culturally constrained roles.
The Tuskegee Study was designed by the U.S. Public Health Service to 
determine whether African American men with syphilis would benefit 
from what was at the time (1932) a dangerous and toxic treatment for 
the disease. By 1947, penicillin has become the standard—and safe—
treatment, but the study was not ended until 1972. It’s impossible to 
estimate how many men died—and how many women and children 
contracted the disease—because treatment was withheld after the 
reason for the study became moot. Click image to enlarge.

Technologies of the Body
The embodied pedagogical performances of images—

anatomical illustrations, notations of gesture, medical 
photographs—are visual “technologies of the body.” They 
represent specific information locatable in human bodies, 
and also serve to mediate and control the behavior of 
those (and our) bodies. Modern technologies like film 
and medical imaging are also technologies of the body 
that provide information while simultaneously mediating 
cultural constructions of identity based on gender, race, and 
class. De Lauretis (1989), for example, theorizes identity 
as the product and process of social technologies which, 
through “several interconnected sets of social relations . . . 

of work, of class, of race, and of sex/gender,” enculturate us to enact “a 
set of effects produced in [our] bodies, behaviours, and social relations” 
(p. 8). Among the technologies of gender she identifies is cinema. As a 
social technology of representation that focuses on the visualization of 
the body and gender, film is particularly well-suited as a site for analysis 
of the interpellation of viewers into a set of embodied social relations, 
which in turn helps us to see that the portrayal of specific relations 
of gender, class, and race on the screen are in fact pedagogical perfor-
mances that reinforce normative roles through repetition. To resist 
such inscription-through-repetition, de Lauretis proposes a “subject of 
feminism” who refuses identification with Woman, or “all women,” or 
even “the real, historical beings and social subjects who are defined by 
the technology of gender and actually engendered in social relations.” 
Instead, she should claim an identity “whose definition or conception 
is in progress” (pp. 9-10). She is embodied within sexual relationships, 
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but also by race, class, age, and a myriad of other individual qualities 
and characteristics. She (but not always She) is a multiplicity of repre-
sentations and self-representations that is neither unified nor divided, 
existing both within and without an ideology of gender.

 In her discussion of the materiality of information technology 
and its effects, Hayles (1993) describes a similar “social technology” of 
incorporation and inscription that we can apply to the visualization of 
the body and identity in both film and the institutional discourses that 
circulate around academic performances in digital media. Hayles asserts 
that an incorporating practice is “an action that is encoded into bodily 
memory by repeated performances until it becomes habitual” (p. 157). 
As an example, consider the difference between using a manual type-
writer, which responds to varying hand pressure by producing a lighter 
or darker imprint, and using a computer, which produces the same 
effect on the screen no matter what pressure is applied to the keys. The 
difference is also conceptual. At the typewriter, striking “a” produces an 
“a,” Shift-“a” produces an “A.” Striking “a” and any other combination of 
keys is likely to produce a key jam. On a computer, however, each key 
combination may produce a range of effects on the screen: Option-“a” 
produces “å”; Command-“a” selects “All” by highlighting or framing 
everything in a document. There is no longer a one-to-one relationship 
between keystroke and mark. Consequently we incorporate—our body 
learns—new bodily habits of sitting and writing and thinking in front 
of the screen; says Hayles, “[I]ncorporating practices perform the bodily 
content; inscribing practices correct and modulate the performance.”  
Gender is produced and maintained in the same way, both by discourse 
and by “gendered body practices that serve to discipline and incorporate 
bodies into the complex significations and performances that constitute 

gender within a given culture” (p. 158). The interplay of incorporation 
and inscription affect, both physically and conceptually, what we see and 
what we do, and who we think we are, when we work on our screens. 

Despite the pressures of sedimented expectations, both de Lauretis 
and Hayles see opportunities for resistance to dominant discourses 
of gender, opening up the possibility of “citational accumulation” 
for new roles. Hayles notes that, because embodiment is about “the 
particularities of specific people embedded in specific contexts,” the 
potential exists for “subversion, excesses and deviations” (p. 155), and de 
Lauretis conjures a concept of gender identification that will perform “a 
radical rewriting, as well as rereading, of the dominant forms of Western 
culture” (p. xi).

Anne Balsamo (1997) also analyzes cultural practices that construct 
gender. In Technologies of the Gendered Body, Balsamo questions how the 
body, “a thing of nature,” becomes a social construct. “As a product,” she 
says, the body “is the material embodiment of ethnic, racial, and gender 
identities, as well as a staged performance of personal identity, of beauty, 
of health (among other things). As a process, it is a way of knowing and 
marking the world, as well as a way of knowing and marking a ‘self ’” 
(p. 3). For Balsamo, “‘technology’ describes the workings of a collection 
of practices that produce specific cultural effects . . . at the level of the 
body” (p. 21) through the interaction of techno-social practices and 
bio-medical machines. For example, she points out that in a 1989 
illustration from an issue of LIFE magazine on “Visions for Tomorrow,” 
the body of the future is gendered by the inclusion of a penile implant 
and an artificial testicle. As a pedagogical performance, this illustration 
is reminiscent of Vesalius’ anatomical drawings; it teaches us that in the 
future, “the male body is marked by the sign of a full-bodied person,”   
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whereas the female body “appears” only as a reproductive body in a 
footnote on the development of an artificial uterus. Balsamo worries 
how we are to “interpret . . . such cultural projections” (p. 9).

Contemporary instances/methods/apparatus for visualizing the 
body for pedagogical purposes are technologies of the body, as are the 
images they produce. X-rays, EKGs, and MRIs are pedagogical perfor-
mances in the same way that anatomical drawings, gestural notations, 
and digital representations on the Web are, and serve to teach not 
only the physiological “facts” of bones and brains, but also the cultural 
practices of body and gender in which they circulate. In the era of fetal 
imaging, for example, pregnancy is no longer a private matter, and the 
ability to “see” the development of the fetus (“a new body to watch”) 
has resulted in re-focusing medical interest, and cultural control, on 
the rights of the fetus over those of the mother, thus re-inscribing her 
primary role as Reproductive Woman in the service of her family, her 
community, her nation—anyone or anything, it seems, except herself. 
In effect, the resulting images of a woman’s body become a pedagogical 
performance of culturally correct motherhood. 

Balsamo concludes that simply because “virtual realities offer new 
information environments does not guarantee that people will use the 
information in better ways. It is just as likely,” she continues, “that these 
new technologies will be used primarily to tell old stories—stories that 
reproduce, in high-tech guise, traditional narratives about the gendered, 
race-marked body” (p. 132). However the very possibility that tradi-
tional narratives about who can speak for and control the material body 
can be re-inscribed by new technologies holds within it possibilities 
for new narratives, new forms of techné-logical embodiment, “new 
opportunities for subversion and sabotage” (Hayles, 1993, p. 152).

 In a world in which technology and the body have become 
inextricably enmeshed and their conjoining produces the boundary 
figure of the “more real than real” techno-body, it is neither possible nor 
desirable to disentangle our bodies from the practices and discourses 
that inform our scholarly performances. But it is possible to offer 
alternative multimodal representations. The growing ubiquity of the 
Internet is contributing to a push-back against medical professionals 
as the sole interpreters of images of maternal and/or fetal health. On 
websites such as Daily Strength, Baby Place, iVillage, and Aha! Baby, 
parents and expectant parents use message boards to post sonograms, 
ask questions, share experiences, give advice—in other words, add the 
“wisdom of crowds” into the mix of resources available for making sense 
of their pregnancies and regaining some autonomy over the meaning 
of and response to their technologized bodies. So, too, our ability to 
either acquiesce to or resist dominant hegemonic practices is always 
already present in the material and discursive possibilities of our own 
performances as we expand into digital environments.  

3.24 Sonogram of 24-week-old fetus, posted 
by lillmommajenna on YouTube, 2008. Among 
the comments on the video were questions 
and answers about the weight of the fetus and 
the kind of ultrasound used. Click image to 
play excerpt.
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Visual Rhetorics of Representation
Many rhetoric, composition, and literacy scholars were early adopters of web authoring for 

personal web pages and scholarly work and also for use as a pedagogical tool in the classroom, 
just as they had embraced the use of computers for the teaching of writing. Perhaps because of 
their deep commitment to the power of words, they struggled with the place of the visual in 
their web texts (unlike their students, who often enthusiastically implemented every visual and 
kinesthetic effect they could jam in). Most early academic websites incorporated images, if at 
all, simply as illustrations for the written text (e.g. the Rossetti Archive, the Victorian Web). 
And initial standards for what constituted a well-formatted academic web page required that it 
should not call attention to its design, that it should mask its visual rhetoric behind a “culture of 
no culture,” allowing the real meaning to shine forth through the words on the screen.

(Of course, our scholarly work has always been visual; how else to see the words on the 
page? But prior to the rise of digital media, print performances had become so naturalized that 
we rarely noticed their visuality [Lanham, 1993]. Nor were we called upon to pay attention; 
format and design were out of our hands.) 

Images hold a complicated place in rhetoric and English Studies; at least since the late 
Renaissance, they have most often  been the devalued term in the text/image binary. But the 
saturation of our culture with images in a continual state of remediation, coupled with the 
radical questioning of the value-laden mind/body, male/female binaries that accompany text/
image, have combined to encourage a growing percentage of scholars to undertake fuller 
analyses of visual as well as verbal texts, to create their own web presences, and to experiment 
with new ways to think about and produce scholarship in multimediated digital formats. 
Unfortunately the rejection of mind/body, image/text binaries has not necessarily been ac-
companied by a rethinking of the rubrics for new media design, which frequently still cling to a 
traditional, disembodied approach left over from Cartesian constructions of print design. 

As we engage with the shift of academic performance from print to multimodal digital 
media, we face several challenges: 

3.25 Keri Smith, Cover of This Is Not a Book, 
2009. Photograph by the author.
The questions raised by René Magritte’s The 
Treachery of Images persist: Just what does 
an image represent? What does it mean? 
What objects and ideas inhabit the category of 
“the image”?
The ambiguities of definition and meaning are 
often cited as reasons to exclude images from 
scholarly production, where the value and 
precision of words are paramount. And yet 
. . . can we draw such a bright line between 
the precision of words and the ambiguity of 
images? Or should we?
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•  What does it mean to be a technological body, to engage 
physically with digital hardware and software, and to represent 
our selves through those media?

•  How do we enact our responsibility to represent the material 
conditions and consequences of our “objects of study” through 
the ethical collection and presentation of visual evidence and 
embodied argument? 

•  How can we develop concepts and practices of digital design 
that help us to use digital media in a techné of thoughtful critical 
inquiry and analysis?

Answers to these questions will inform the kinds of embodied 
pedagogical performances that might be possible in new media, 
including websites, course pages, born-digital articles, e-books, and 
other forms of digital multimedia. Our sense of embodiment interacts 
with current social and cultural constructions of the body. Scholars 
working, or choosing not to work, with computers and new media will 
be affected by their felt sense of what kinds of bodies work with digital 
media, which bodies appear on screens, and how bodies are represented 
there: in other words, by what it means to be a technological body 
with a specific material identity. What happens if what you see there 
is presented as the norm, but does not match your identity and your 
experience? One response would be to “pass,” to discipline your tech-
nological persona to look and act like the normative standard. Or you 
could assume that your identity and experience are somehow defective, 
and opt out. Women and other minorities in the academy feel pressure 
to discipline their pedagogical performances; they are encouraged to be 
seen (and to see themselves) as normalized, homogenized limbs of the 
“institutional body.” But I would argue that many scholars, male and 
female, who work with and in digital media have felt similar constraints 

on being seen as “technological bodies,” which are often associated 
more with craft practice than with intellectual work. But there is a third 
response to the problematically normative technological body: you 
could maintain a healthy skepticism about the current standards, asking 
who benefits from those tacit rules, and figuring out ways to participate 
that foreground your unique technological embodiment. 

One of the earliest examinations of how academic women were 
embodying themselves and being embodied in the new medium of the 
web is Gail Hawisher and Patricia Sullivan’s “Fleeting Images: Women 
Visually Writing the Web” (1999), published before web pages were 
common in academic settings. Previous scholarship on computers 
and gender had primarily studied text-based computer-mediated 
communication, which Hawisher and Sullivan found inadequate to 
analyze women’s visual self-representations and the “vexed relationship 
between online writing and images” (p. 269). Several of the women 
they interviewed expressed concern about what and how much of the 
visual to incorporate into their websites, one complaining that she was 
having “enough trouble with words” (p. 268). At issue for these women, 
then, was whether to stick with the textual practices with which they 
were familiar and which had been successful for them in the past, or to 
use the moment of remediation to revise and re-imagine their self-
representation in the visual medium of the web. 

(I want to emphasize here again that Hawisher and Sullivan’s 
study and other important feminist research on women and digital 
multimedia are equally applicable to men: first, because digital media 
scholars, male and female, are often young and in positions of less 
power as graduate students and junior faculty; and second, because, as 
mentioned earlier, working with technology and digital media may not 
be considered rigorous enough for serious intellectual work.)
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Hawisher and Sullivan analyzed two sites which demonstrated that 
remediation did not necessarily result in new forms on representation: 
institutional home pages and the personal/professional home pages of 
academic women. The choices these women made, or that were made 
for them by their institutions, demonstrate the difficulty many of them 
had in establishing a truly embodied presence on the web.

The mission of university home pages is to provide information 
about the institution and to project a positive image to prospective 
students, parents, and other visitors to the site. These websites are often 
dominated by pictures of buildings, the brick and mortar of the business 
of education. As Hawisher and Sullivan note, “The buildings become 
the body of the institution” (p. 277). While people are present on the 
websites, the institution often speaks for them, incorporating them 
seamlessly into the design. The design of the websites of individual 
departments may differ from the institutional site, but many depart-
ments still control the images and text on its pages. Faculty web pages 
on these sites are often constructed from templates, and may not even 
incorporate a photograph of the faculty member. In all respects, the 
institutional website is constructed to visually and verbally re-inscribe 
the traditional disembodied authoritarian values upon which the 
institution establishes its credibility. For the most part, faculty web 
pages are interchangeable; faculty bodies appear as prosthetics of the 
institutional body, carefully crafted (by other institutions and the 
“docile bodies” themselves) to fit, but readily replaceable if they cease to 
function. Representations of individual academic bodies are disciplined 
by often arbitrary institutional constraints. Even when women faculty 
designed professional web pages of their own, their visual representa-
tions seem to be constrained by institutional discourse—perhaps these 
faculty were simply more comfortable with text, or perhaps they were 

concerned about privacy issues. Whatever the reason, these websites 
operated within technologies of gender that were used “to tell old 
stories” about the body.

Within a few years, however, women in English Studies were 
becoming more involved in teaching online visual literacy, assigning 
website design and construction while at the same time encouraging 
their students to experiment with embodied on-line representations. 
By 2002, Dànielle DeVoss and Cynthia Selfe’s study of ten women 
at Michigan Technological University who designed and published 
personal web pages found the women more able than Hawisher and 
Sullivan’s subjects to consciously “compose against the grain of the 
modernist-inspired narrative of the unified subject and to author new 
postmodern identities, comprising multiple, even conflicting, selves” 
(p. 35). DeVoss, who directs the Professional Writing program at 
Michigan State University, had a faculty web page that, like the pages 
discussed by Hawisher and Sullivan, followed a departmental template. 
However she playfully subverted the conventional view of what an 
academic body should look like—serious, composed, “institutional”—
by inserting an overexposed photograph of herself in which she peeks in 
from the lower left corner of the frame. In addition, DeVoss had her own 
professional web pages that departed from the institutional format. 

DeVoss redesigns her pages often. In the version available in early 
2011, the opening screen shows a horizontal strip of film containing 
four “frames”—selected from among photographs, cartoons, graphic 
designs, drawings, text, movie stills, and more—some “serious,” some 
playful, some irreverent. These groups of four are randomly generated 
from a database of over 50 choices, each representing in some way her 
personal and professional interests; each time visitors come to the site, 
they see a different “snapshot” of DeVoss’ online persona. Clicking 
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on the image takes the visitor to her index page, which re-iterates the 
filmstrip design at the top, but substitutes a photo of DeVoss in one 
frame, leaves the other three blank, and superimposes her full name—
dànielle nicole devoss—in a rounded lower-case font over the top. The 
listing of hours, contact information, and links to curriculum vitae, 
biography, multimedia work, courses, and places follows the lower-case 
convention. 

Searching more deeply within the site, visitors discover that DeVoss 
uses each of her pages to perform a different embodiment of her 
professional persona. On her biography page, the conventional textual 
format (“Dànielle Nicole DeVoss’ research interests include . . .”) is again 
subverted by the image, this time a mock-up of her imaginary “MSU 
Rhetoric and Writing Trading Card.” The entry page to her course on 
web authoring consists of multiple digitally manipulated versions of 
the ubiquitous “HELLO! My name is” adhesive nametag (Figure 3.26), 
suggesting the multiplicity of identity on the Web as well as the tensions 
inherent in her position as a feminist professor. Her other course sites 
reflect a similarly personal rhetorical approach to images, typeface, 
color, and overall design.

DeVoss works artfully back and forth between the conventions and 
expectations of professional design as articulated in the texts in her pro-
fession and the primarily visual tactics she uses to resist and undermine 
the authority of those conventions. As a result, her website functions 
as a technology of gender through which her pedagogical performance 
disrupts the unified, homogeneous, institutional template by creating 
multiple visual and verbal representations, and these representations 
frankly acknowledge her material embodiment as a woman professor in 
control of her technological space, an example of Balsamo’s “more real 
than real” techno-body. In addition, her high profile in Digital Media 

Studies as a presenter at conferences and oft-cited author in the field 
confirm that it is possible to be a successful scholar and teacher despite 
performing identities and pedagogies that push back at conventional 
academic discourses.

Is the growing practice of asking students to design and construct 
an exponentially increasing range of digital multimedia an indication 
that principles which value embodied performances of multiplicity 
and heterogeneity are gradually permeating composition programs 
and other academic spaces? Is DeVoss’s website, where she confidently 
represents both her self and her work visually and verbally in a multi-
textured and layered design that is both personal and professional, a 
signal that academics feel more supported in constructing complex 
pedagogical performances online? One indication that the answer to 
these questions is “Yes,” would be evidence that the texts being used in 
rhetoric and composition classrooms to teach typography and design for 
web pages value these principles of multiple, heterogeneous, embodied 
representation. Unfortunately, this is not yet the case. 

3.26 Dànielle De-
Voss, splash page 
image from her 
course web pages 
for Introduction 
to Web Authoring, 
2005. Used with 
permission.
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Envisioning Information
The texts that are invoked as guides for new media design in the academy should, above, 

all, be rhetorical. That is, they should be attentive to audience, to purpose, and to the specific 
material exigencies of time and place. They should also affirm that design, or form, is not 
something that is “done” to content ex post facto; rather form and content work together, and 
must be designed together, as integral to the development of a multimodal scholarly perfor-
mance. Unfortunately several of the texts most commonly cited for design advice show just the 
opposite: rather than embracing more situated, embodied approaches to design that encourage 
lively, heterogeneous pedagogical performances, these texts insist on a presumptively universal 
“view from nowhere” perspective on visual argument and design that often explicitly bars 
embodied display. The books by information designer Edward Tufte (1990, 2006) and graphics 
designer and typographer Robin Williams (2005, 2008) appear frequently on reading lists and 
in bibliographies for courses and articles on visual rhetoric and design. Both offer guidelines for 
the visual display of information—words and images—that are either disembodied, or embod-
ied in a form that assumes an audience of “average” (read white, middle class) consumers.

Information design guru Tufte, noted for his analysis of the data cloud surrounding the 
Columbia shuttle disaster and his excoriation of Microsoft’s presentation software in The 
Cognitive Style of Powerpoint, is professor emeritus at Yale and the self-published author of four 
texts on the display of quantitative information. It is not my intention here to lay the blame 
solely at Tufte’s feet for gender and other inequities that result from the continuing insistence 
in many venues, both corporate and academic, on design principles that reify the disembodied 
display of information. Many of the arguments and examples he constructs to illustrate the 
necessity of clear and unambiguous presentation of information make sense. However I would 
argue that the criteria for choosing the specific character of a visual display of information are 

3.27 Graphic of planned troop surge in Afghani-
stan, TIME magazine, December 14, 2009.
This is an example of what Edward Tufte calls 
“small multiples.” Extraneous information 
is purged, leaving text, color, space, shape 
(figures with guns), and proportion (1 figure = 
1,000 people) to tell the story.

3.28 Thirty of the 930 U.S. troops who have died in Afghanistan as of 
December 11, 2009, from the Washington Post Faces of the Fallen Project.
These photos represent part of the “extraneous” information that is necessary 
for a full and fair representation of one effect of sending soldiers to war. 
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contextual, dependent on the needs and purpose of the particular 
argument that the information is called upon to support. But according 
to Tufte (1990), “principles of information design are universal—like 
mathematics—and are not tied to unique features of a particular 
language or culture” (p. 10). Visual representations of information 
(charts, graphs, tables, etc.), he argues, should be stripped of all that 
is not logos. He is particularly exercised by what he terms “chartjunk,” 
elements of data presentation that are “merely” decorative or ornamen-
tal. Effective design strategies, by “giving the focus over to data rather 
than data-containers . . . are transparent and self-effacing in character. 
Designs so good they are invisible. Too many data presentations, alas, 
seek to attract and divert attention by means of display apparatus and 
ornament” (p. 33). He offers many examples in which he claims that, 
because the data is obscured by its presentation, the information meant 
to be communicated is neither clear nor effective. Another “grave sin 
of information design” Tufte identifies is “Pridefully Obvious Presenta-
tion” (p. 16). His example is the orerry—a mechanical device conceived 
to demonstrate the movements of the planets and their satellites around 
the sun—a device so complex, according to Tufte, that the audience 
focuses more on the ingenuity of the maker than on the information 
about planetary motion that the orrery is designed to convey. But 
surely the orrery represents a different magnitude of information, one 
that actually benefits from the complexity of the machine (inviting 
comparison to the mechanisms that turn the planets), and from the 
element of wonder-induced play that both explains and fails to explain 
(scale, for instance) how the solar system actually works. Its purpose is 
to engage the imagination, not to interpret the precise data needed to 
know whether it is safe to launch a space shuttle. 

While Tufte occasionally acknowledges the value of embodied 
representation (e.g. the terrifying engraving of slaves crammed into 
the hold of the Vigilante [2006, pp. 22-23]), his fault still lies in his 
determination to strip data display of any sign of its maker or of the 
individuals whose material circumstances might be represented in the 
data, to present disembodied information as if it were the product of a 
universal “view from nowhere.” Donna Haraway (1997) investigates the 
problem of abstracting information from its maker and context in her 
discussion of Robert Boyle’s seventeenth-century scientific investiga-
tions (p. 23-39). It was Boyle’s habit to invite members of the Royal 
Society to observe his experiments with the air pump. At these “public” 
gatherings (which were in fact open only to the all-male membership of 
the Society), members participated as “modest witnesses” to the results 
of the experiments. A larger audience of “virtual” witnesses was then 
addressed through written reports of the experimental results. These 
three sites—of the physical experiment, of the social community of the 
witnesses, and of the written report—together constitute the birth of 
the scientific method as the source of “objective” understanding. The 
motto of the Royal Society, “Nullius in Verba,” or “Take the word of no 
man,” reinforces this sense that knowledge comes from dispassionate 
observation of external reality rather than through the imprimatur of 
religious or royal authority, as had previously been the case. By means of 
this material, textual, and conceptual apparatus, Boyle established the 
parameters of what could count as scientific knowledge. 

But two groups are missing in this narrative of “modest witnesses” 
who merely observed and then reported on the natural phenomenon of 
the effects of a vacuum on a ringing bell or a burning candle—or a bird. 
Neither the presence nor the labor of the men who sweated below the 
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floor as they pumped the bellows that produced the vacuum was acknowledged. In addition, 
women of the station of Boyle and his male contemporaries were excluded because Boyle 
deliberately scheduled demonstrations late in the evening, when it was inappropriate for women 
to be out and about. Although records indicate that women were occasionally present (and the 
men who pumped the bellows always were), they were not permitted to join the Royal Society 
and were never listed as witnesses. Haraway identifies this new masculine virtue of modest 
witnessing as a crucial epistemological move in the production of “self-invisible, transparent” 
male individuals whose “reports would not be polluted by the body” (p. 32). In contrast to this 
male modesty of the mind, women’s physical and epistemological modesty was of the body. 
They were rarely present at the scene of knowledge-making and, if present, could not participate 
by officially “witnessing” the experiment. Thus Boyle’s air pump, like film and medical imaging 
today, functioned as a technology of gender and class, producing a discourse of immateriality 
that conserved gender inequities and created the grounds for the exclusion of women from “the 
experimental way of life” (p. 28). 

Tufte’s interest in visual explanations grew out of his profession as a political economist, 
which may color his views on data presentation; nevertheless, I believe that he is mistaken to 
argue that the material evidence of the individuals who create and are affected by the graphs 
and charts and timetables he values must be made invisible. Those who uncritically accept 
Tufte’s approach to information design as the only, or best, approach to all design problems 
are also mistaken. If a Tufte aesthetic can be located, it is an aesthetic of economy and reserve. 
But aesthetics are cultural constructs. Tufte’s claims for universality are misplaced, and mask a 
predilection for rational, transparent, disembodied access to information that best serves the 
needs of a corporate or consumer culture which benefits from masking its self-interest. 

In its review of Tufte’s The Visual Display of Quantitative Information (1983), the Boston 
Globe described the book as “a visual Strunk and White” (dj). But that’s the problem. Listen to 
Strunk and White (2000) on “needless words”: “Vigorous writing is concise. A sentence should 
contain no unnecessary words, a paragraph no unnecessary sentences, for the same reason 
that a drawing should have no unnecessary lines and a machine no unnecessary parts” (p. 23). 
Sometimes, quantitative information has an essential qualitative dimension, and amplification, 
accumulation, and ekphrasis are the tropes we most need to see.

3.29 Robert Boyle, Title page of New Experiments 
Physico-Mechanicall, Touching The Spring of the 
Air, 1660.
According to the cover, Boyle’s work on the air 
pump (Pneumatical Engine) was dedicated to 
Charles, Viscount of Dungarvan and son of the 
Earl of Corke, who would have provided financial 
support for Boyle’s experiments. While women 
found it difficult to participate in men’s science, 
one entry point was through patronage. For 
example, Queen Sophia of Denmark supported 
the astronomical experiments of Tycho Brahe.
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Design for Non-Designers
Whereas Tufte focuses on charts, graphs, tables, and maps to develop guide-

lines for the visual display of complex information, Williams offers up principles 
for the overall design of documents and web pages. She is the prolific author 
of best-selling books on graphic and web design, including The Non-Designer’s 
Design Book (2008). Currently in its third edition, it is one of the most widely 
popular and uncritically cited books on design and typographic principles, and it 
is used by many writing instructors who include visual design and production in 
their assignments. Her audience, states the book’s preface, is the “visual novice,” 
the clerk, church secretary, or teacher who doesn’t have “the time or interest to 
study design” (p. 10), yet who wishes to create brochures or bulletins or websites.

Williams’ principles are based on a set of four interconnected design 
elements—Contrast, Repetition, Alignment, and Proximity. Simply stated (and 
they can be simply stated), and reproduced on the following page as they appear 
in her text, these are the rules for effective design: 

3.30 Amish crib quilt (Triangles), Kalona, IA, ca. 1930. Collection of Faith and 
Stephen Brown.
In her discussion of interface design in The Non-Designer’s Web Book, Williams 
recommends a hierarchical structure that resembles the hierarchical plan of many 
an organization and academic essay. Easy and predictable. But what would be 
the experience of building and navigating a multimodal digital environment that 
looked like a quilt? Imagine for a moment that the border of this Amish quilt is 
the entry point, and each triangle represents an image, a block of text, a sound, 
a video, or an animation. Step into the quilt at any point, absorb what you find 
there, move in any of three directions to the next triangle, and so on, stitching to-
gether a web of associations and connections. What kinds of reading and compos-
ing subjects might be produced?
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Contrast
The idea behind contrast is to avoid elements on the page 
that are merely similar. If elements (type, color, size, line 
thickness, shape, space, etc.) are not the same, then make 
them very different. Contrast is often the most important 
visual attraction on a page—it’s what makes a reader look 
at the page in the first place.

Repetition
Repeat visual elements of the design throughout the piece.
You can repeat colors, shapes, textures, spatial relation-
ships, line thicknesses, fonts, sizes, graphic concepts, etc.
This develops the organization and strengthens the unity.

Alignment
Nothing should be placed on the page arbitrarily. Every
element should have some visual connection with another
element on the page. This creates a clean, sophisticated, 
fresh look.

Proximity
Items relating to each other should be grouped close 
together. When several items are in close proximity to each 
other, they become one visual unit rather than several 
separate units. This helps organize information, reduces 
clutter, and gives the reader a clear structure. (p. 13)

that entirely disregard rhetorical concerns of audience, purpose, and 
context. If Tufte is the Strunk and White of visual design, then Wil-
liams’ advice is the design equivalent of the five-paragraph theme, and 
seriously inadequate for thinking about design in an academic setting as 
an integral component of complex rhetorical argument. 

Why would academics, who can think about and analyze the 
content of images in sophisticated rhetorical ways, so happily embrace 
such an oversimplified, arhetorical set of standards? Perhaps for the 
same reason they have rarely thought to question the visual design of 
the traditional academic essay. We have become so accustomed to the 
form of the essay that it has become transparent, and we can no longer 
see how its visual design constrains our students’ performances. The 
arrangement of the words on the page, the structure of the sentences, 
the organization of the argument, the acceptable forms of evidence—all 
constitute a technology of the rational, dispassionate, objective, conser-
vative, immaterial subject of knowledge who has risen above any limita-
tions of gender, race, or class. In speaking of the way we have learned 
to look through, rather than at, the printed page, Richard Lanham 
(1993) observed that the alphabet, “[t]horoughly internalized” during 
childhood, “would become a transparent window into conceptual 
thought. The shape of the letters, the written surface, was not to be read 
aesthetically; that would only interfere with purely literate transparency 
. . . It took a long while for this ideal to be realized in a page of modern 
print” (p. 4). But Anne Wysocki (1998) has argued compellingly that 
the white paper, 12-point black type, regular spacing, and otherwise 
defined formatting of the academic essay impart a rhetoric of order 
and adherence to convention that we internalize as values authorizing 
specific kinds of textual and personal performance. She worries about 
the “subject-making repercussions of this disembodied, pure design” and 

There is nothing intrinsically “wrong” or “evil” about these design 
principles, nor with the print and digital documents that are designed 
according to the principles. They meet the minimal needs of the 
audience of novices that she identifies. However these rules radically 
oversimplify the design process, reducing it to a set of do’s and don’ts 



3. Embodiment by Design   |103Delagrange • Technologies of Wonder

asks “how readers might themselves be composed through reading only 
pages with such rationally arranged, self-effacing elements” (n.p.). Now 
internalized and embodied in all of us, the alphabet and the printed 
page—and their material effects on habits of mind and body—have 
become invisible from constant use. 

Williams sees words and images as having certain and specific fixed, 
locatable, hierarchical relationships that are universal, independent of 
audience, purpose, or context. Missing from her principles of document 
design is any sense that these formulae are anything but natural, any 
sense that they are cultural constructs that encourage in the viewer a 
particular way of thinking, in this case the thinking that design itself has 

no meaning, but merely serves to mediate predictably and transparently 
between the mind and the world. 

She carries this approach through her books on typographic 
and web design as well. “As a matter of fact, simple is better,” she and 
John Tollett say in The Non-Designer’s Web Book (2005, p. 136), and 
“There is something so pleasing about being able to view a complete 
and well-designed page in one window” (p. 140). But where does this 
pleasure come from? A lack of ambiguity, and a (false) sense of unity 
and completeness and containment. These are an unacknowledged fifth 
principle of visual design that Williams communicates on every page of 
her guides for print, typography, and web design.
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“Hey, Good Looking!”
The popularity of Tufte and Williams as design guides in writing classes that include a visual 

component is disconcerting, but understandable. Producing visual rhetoric and composing 
with digital media are relatively new to the field of rhetoric and composition, and Digital 
Media Studies has only recently become a recognized component of English Studies. When 
we began incorporating visual and digital assignments into our classes, we looked first for help 
with production to books already available and accessible, and they have provided a “way in” 
to design. But we need to find, or to develop for ourselves, guides that recognize the complex 
rhetoricity of design, and its importance in constructing the meaning of a multimedia artifact. 
The composing we teach, and the composing we do, are knowledge-making activities, as much 
about the journey as the destination. Instead of design principles that privilege transparency and 
homogeneity and speed, that reify the dominant visual discourses of corporate and commercial 
culture, we need content and design principles that force us to take into account the multiplici-
ties and ambiguities and inescapably visual materiality of our thinking and working lives. 

Following the warnings given by Christina Haas (1996), Selfe (1999b), and others about 
the perils of not paying attention to how and what and why technology enters our lives and 
classrooms, we should reject discourses of immateriality that ask us to erase our embodied selves 
from our work, and we should take on all the roles necessary to develop convincing, principled, 
pedagogical performances in digitally mediated environments. While we may already have 
resisted and/or rejected the tendency to conflate the masculine perspective with the human 
and the commercial perspective with the universal in theory, we must now take the next step 
toward affirming social, cultural, sexual, and racial differences, and addressing the inequities 
they entail, by recuperating visual embodiment as a positive and valued form of representation 
and argument in practice. This may mean creating our own exemplary new media texts as 
pedagogy and scholarship (e.g. Wysocki, “A Bookling Monument,” 2002); writing our own 
design guides or using alternatives to Tufte and Williams that challenge standards of uniformity 
and transparency (Alex White, The Elements of Graphic Design, 2002; Timothy Samara, Making 
and Breaking the Grid, 2002; Ellen Lupton and Jennifer Phillip, Graphic Design: The New Basics, 

3.31 Puzzle jug, eighteenth century. Photo-
graph by Gaius Cornelius.
Design is not necessarily, or always, about 
efficiency, clarity, and ease of use. It can be 
equally effective as an amusement, a puzzle, 
or a provocation.
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2008); publishing scholarship that enacts an ethical, rhetorical techné 
of digital multimedia; and learning and teaching the hardware and 
software necessary to implement these goals. The consequences of not 
doing so are disheartening. 

Our first task should be to subvert the widely-held mistrust of 
the visual in academic discourse by insisting that the material world 
cannot be reduced to language, that visual representations, including 
the visual components of words on a page or bars in a graph, contain 
meaning beyond mere data. Looking at anatomical drawings, medical 
photographs, and academic web pages, we have seen that even images 
whose primary purpose is intended to be simply informational com-
municate extended meanings contained in their historical, social, and 
cultural contexts. Claiming that pedagogical images in particular do 
not, or should not, contain cultural constructions of gender, race, class, 
and other embodied differences that are imbricated in the values and 
standards of the context of their display disenfranchises those who are 
misrepresented or not represented at all by or in such images. 

A frank acknowledgement that all visual representations, including 
alphabetic texts, are culturally constructed, and furthermore that it is 
neither possible nor desirable to extract the visual from the sensorium of 
meaning that surrounds us, frees us to consider, with DeVoss, Wysocki, 
and others, what kinds of embodied pedagogical performances might 
be possible in interactive digital media, including websites, course pages, 
Flash and video presentations, and other forms of multimedia. Our 
sense of embodiment is inextricably entangled with current socio-
cultural constructions of the body. Individuals and groups working 
with computers and new media cannot help but be influenced by what 
it means to be embodied as a materially raced, classed, and gendered 
“technological body.” 

Part of the process of re-presenting the visual as a legitimate form of 
argument and embodied representation in new media requires refram-
ing the issue. Claims that trace the image/text binary and mistrust of the 
visual back through the Enlightenment to Plato are positing a seamless 
narrative where none exists. While images can deceive, their power 
to do so will only be enhanced by refusing to look, refusing to engage 
with, understand, and employ their complex meanings in principled 
pedagogical performances. Images have been used positively, often for 
pedagogical reasons, at many points between Plato and the present. 
Instances over time of images being employed, not merely for decora-
tion but as vital discursive elements that would not mean the same if 
replaced by text, include illuminated manuscripts, church windows, and 
needlework samplers. This is not to say that these images are innocent, 
or that they do not also carry in them marks of cultural practices and 
ideologies. (But of course words are not innocent either.) Yet it does 
suggest that there have been times when images, including images of 
(gasp!) men and women, have not been fraught with such anxiety as 
they are today. 

In her artful examination of practices of looking, Stafford (1996) 
decries “the marginalization of imagery of all kinds in our society as an 
intellectual form of communication” (p. 124) as vision has increasingly 
become identified solely with superficial gaping, a “radical prying 
apart of deep and shallow looking” (p. 192). She calls for a return to 
“good looking,” attending to visual objects as they were viewed in both 
eighteenth-century parlors and scientific laboratories—each possessing 
“a unique capacity to teach, to uncover the relation of known parts 
to an unknown whole” (p. 12); she remarks that most people had a 
clear understanding that, while some images were merely illustrative or 
decorative, others functioned as “an untranslatable constructive form
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of cognition” (p. 27). Eighteenth-century viewers would not have had Tufte’s problem with 
the “Pridefully Obvious Presentation” of the orrery; they would have both appreciated 
the information about the working of the solar system that it conveyed and celebrated the 
ingenuity of the device itself.

Reframing the conversations in our field to signify images and interactive digital media 
as intellectual means of communication, and composing and designing with digital technolo-
gies as intellectual work, are tasks we have just begun, and they require that we represent 
ourselves and our work in multiple ways. Perhaps women and other under-represented 
groups have an advantage here, as they have long inhabited a space that is both inside and 
outside the dominant academic discourses. But those of us who teach with technology are all 
cyborgs, Haraway’s “fusion of the organic and the technical forged into particular, historical, 
cultural practices” (1997, p. 51). The slipperiness of distinctions between biology and physics 
(cellular nuclei do mechanical work; computers “think”) suggests that the body constructs 
and is constructed by technology, that all bodies are technological, and that the techno-body, 
the Cyborg, stands as a boundary object belonging to both organic/natural and technologi-
cal/cultural realms. We all occupy multiple subjectivities as we shift back and forth between 
our students and our screens, moving “inside and outside current power structures, knowing 
when to work with and when to work against an established hierarchy” (Gruber, 2003, 
p. 164); but we are not infinitely plastic—we are constrained by our “ideologies and . . . need

for agency in a world that often frowns on agency” (p. 173). This strategic positionality enacts 
a fragmented subjectivity that, like the cyborg, is sometimes more human, sometimes more 
machine, but always embodied. 

When Haraway first conceived of the cyborg, she imagined it as ungendered, capable of 
reproducing itself like an amoeba or a fern. In later discussions, she argued for it as a site of 
feminist practice, a location “in the belly of the monster, in a techno-strategic discourse” (Penley 
and Ross, 1991, p. 6). Locating this discourse in a matrix or web formed by strands of nature 
and culture further unhinges the space semantically. The fluidity of both the matrix and the 
cyborg anticipate multiple possibilities for the scholarly digital performances of the ambiguously 
personified technological body.

3.32 Joseph Wright of Derby, A Philosopher Lectur-
ing on the Orrery (detail), 1766.
The candle in this painting serves not only as the 
Sun at the center of the orrery’s solar system, but 
also as the source of the dramatic lighting which 
illuminates the natural philosopher, his note-taker, 
and the acutely attentive faces of the wonder-struck 
boys. Wright painted other such demonstrations, 
including those of air pumps and alchemical flasks; 
in each, scientific technology is at the center, 
illuminating the fascinated onlookers (with one 
exception: in An Experiment on a Bird in an Air 
Pump, a woman looks away from the dying bird). 
Click image to see more examples.
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L inking is the “hyper” of hypermedia, the sine qua non of texts in hyperspace; it is also 
the visual and meaningful embodiment of the canon of arrangement online. A link 

consists of a visual signal (an underlined word, a labeled icon, a “hot spot” that is revealed 
when the cursor arrow turns into a white, pointing hand) and an implied message (“There is 
a relationship between where you are now—on the screen, on the Web—and where clicking 
this link will take you.”). How we think of these links when we construct academic projects 
in digital media—either as invisible membranes through which we pass instantly and effort-
lessly to our expected destination, or as substantive cognitive activities through which we make 
the connections between the linked nodes intelligible—determines whether we are using 
arrangement as a simple, and sometimes simplistic, organizing strategy or taking advantage 
of its potential as a rich, multivariate techné of invention and representation. ¶The history of 
the rhetorical canon of arrangement has always contained the capacity, and the need, for both 
formulaic organizational strategies and more mobile, imaginative uses of arrangement. But 
I would argue that we have favored the organizational over the inventional and the abstract 
over the material in recent practice, even as our scholarly performances have shifted from 
analog to digital forms. Yet the promise of a revitalized canon of arrangement is inherent in 
the visual, flexible, and multidimensional nature of interactive digital media. A compelling 
comparison can be made between arrangement as a physical and cognitive invention practice in 
Wunderkammern—the comprehensive collections of natural and man-made artifacts popular 
in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries—and arrangement as an invention strategy in 
twenty-first century interactive digital media. As both a material catalogue of knowledge and 
a process of inquiry into the workings of the known and imagined world, a Wunderkammer 
uses the arrangement and re-arrangement of objects to create new knowledge. I argue in this 
chapter that the rhetorical canon of arrangement should be similarly constructed today as a 
material, embodied techné which, through hypermediated linking of visual and verbal evidence, 
enables a process of wonder and discovery that promotes thoughtful inquiry and insight. 

Visual Arrangement 
                 as Inquiry

4 

Image: Susan Delagrange, Pipe & Snuff Box, 2010. 
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This is not to claim that knowledge gained by the manipulation of 
objects and evidence is an end in itself; rather, digitally mediated 
manipulation and linking can become a practice, a habit of mind and 
eye, that leads to an ethical framing of rhetorical conviction and/or 
action by both the writer/designer and the reader/viewer.

The canon of arrangement has always been a profoundly visual as 
well as a verbal rhetorical practice, although the constructive value of 
its material, visual, tactile side has been set aside over time in favor of 
a more formulaic or abstracted use. Furthermore, arrangement is not 
often put to use in a robust way as a method of discovery or inquiry in 
college writing texts or in scholarly articles. Although the invention 
process may include a cursory visual exercise in clustering or concept 
mapping, arrangement is more usually addressed as a function of the 
conventional organization of the parts of a discourse. In academic 
argument, writers are encouraged to use a format based loosely (or not 
so loosely) on the traditional Ciceronian organization of introduction, 
statement of the question, confirmation, refutation, and conclusion. 
Although this form can be taught in nuanced ways that pay close 
attention to the rhetorical nature of proofs (see Corbett and Connors, 
1998; Crowley and Hawhee, 2009), in practice arrangement is today 
most often established by conventional expectations based on genre.

Much has been made of the potential of interactive digital media 
to revolutionize academic argument through the construction of 
multivocal, multilinear, multiperspectival texts. But academic discus-
sions of arrangement in hyperlinked media rarely focus on the potential 
for discovery and insight that these less directive or less “efficient” 
navigational structures might allow. Instead, many guides for designing 
hypermedia remain more concerned with how to make sure their 
structure is clear and straightforward enough that the reader gets to 

see all of it, in the appropriate order, exactly as the writer wishes it to 
be read. As with print arguments, the assumption is that the writer’s 
conclusions will be obvious and inevitable following a reading in the 
“correct” order of a hyperlinked project. Links should be designed, like 
transition strategies in an academic essay, to be clear and unambiguous; 
there should be no possibility of “losing one’s way.”

This model of arrangement has its roots in a Modernist confidence 
in the efficacy of logic and plain style, and this confidence is also 
reflected in the standards of speed and efficiency as criteria for effective 
hypermedia navigation that come to us from commercial and corporate 
web use (Flanders and Peters, 2002; Nielsen and Loranger, 2006).  
Instructions for hypermedia page design are geared toward making sure 
the reader never, ever becomes confused or distracted or lost (Williams 
and Tollett, 2005; Krug, 2005; Tufte, 1990). Problematic for the pur-
poses of academic inquiry, these criteria construct a very specific kind of 
audience: an audience that needs to be told what to do, and wants to do 
it as quickly as possible; an audience that has a severely limited attention 
span, and is confused and upset by ambiguity and complexity. 

But what if designers of interactive digital media imagined a more 
engaged reader—one interested in the twists and turns that lead toward 
conviction and action, and not merely in the distilled, Reader’s-Digest-
condensed version? If we were designing for that reader, then we would 
want to create a digital Wunderkammer, a hypermediated thinking 
space that would allow us and our reader to explore, to move things 
about, to seek out curious and unexpected connections, and to defer 
closure and certainty while we consider the possibilities for rhetorical 
action that different arrangements of our evidence might suggest. We 
might, in short, wish to realize the digital, rhetorical promise of a visual 
canon of arrangement.



4. Visual Arrangement as Inquiry   |109Delagrange • Technologies of Wonder

Visualizing the Canon
To begin a discussion of arrangement in the postmodern context of remediation and 

hyper-connection is immediately to call into question what constitutes “a beginning,” an 
opening screen in a web of associations. Perhaps it might point to a conventional chronological 
beginning for rhetorical arrangement, a far-left position on an historical timeline. Or it might 
signal a classic academic beginning, a P-to-K4 move in the authorizing chess of citation and 
precedent. In an online digital context, it might be the first page Google displays in a search for 
the keywords rhetoric, arrangement, and Wunderkammer. There are other possible and plausible 
beginnings. Yet one function of genre-defined rules for arrangement has been to limit those 
possibilities, creating a supposedly neutral, “natural” organization that is easy to teach and easy 
to understand. And one potential function of hyperlinked digital media is to call those generic 
forms into question. 

Traditionally, the canons of rhetoric— invention, arrangement, style, memory, and 
delivery—together provide a framework for the generative process by which a rhetor shapes 
spoken or written discourse. Briefly, invention is the discovery of the content of a discourse, 
and arrangement is the art of selecting and ordering that content. Style deals with the means 
of expression of the ideas generated; memory refers to the attachment of developing ideas to 
appropriate topoi; and delivery addresses the physical attributes of the voice and gesture of the 
orator. But this list seems to suggest that the composing process is linear and sequential; further-
more, it implies that content can be separated from form, and that both content and form can 
be separated from the materiality of the rhetor; yet neither of these holds up under theoretical 
or pedagogical scrutiny. Rather it is more accurate to imagine the rhetor putting invention, 
arrangement, style, memory, and delivery into a recursive conversation about the specific choices 
necessary for a particular audience and purpose. The rhetorical strategies needed to convince an 
older audience of soon-to-retire, non-union seamstresses to enroll in a government-subsidized 
prescription plan, for example, would differ significantly from those used to persuade under-
graduate students to participate in a university-sponsored health and wellness program.

4.1 Celtic Knot. Photograph by Leo Reynolds, 
2009.
The canon of arrangement deals with the 
ordering of the parts of a discourse. In 
hypermedia, these “parts” may be words, 
images, sounds, animations, or other forms 
of communication connected to one another 
by links. This deceptively simple Celtic knot 
consists of only two “strands,” but these strands 
intersect with one another at sixteen points, 
each with a unique dimension and direction. So 
too in hypermedia, the dimension and direction 
of each link represents an opportunity for new 
perspectives and cognitive engagement.
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Because we are accustomed to thinking of arrangement as a set 
of verbal conventions in which word follows word, sentence follows 
sentence, and paragraph follows paragraph in a sequential unfurling of 
meaning, we forget that classical arrangement was very much a mobile, 
visual practice. Consider, for example, the copiousness of Aristotle’s 
konoi topoi, or commonplaces, available for both invention and arrange-
ment, which Kathleen Welch (1999) characterizes as devices, or techné, 
of “informed performance” (p. 115). And inductive rhetoric, moving 
from the particular to the general, invites visualization of people, 
places, and circumstances. Furthermore, the close classical connection 
between persuasion of the mind (logos) and persuasion of the emotions 
(pathos), between rational and embodied perception, encourages us to 

4.2 The god Kairos. Roman marble bas-relief, after Lysippos, ca. 350–330 BCE. 
Photograph by Sergei Sosnovskiy. Click image to enlarge.
Who and whence was the sculptor? From Sikyon.
And his name? Lysippos.
And who are you? Time who subdues all things.
Why do you stand on tip-toe? I am ever running.
And why do you have a pair of wings on your feet? I fly with the wind.
And why do you hold a razor in your right hand? As a sign to men that I am sharper 
than any sharp edge.
And why does your hair hang over your face? For him who meets me to take me by 
the forelock.
And why, in Heaven’s name, is the back of your head bald? Because none whom I 
have once raced by on my winged feet will now, though he wishes it sore, take hold 
of me from behind.
Why did the artist fashion you? For your sake, stranger, and he set me up in the 
porch as a lesson. (From the epigram by Posidippos on the now-lost bronze statue 
of Kairos by Lysippos)

visualize not just the matter and substance of the argument, but also the 
materiality of the to-be-persuaded. 

Another way to understand classical arrangement as a visual 
practice is by exploring the relationship of the rhetorical principle 
of kairos to arrangement. The Pythagoreans imagined kairos as the 
harmonious balance of opposites: a concept intimately connected 
with inquiry through which, notes Kinneavy, rhetors first persuade 
themselves (1986, p. 306). Although kairos is more often invoked 
to describe the timeliness of a rhetorical opportunity, it also has a 
significant spatial dimension and an embodied form. If arrangement is 
the process of manipulating all of the available evidence to determine 
which connections, which associations, which links will be most 
effective for the specific material context of and embodied audience for 
a discourse, then Kairos, the Greek god of the “fleeting moment,” is a 
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visual representation of that process. Depicted on the previous page in 
a Roman bas-relief (Figure 4.2), Kairos balances artfully on a tightrope. 
In his left hand, he holds a razor (“As a sign to men that I am sharper 
than any sharp edge”) on which he balances a scale, while his right 
hand steadies (or adjusts?) one pan. His winged feet and back suggest 
both the transitory nature of opportunity and the power of balanced 
form. This image personifies the weighing and balancing of analogical 
relations from multiple perspectives in the spirit of inquiry and wonder 
that constitute rhetorical arrangement. Both the copiousness of classical 
arrangement and the associative kairotic manipulation of evidence for 
rhetorical effect also predict the possibilities for rhetorical inquiry in 
the visual sphere of interactive digital media. 

The connections among techné, copiousness, and kairos are inescap-
able here. Techné is artistic knowledge, formed in a relational oscillation 
between thinking and doing that becomes more intuitive with experi-
ence. To review, techné is heuristic, a process of making, and thinking, 
and re-making, through which meaning and knowledge are made; it is 
situated, specific to the embodied and material conditions of a par-
ticular time and place; it is mobile and strategic, adaptable to changing 
circumstances and new challenges; and it is ethical, founded in specific 
beliefs and values (see Chapter 2). Copiousness, the accumulation of a 
super-abundance of available tropes, figures, and stylistic flourishes to 
call upon for the perfect solution to a specific rhetorical situation, is also 
heuristic in its development and situated, mobile, and strategic in its 
deployment. But copiousness as a characteristic of techné applies as well 
to the profusion of embodied strategies and actions that are acquired 
through study and experience and are available to the rhetor, just as 
they are in the techné deployed by a doctor or a navigator. Kairos, too, 
is an essential component of techné. No amount of skill, art, practice, or 

experience can carry the day if they are not deployed at the opportune 
moment. Beginning too soon, or waiting too long, particularly in 
(rhetorical) situations where the opposing force is objectively stronger, 
will result in failure, no matter the skill of the craftsperson or the virtue 
of the enterprise.

Arrangement as a rhetorical techné retained this sense of flexibility 
and responsiveness to the rhetorical situation into the late Renaissance, 
when there was a significant shift in the place of arrangement as a 
rhetorical strategy. This change was influenced in large part by Peter 
Ramus, the French scholar and teacher of dialectic and rhetoric who 
argued that invention, arrangement, and memory (contra Cicero and 
Quintilian) belonged in the realm of philosophy and logic. Ramus thus 
reduced rhetoric to style and delivery—the arts of eloquence—posterior 
and ornamental to dialectic. His new program for dialectic called for ar-
rangement to take the form of the syllogism, working deductively from 
the general to the particular through regressive dichotomizing divisions. 
He reduced invention to ten topics, arrangement to the application of 
those topics in order, and style to the tropes of metonymy, irony, meta-
phor, and synecdoche. If Ramus’ system were rigorously followed, there 
would be no need for mnemonic devices, and the canon of memory 
effectively disappears. Most damaging to rhetoric, however, was Ramus’ 
assertion that his method constituted a “universally applicable method 
of inquiry” (Herzberg, 2001, p. 677). This claim to universality made it 
easy to justify transforming fluid and flexible rhetorical principles into 
rigid rules and regulations for the new education of individuals from 
diverse (class) backgrounds, a necessary step toward instilling in them 
simplified regulatory habits that would mold them into orderly and 
productive members of society. 
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Decontextualizing and ramifying dialectic and consigning rhetoric 
to mere ornament resonated with the Cartesian thinking of the Enlight-
enment, which separated the mind from the body in the same way that 
dialectic had been separated from rhetoric. A new “objective” model of 
language based on clarity and perspicuity prevailed. Words in scientific 
discourse were meant to be transparent windows to the ideas beneath, 
and as such were delivered in the unadorned style of the Royal Society 
and the Puritans. Quantitative scientific investigation, not qualitative 
rhetorical inquiry, became the principal intellectual method. In this 
equation, arrangement was no longer tied to extrinsic, visualizable 
concerns like context and audience, but rather to the intrinsic matter 
of the discourse; objective, logical “truth” required plain, impersonal, 
straightforward language. 

A fixed pattern of arrangement “can be formulated for all matters,” 
insisted Ramus, “. . . for there is a fixed theory of syllogism and artistic 
method, common to everything which can be treated with order and 
reason” (1549/2001, p. 695). Over time, this syllogistic construction 
of arrangement became naturalized. Whereas Plato had recognized 
the contingent, embodied nature of arrangement, arguing that “every 
discourse must be organized, like a living being, with a body of its own, 
as it were, so as not to be headless or footless, but to have a middle and 
members, composed in fitting relation to each other and to the whole” 
(Phaedrus, ca. 360 BCE/1913, p. 529) and Quintilian imagined an 
“organic form” for rhetoric, Ramus situated arrangement in the demate-
rialized dialectical space of abstract thought.

The Cartesian division of dialectic and rhetoric also had the effect 
of stripping the overtly visual from the canon of arrangement, and with 
it arrangement’s epistemic reach. The dispersed and visual nature of 
arrangement-as-inquiry exemplified in kairos and the Wunderkammer 

was replaced by the relentless textualization of scientific experimenta-
tion and knowledge during and following the Enlightenment. 
Arrangement’s contemporary iteration in composition instruction 
(under the rubric of organization) has often been formalized for specific 
genres (scientific reports, business letters, academic essays) and modes 
(narration, description, exposition, argumentation) through formulaic 
patterns of development (classification, division, comparison, definition, 
analysis, etc.). There is little room in this schema for the ambiguity of 
the image; instead of the provocative materiality of the natural history 
display case, we have logocentric cluster diagrams as invention, and 
fixed, hierarchical outlines as arrangement. (There are exceptions, of 
course. For example, Writing Analytically [Rosenwasser and Stephen, 
2012] specifically discusses the heuristic value of organization.)

As noted earlier, one function of genre-defined rules for arrange-
ment is to limit options by devising a supposedly neutral, “correct” 
form that is easy to teach and easy to understand. With the exception of 
occasional forays into alternate structures of discourse (Zawicki, 1992; 
Spooner and Yancey, 1999; Schroeder, Fox, and Bizzell, 2002), experi-
ments with print alternatives to the academic essay or scholarly article 
often focused on “voice,” challenging the nature of ethos by introducing 
alternative non-academic discourses in concert with or in place of 
“traditional” authoritative forms (Yancey, 1994; Elbow, 1994). With the 
introduction of computers and digital media to university classrooms 
and offices in the early 1990s, however, teachers and researchers antici-
pated that this “new new thing” might finally provide the conceptual 
space for scholarly work to incorporate the multimediated, multivocal, 
multilinear challenges to authorial control that were already informing 
postmodern literary and rhetorical theory.
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A Feminist Re-Arrangement
But in the consciousness of our failures, we risk lapsing

into boundless difference and giving up on the confusing task 
of making partial, real connections. Some differences 

are playful; some are poles of world systems of domination. 
“Epistemology” is about knowing the difference.

Haraway, 1991, pp. 160-61

Many characteristics of postmodernism can be demonstrated and reinforced within 
the structural and conceptual frameworks of interactive digital media. Our participation in 
multiple discourses, the social construction of knowledge, the indeterminacy of context and 
meaning, the nature of multiple yet partial perspectives: these are all valuable tools for under-
standing the discursive relations of power in which we are immersed.

But some elements of postmodernism can be troubling. Postmodernism, in pointing out 
the contingent nature of perspective, sometimes seems to argue that all perspectives are equal, 
or worse, that there is no place to stand from which to act. It deconstructs without providing 
a way to rebuild, if only provisionally. It gets so caught up in textual play that it forgets the 
materiality of language users and the material effects of language use. Postmodernism does not 
seem up to the task of giving us a way to establish agency and affinity in a fragmented world, 
to acknowledge complexity and indeterminacy without being incapacitated by it. As Johndan 
Johnson-Eilola (1997) asks, “If there is no ground zero . . . on which to draw a unified (true) 
map, how can people orient themselves, how can they move with confidence from one place to 
another on a map? . . . How can we assume that some maps are good and some maps bad when 
we lack a ground against which to measure each?” (p. 15). One way to discover how interactive 
digital media might extract us from these difficulties so that we may rebind ourselves to others 
and recover ground(s) for rhetorical inquiry and ethical academic performances is to turn to 
feminist discourse, which has long studied the formation of ethical grounds for action for those 
who have no authorized place from which to speak.

4.3 Shadi Ghadirian, From the series Like 
Everyday, 2000. Photographs by Herry Law-
ford (2009).
In this series of photographs, Iranian-born 
Ghadirian juxtaposes the restrictive emblem 
of the traditional burkha with equally con-
stricting icons of modern domestic life, includ-
ing strainers, irons, teacups, and cleavers. 
Click on thumbnails to enlarge.
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Postmodern feminism is an embodied practice that grounds its 
perspectives in the material, social world. Postmodern feminist scholars 
study relations of power and knowledge and attempt to uncover and 
resist relationships that disadvantage under-represented groups, all the 
while conscious that their perspectives are always partial, and that they 
may themselves be implicated in those relationships. Most importantly, 
postmodern feminists strive to create a more just, egalitarian world 
that recognizes the material consequences of social policy and action. 
Feminist postmodernism is practical, material, and embodied, and tries 
to avoid becoming mired in an endless regression of signifiers. 

Research in the social world of the writing classroom has shown 
that electronic communication technologies like discussion boards and 
e-mail can (sometimes) have the salutary effect of flattening hierarchies, 
creating more egalitarian spaces, and giving voice to students unwilling 
to speak out face-to-face (Faigley, 1992). Interactive digital media, 
because of their multimodal and hypermediated capabilities, have an 
even greater potential for decentering authority, acknowledging the 
partial perspective of socially constructed knowledge, and embracing 
multiplicity. As a means of feminist invention and intervention in 
writing classrooms, participatory new media are powerful because they 
are structurally equipped to resist the expression of or claim to a single, 
authentic perspective or experience. In an early example of feminist 
scholarship on hypertextuality, Donna LeCourt and Luann Barnes 
(1999) used hypertext to rearrange the elements of classroom discourse 
in order to resist linearity and unity, while at the same time also denying 
a postmodern no-place-to-stand by emphasizing the benefits of speak-
ing from multiple positions. Working from the position that identity 
is both a text and a context, they explored the ways in which “writing 

contexts create gendered positions” (p. 56). Designing hypermedia 
that weave together multiple voices relies on a politics of location to 
reveal the means through which textual authority is constructed. It also 
reinforces the contradictory and fragmentary nature of all positions, 
and undercuts the claim that some should automatically be qualified 
to speak for others. For LeCourt and Barnes, working with students to 
create multivocal texts enacts a feminist pedagogy that calls into ques-
tion the ideology of academic textuality and, by resisting “the discursive 
authority they are invited to claim,” opens up “new possibilities for 
communicating and forming alliances with their cultural Others” 
(p. 59). This feminist intervention affirms connection and collaboration 
in a material world, and encourages writers “to construct other positions 
from which to write” (p. 60).

LeCourt and Barnes’ feminist pedagogy focuses on denying an 
implicitly patriarchal academic textuality and uses the hypertextual 
rearrangement of multiple voices to demonstrate the impossibility of a 
single unified perspective. But their students’ hypertexts are patchworks 
of words; although the hypertexts interrupt the putative invisibility of 
words through self-conscious visual placement, LeCourt and Barnes 
make no mention of this visuality, and they do not include graphic 
images or other media. When Donna Haraway (1991) seeks to decon-
struct the myth of scientific objectivity and replace it with admittedly 
partial “situated knowledges,” her approach is relentlessly visual. For 
Haraway, all vision is embodied, even that which claims scientific 
omniscience. Recognizing the partial perspective of subjugated posi-
tions makes visible this previously unmarked category of omniscience. 
The alternative to the “all-seeing eye” is not a disempowering relativism, 
but “partial, locatable, critical knowledges sustaining the possibility 
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of webs of connections called solidarity in politics and shared conversations in 
epistemology” (p. 191). By definition, situated knowledge begins and makes 
meaning in community. 

Haraway’s conclusion that “only partial perspective promises objective 
vision” (p. 190) provides support for creating knowledge and understanding 
through constructive hypermedia. Given that it is impossible to legitimately 
produce an all-inclusive, coherent account, perhaps a space in which multiple 
views and relationships can be arranged and rearranged in an ongoing conversa-
tion is the best we can do. Any single account of complex and fluid experience 
is constructed by excluding other possible accounts. This is not to say that all 
accounts are equivalent, or that accounts from subjugated positions are necessar-
ily more innocent than others, but it recognizes that perspective is mobile and 
embodied, and that knowledge is deeply relational.

Using digital technologies to enact a feminist pedagogy is also a strategic 
appropriation of electronic tools culturally associated with patriarchal authority 
and power in order to resist that authority and power. But adopting, and 
adapting to, new technologies is not easy. There are personal and professional 
drawbacks of 24/7 immersion in digital algorithms and networks, including, 
given the speed of technological change, the intensity and anxiety of working 
to stay ahead of one’s own obsolescence. It is not surprising, then, that a part of 
many people’s reluctance to engage with technology, whether setting up a home 
entertainment system or designing a course wiki, comes from a figurative cost/
benefit analysis of the time and effort involved to do/learn something that may 
be out of date next week.

But a good part of women’s reluctance or refusal to “do technology” can be 
traced to the cultural inscription of technology as male (American Association 
of University Women, 2000; Cooper and Weaver, 2003; Kirtley, 2009). Argu-
ments about why this is so usually go back to the historical association of men 
with weapons and tools of production, although I would argue that the (male) 

4.3 Shadi Ghadirian, Qajar #24, 1998. Photograph by Herry 
Lawford (2009).
In this series of large-format images, Ghadirian photographs 
Iranian women in traditional dress who are wielding con-
temporary implements—telephones, bicycles, radios, sweep-
ers—against a photographer’s backdrop designed for formal 
portraits and weddings.
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gendering of technology is as much an effect as a cause of cultural 
norming. The history of the design and development of computers 
contains few women’s names; however when personal computers 
became widely available in the late 1970s, they were well suited to 
the kind of sedentary, rote tasks that women were already doing with 
typewriters in the workplace. One might expect that this early exposure 
would have provided the incentive for women to appropriate desktop 
computers for other, more personal, autonomous, and liberatory 
purposes (Brandt, 1998). But the highly structured and linear “hard 
mastery” needed to work with early desktop computers was far different 
from today’s more friendly “natural language” interfaces, and from an 
early age, boys are better at “hard mastery” while girls are “soft masters,” 
favoring interaction and bricolage (Turkle, 1995). And since “hard 
mastery” remains the paradigm for technology, boys are rewarded more 
often and more highly, even though girls’ methods are also successful. 
This early “technological socialization” is probably more responsible 
for women’s reluctance to engage with technology than their different 
methods of engagement might be. (Turkle attributed the two forms of 
mastery to hard-wired cognitive differences between the sexes. Cultur-
ally constructed norms of how “good little boys” and “good little girls” 
are supposed to behave is almost certainly an equally important factor.)

But despite cultural conditioning, there are also comforts that 
accompany the reluctance or downright refusal to engage with technol-
ogy that are specific to the academy. The academic body, particularly in 
the humanities, does not get its hands dirty. Working with technology 
is not only gendered male, but it is still often considered a “support” 
service. The work of the academic is done with the mind, not the body. 
Although this prevailing attitude is changing, in many places it is still as 
culturally acceptable, even expected, for an academic, male or female, to 

say, “I’m not good with computers,” as it is for an employee of Technol-
ogy Services to say, “I’m no good at English.”

In her keynote speech at the Conference on College Composition 
and Communication, Cynthia Selfe (1999) pointed out that the 
problem with using either technophobia or “It’s not my job” as excuses 
for refusing to engage with technology is that, if we refuse, someone 
else will be in charge of how technology is used, how the design and 
structure of hardware and software are developed, and how women 
are represented on-line. Designing interactive digital media enacts a 
feminist pedagogy by appropriating and affirming the importance of 
practice as an integral part of conceptual and theoretical traditions in 
“productive arts” such as medicine, architecture . . . and rhetoric. Digital 
technologies, therefore, should take their productive place among the 
rhetorical tools that enable a multimediated techné of invention and 
intervention.

Wendy Morgan demonstrates just such a twinned invention/ 
intervention in “Monstrous Angels” (1999). Her hypermediated 
project, created explicitly to critique the “norms of mainstream episte-
mology” (p. 207) in the social sciences, exemplifies hypermediated ar-
rangement as feminist rhetorical action. Based on a print text (Troubling 
Angels: Women Living with HIV/AIDS [Lather and Smithies, 1997]) 
that itself critiqued the disembodied eye/I of ethnography through split 
text, journal entries, comments on their research and writing processes, 
and reflective “intertexts,” “Monstrous Angels” not only resituates and 
layers the original texts in a re-orderable hypermediated space, but also 
incorporates Morgan’s own commentaries, research, and links to other 
materials, additions that eventually comprised about 25% of the whole. 
Furthermore, her project was truly constructive in that readers could 
also make their own additions and comments. 
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Like LeCourt and Barnes’ project, Morgan’s is visually dense 
(with words), but does not include graphic images. Perhaps none 
were collected by the researchers, or perhaps the technology was not 
robust enough, but it might also reflect a gap between what feminist 
postmodern theories of hypertext promise, and what we have been 
willing to risk. Morgan demonstrates well how interactive digital media 
can acknowledge the “unstable, contextual, relational and provisional 
conditions” (p. 209) of research in the social sciences, and provides one 

model for constructive hypermedia and feminist practice in writing 
classrooms. Nevertheless, this example relies on the (re)arrangement and 
juxtaposition of words to locate a material multiplicity. Our model for 
the design of more constructive, multimodal, interactive digital media 
that fully realize the epistemological potential of visual arrangement 
remains the promiscuously visible and material technology of multiplic-
ity: the Wunderkammer. 
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Wunderkammer as Thought Engine
In the museum of Mr. John Tradescant are the following things: first in the courtyard there lie two 

ribs of a whale, also a very ingenious little boat of bark; then in the garden all kinds of foreign plants, 
which are to be found in a special little book which Mr. Tradescant has had printed about them. In the 

museum itself we saw a salamander, a chameleon, a pelican, a remora, a lanhado from Africa, a white 
partridge, a goose which has grown in Scotland on a tree, a flying squirrel, another squirrel like a fish, all 

kinds of bright coloured birds from India, a number of things changed into stone, amongst others a piece 
of human flesh on a bone, gourds, olives, a piece of wood, an ape’s head, a cheese etc.; all kinds of shells, 

the hand of a mermaid, the hand of a mummy, a very natural wax hand under glass, all kinds of precious 
stones, coins, a picture wrought in feathers, a small piece of wood from the cross of Christ, pictures in 

perspective of Henry IV and Louis XIII of France, who are shown, as in nature, on a polished steel mirror 
when this is held against the middle of the picture, a little box in which a landscape is seen in perspec-

tive, pictures from the church of S. Sophia in Constantinople copied by a Jew into a book, two cups of 
‘rinocerode’, a cup of an E. Indian alcedo which is a kind of unicorn, many Turkish and other foreign shoes 

and boots, a sea parrot, a toad-fish, an elk’s hoof with three claws, a bat as large as a pigeon, a human bone 
weighing 42 lbs, Indian arrows such as are used by the executioners in the West Indies - when a man is 

condemned to death, they lay open his back with them and he dies of it - an instrument used by the Jews 
in circumcision, some very light wood from Africa, the robe of the King of Virginia, a few goblets of agate, 

a girdle such as the Turks wear in Jerusalem, the passion of Christ carved very daintily on a plumstone, a 
large magnet stone, a S. Francis in wax under glass, as also a S. Jerome, the Pater Noster of Pope Gregory 

XV, pipes from the East and West Indies, a stone found in the West Indies in the water, whereon are 
graven Jesus, Mary and Joseph, a beautiful present from the Duke of Buckingham, which was of gold and 

diamonds affixed to a feather by which the four elements were signified, Isidor’s MS of de natura hominis, 
a scourge with which Charles V is said to have scourged himself, a hat band of snake bones. 

(Georg Christoph Stirn, quoted in MacGregor, 1983, p. 21) 4.4 The Augsburg Kunstschränke, designed and built 
under the direction of Philipp Hainhofer, presented to 
Gustav Adolfus of Sweden in 1632.
Hainhofer not only oversaw the construction of the 
cabinet; he was also responsible for collecting and 
arranging the more than 1,000 artifacts it contained. 
In this example, the cabinet itself is as much a won-
der as the objects it contained. Click on image for 
web tour of the cabinet, housed at the University of 
Uppsala.
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With these words, Georg Christoph Stirn described 
his 1638 visit to The Ark, John Tradescant the Elder’s 
collection of naturalia and artifacta in South Lambeth, 
near London. Tradescant’s “closett of rarities” became 
the foundation of the Ashmolean Museum in Oxford, 
still open to the public today, and still free for visitors.

Tradescant’s collection, and the space he created 
for it, was an example of a Wunderkammer, or chamber 
of marvels. Also called Wunderschränke, Kunsträume, 
cabinets des curiosités, or simply curiosity cabinets, these 
cupboards, closets, and rooms were the precursors to 
modern museums of art and natural history. Their ency-
clopaedic nature and overwhelming abundance of exotic 
and unusual specimens represented both a practice and 
an aesthetic of collecting and scholarly investigation in 
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.

The Ark of Tradescant, embodied in the items 
catalogued by Stirn and invoked by this illustration 
from Imperato’s 1599 Dell’Historia Naturale (Figure 
4.5), is in many ways prototypical of Wunderkammern 

in the radical abundance and diversity of its collections. The contents and categories 
of Wunderkammern included specimens that were natural and man-made, gigantic 
and minute, religious and magical, local and exotic. Some included the clothing and 
tools of primitive peoples, or the jewels and armor of powerful people, or the crosses 
and daggers of famous (and infamous) people. Some artifacts required optical devices 
(themselves objects of fascination) in order to be made sense of. 

Stirn’s description also alludes to the categories by which the items in The Ark were 
classified, displayed and catalogued. In effect, Wunderkammern exemplify the 

	  

4.5 Wunderkammer, double plate 
from Ferrante Imperato, Dell’Historia 
Naturale . . . , 1599.
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4.6 Pre-Colombian gold artifacts (top), Northwest Coast Indian clothing (middle), American beetles (bot-
tom), all in the collections of the Field Museum in Chicago. The museum was incorporated as the Colum-
bian Museum of Chicago in 1893; its mission was the “accumulation and dissemination of knowledge, and 
the preservation and exhibition of objects illustrating art, archaeology, science and history” (Field, n.p.). 
It was renamed the Field Museum of Natural History in honor of Marshall Field, who financed numerous 
archeological expeditions on its behalf. Photographs by Perosha (2010). Click images to enlarge.

confident pre-Enlightenment belief in mankind’s ability to acquire universal knowledge, and his con-
comitant belief in his ability to exert power and control within that universe.

It is important to acknowledge here that the natural and human artifacts sought by explorers and 
their collector patrons during the Renaissance and the Enlightenment cannot be separated from the 
cultural imperialism of European thought and the political and mercantile imperialism of European 
nation states. Many expeditions were sponsored by powerful institutions and governments, and were 
often merely adjuncts to the spread of Western colonialism through much of the “undeveloped” (but 
not uninhabited) world. For example, among the patrons of John Tradescant the Elder’s collections were 
George Villiers, Duke of Buckingham, and Robert Cecil, Earl of Salisbury, who provided Tradescant 
with access to botanical and cultural specimens shipped to Great Britain by the East India Company, the 
Levant Company, the Virginia Company, and other colonial sources (London, 1983, p. 24).

The cultural history of the Wunderkammer, inevitably influenced by this dubious descent, followed 
two trajectories, distinguished first by the objects collected and then by the methods of arranging and 
displaying the collection. While most Wunderkammern contained a mix of natural and artificial objects, 
with an emphasis on the strange and unusual, those accumulated by wealthy and powerful men also 
included paintings, armor, coins, and objects made from precious metals and rare jewels, as well as the 
most expensive and hard-to-obtain natural specimens they could purchase by commission. These col-
lections of precious artifacts, sometimes called Schatzkammern (treasure chambers) to distinguish them 
from the more encyclopaedic form of the Wunderkammer, were the direct descendants of the royal and 
church treasuries of the Middle Ages (Hein, 2002, pp. 177-178). Regents and nobles spent significant 
amounts on expeditions and commissions to fill these treasuries; they were arranged with an eye to 
enhancing the prestige of their patrons, and access was gained selectively by private permission only. The 
primary purpose of Schatzkammern was to augment the status of their owners, and their contents were 
ordered and displayed to reify that privileged position.
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The purpose of the second type of Wunderkammern was less 
self-aggrandizement than wonder-induced inquiry and discovery, and 
this is the model that informs the spirit of a visual canon of arrange-
ment. These cabinets and rooms housed the idiosyncratic collections of 
scholars and autodidacts—gardeners, physicians, teachers— obsessively 
accumulated, repeatedly studied, endlessly catalogued, and proudly 
displayed. They contained animal, vegetable, and mineral specimens 
from all over the world, the more unusual, exotic, or marvelous the 
better (naturalia); man-made artifacts that included ethnographic 
specimens of clothing, combs, jewelry, tools, and ritual objects, and 
also artifacts that had been ingeniously crafted from natural materials 
like seeds, stones, and metals (artificialia); and examples of tools and 
instruments like lathes and microscopes that not only demonstrated 
man’s skill and creativity, but were often necessary to either craft or 
view other artifacts in the collection (scientifica). Although these 
collections occasionally included tributes to their makers—paintings 
of John Tradescant the Elder and Elias Ashmole hang prominently 
in the Ashmolean Museum—self-puffery was secondary to the quest 
for comprehensive knowledge, and collectors’ attempts to come to an 
understanding of what these things said about the nature of the world 
were reflected in the many ways in which they catalogued and arranged 
their collections for display. Many early Wunderkammern evidenced 
an organizational subtext that demonstrated the traditional tripartite 
hierarchy of God, Man, and Nature foregrounded in Schatzkammern: 
Man held center stage, on the one hand as the special creation of God, 
and on the other as holding dominion over Nature. But they also 
exhibited more specialized classification systems. Some were arranged 
according to currently understood botanical or zoological classifications 
(Linnaeus’ taxonomy was inspired by viewing exhibits of naturalia), 

some according to the materials—wood, leather, bone, gold—from 
which they were made. Some were arranged by points of the compass, 
some by the four elements (air, earth, fire, and water), and some by the 
four seasons. Some were classified by their magnitude of deviation from 
the norm—very large specimens (“a human bone weighing 42 lbs”), 
very small specimens (“the passion of Christ carved very daintily on a 
plumstone”), specimens with supernumerary limbs, heads, and other 
parts. Many Wunderkammern deliberately juxtaposed specimens from 
oppositional categories.

The cumulative abundance of these naturalia, artificialia, and 
scientifica were physically present together. They could be viewed from 
different perspectives, turned this way and that, arranged and rearranged 
to create new combinations, new juxtapositions, and new associations. 
Every arrangement, every classification, every insight, was provisional, 
subject to review and change. Collectors, scholars, and casual visitors 
could freely make the connections among the objects on display in ways 
that were meaningful for them: collectors and scholars by studying, 
reclassifying, and physically rearranging the groupings, and visitors by 
attending to those combinations that made the most sense to them, as 
Stirn did in his visit to Tradescant’s Ark.

The concept of the Wunderkammer and the accumulative, 
manipulative approach to learning it exemplifies make it a productive 
thought engine, an object-to-think-with (Turkle, 1995) about how to 
make use of both the visual nature and hyperlinked capacity of interac-
tive digital media as technologies with which to frame a new rhetorical 
practice of inquiry and discovery. Objects-to-think-with are tangible 
things or places that enable us to reflect concretely on abstract concepts 
and relationships. Lacan wrote that tying intricate knots in pieces of 
string led him to his speculations on the nature of the unconscious, a 
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literal entanglement of theory and practice. Mary Douglas used the 
manipulation of food according to complex Jewish dietary laws as an 
object-to-think-with about the relationship between the sacred and 
profane. In a similar fashion, many people find Freud’s references to 
slips of the tongue, despite the fact that Freud himself considered them 
relatively unimportant, to be fruitful objects-to-think-with about how 
the mind works, so fruitful in fact that they have become naturalized 
in common beliefs about the unconscious despite the waning of the 
Freudian perspective in clinical circles (pp. 48-49).

Wunderkammern are objects-to-think-with that construct an 
uncanny bridge—a material link—between the mental and physical; 
they engender wonder, a productive aporia between not-knowing 
and knowing. Thinking about and constructing hypermedia-as-
Wunderkammmer produces new objects-to-think-with about our 
slippery, provisional, fragmentary understanding of the world, a 
framework for exploration and discovery of how its seemingly disparate 

and disconnected pieces can be joined and made sensible, and thereby 
help us learn how to behave. Constructing new media, like building a 
Wunderkammer, can become an embodied pedagogical performance 
that exemplifies postmodern understandings of multiple perspectives 
and subjectivities through multilinear, multimodal arrangement (of 
hypermedia nodes, or places) and connections (links), multimediated 
paths to rhetorical action through a technology of wonder. 

Ted Nelson, a pioneer of information technology, claimed that 
“hypertext is the most basic form of text and linear textuality is a subset” 
(Landow, 1997). If this is the case, we might consider multilinearity to 
be the general case for arrangement, and hierarchical linearity to be a 
special instance of the general case; and we might further speculate that 
associative, analogical thinking demonstrated in the Wunderkammer is 
the general case for human cognition, represented in the combinatorial 
practices of early Modern thought, however incompletely understood 
at the time, and in the evolving contemporary models of the workings 
of the embodied brain. And in the same way that linearity is a special 
instance of multilinearity, computational models of cognition might 
also be only a special and limited instance of how the brain works to 
make meaning and derive rhetorical bases for action and belief. Further-
more, while we may be attuned to thinking of association and analogy 
in verbal terms, they are also deeply and fundamentally visual.

4.7 Damásio et al., 2000. Sadness. PET scan image of a human brain.
Visualization technologies like PET scanning reveal the multiple structures and 
pathways involved in acquiring and responding to stimulation by various parts 
of the brain. In this scan, red denotes areas that are significantly activated by 
self-generated sadness, and purple denotes areas of significant de-activation.
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Visual Analogy
Like binary oppositions, in which one term is inevitably devalued in relation to the other, 

when associative and analogical are opposed to analytical as modes of thinking, analytical has 
been the privileged term. Analytical thinking, so the story goes, is deep, logical, and objective, 
while associative thinking is shallow, irrational, and subjective. As with other binaries, this 
opposition is more strategic that real. The associative practice of “and . . . and . . . and” could 
as easily be characterized against the analytical “either/or” as broad and inclusive, rather than 
shallow (and exclusive), a mode based on similarity rather than difference. By the same token, 
association may be better described as non-rational, rather than irrational. Irrational implies 
absurdity, incoherence, absence of reason, whereas non-rational suggests a reason-ableness based 
on induction and inference. Finally, one of our most useful postmodern insights is the under-
standing that objectivity is just a privileged form of subjectivity, dressed up in the emperor’s new 
clothes. 

As is often the case with binaries, not only are they unable to withstand critique on their 
own terms, but they also set up a false dichotomy. It is not necessary to choose one over the 
other. There is space for dialectic and rhetoric. As Wendy Morgan (1999) points out, to suggest 
that association is inferior to analysis, yet useful as a supplement, calls into question the ad-
equacy of an analytical reasoning that requires supplementing (p. 209). Rather we should admit 
the necessity of both analysis and association as means toward a “strong objectivity” located in 
multiple but partial situated perspectives.

The (false) opposition of analysis and association brings a problem with postmodernity into 
high reflief: the infinite regression of difference versus the sympathetic connection of similarity. 
Stafford (1996) laments the deleterious effect of postmodernism in creating an environment in 

4.8 Greg Elms, Palm reader with readings, Chennai, India (top); Alain Evard, Posters announcing Diane 
Dufresne’s album, Détournement Majeur, Montreal (middle); Izzet Keribar, Praying at the Western Wall, 
Jerusalem (bottom). Potential grounds for visual association and analogy include size, shape, scale, color, 
repetition, the human figure, and the activities of reading (palms, posters, papers, prayer books). Click 
images to enlarge.
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which “differences cannot be honorably reconciled,” an atmosphere that 
is so intent on reifying difference that we are unable to imagine how 
“alien things [might be] sympathetically joined” (p. 202). In response 
to postmodernism’s “narcissism of minor difference,” Stafford proposes 
visual analogy as a mode of associational construction of knowledge. 
In an age of otherness, of assertive identity, “we possess no language for 
talking about resemblance, only an exaggerated awareness of difference” 
(1999, p. 10). Where postmodernism underscores rupture and discon-
tinuity, visual analogy can construct liaisons in “areas of contemporary 
life that cry out for fine-grained formulations of resemblance and 
distinction” (p. 30). 

4.9 Human hand effigy, Hopewell culture, Hopewell Mound Group, Ross County, Ohio, 
100 BCE–400 CE. Photograph by Jason Cannon.
Representations of hands occur across history and across cultures, a powerful evoca-
tion of what it means to be human. I first encountered this iconic mica example in the 
Field Museum in Chicago in the 1980s, where it was displayed among other artifacts of 
the Ohio Moundbuilders. A few visits later, it had been moved to a glass vitrine at the 
entrance to the North American Indian gallery, where visitors could walk around it and 
experience the full effect of its translucence. As it changed contexts, it acquired new 
meanings, from its original context as an artifact of Hopewell culture, to its place in a 
diorama of disparate native North American objects, to its pride of place as a totem of 
native American aesthetics. Its meaning also changed in relation to other hands in other 
places. And closer inspection raised questions about its making, about its survival, about 
the function of two small holes in its palm.
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Stafford draws on the two complementary meanings of analogy, that of proportionality 
and that of participation. Proportion speaks to the ratios between two things, the identification 
of difference that can only come from a prior understanding of resemblance; participation 
describes the inferential understanding that if two things are similar in one way, it is likely that 
they will be similar in others. From these she derives her definition of analogy as “the vision of 
ordered relationships articulated as similarity-in-difference” (p. 9). 

Although Stafford does not argue that an analogical epistemology is a specifically feminist 
approach, it clearly shares characteristics with other feminist practices, including its desire to 
find meaning in kinship and collaboration, and its insistence on making its meaning through 
material and visual improvisation. As Stafford notes, “It requires perspicuity to see what kinds 
of adjustments need to be made between uneven cases to achieve a tentative harmony. It also 
presupposes discernment to discover the relevant likeness in unlike things” (p. 3). These are 
visual practices, grounded in the particular, the material, the embodied account. By analogy, 
the Wunderkammer in the seventeenth century and the contemporary Internet are organically 
connected in their promiscuous visibility and associative sprawl, and here again we find a 
connection between wonder and hypermedia. Both are visual technologies, both require the 
arrangement and rearrangement of elements to make (provisional) meaning, and both depend 
on the “mind’s positive tendency to discover affinities” (1996, p. 203).

Visual analogy as a method of arrangement requires manipulations and multiple re-
stagings, and this is neither an easy nor a comfortable process. Craig Stroupe (2004) notes 
the dissonances that emerge in the gaps between visual and verbal rhetorical conventions, but 
describes them as “creative irritants” (p. 244). By revealing “interpretive dilemmas and cultural 
instabilities that exist socially beneath the veneer of appropriate assumptions . . . at any moment 
in history” (p. 245), they force us to construct dialogic, analogical bridges between words and 
images, and images and images, whose relationships are not merely illustrative. It is difficult 
to sustain this kind of inquiry, yet postponing judgment and actively plumbing these gaps for 
multiple meanings and perspectives provides a strong foundation for principled rhetorical 
action.

4.10 Buddha’s hand (photograph by rumple-
teaser); Cave of the Hands (Mariano); Entrust 
(Pescod); X-ray hand (Yamashita); Sign 
(unknown); Uncle Sam (Flagg); Turkish fist 
bump (Dombrowski); tattooed hand (Kadri); 
Hand of Fatima (cbertel); Heart-in-hand staff 
(Oddfellows); Are we having fun yet? 
(Kruger). Click image to play.
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Interactivity & the Line
If a Wunderkammer is both a place and a practice of intellectual inquiry, what are the 

essential qualities it possesses that pave the way for a techné of visual arrangement in interactive 
digital media, qualities that facilitate analogical discovery and enable rhetorical invention and 
principled practice? The first, of course, is visuality itself, and the ability to include images and 
motion to make manifest the material substance of a critical practice of inquiry and learning. 
The second, dependent on visuality, is embodiment, the ability to represent in context the mate-
rial conditions of and consequences for individuals and groups who may be affected by political 
and social action, but who heretofore may not have had an active voice or presence in determin-
ing that action. The third is interactivity, which in digital media includes both the means to 
manipulate and arrange evidence to discover meaningful associations and analogies, and the 
ability to navigate freely among the nodes and links of that evidence to build multilinear, 
multiperspectival understanding and knowledge. In many ways, hypermedia was a postmodern 
technology waiting to be born. Hypermediated digital texts make literal and visual the dream of 
“non-sequential writing” imagined by Nelson (1974), texts with no fixed typographic form that 
authorizes a pre-determined linear reading. Each reading/viewing, either by the person(s) who 
constructed the hypermedia or by other readers, is a unique result of individual navigational 
choices available within a multidirectional text. For Nelson, movement through hypermediated 
space would be associational rather than driven by a linear hierarchy, as in conventional printed 
texts; it would be “less monolithic truth than polyvalent discourse” (Moulthrop and Kaplan, 
1994, p. 220).

4.12 Two nodes connected 
by a unidirectional link

4.11 Shopping arcade, Leeds, 2007. Photograph 
by Axel Bruns.
Game theorist Mark Meadows (2003) differen-
tiates between the interactivities of acquiring 
information and discovering information. Librar-
ies are models for acquiring information in the 
most direct and efficient way; open-air markets 
and arcades are models for discovering “some-
thing that you don’t yet know about” (p. 178). 
In open-air markets, “a pathway is framed by 
options,” ceding more control to the visitor.
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The structure of hypermedia, the articulation of node and link, 
makes multilinearity possible. Each node or page in hypermedia is 
electronically linked to one or more other nodes, and each node may 
consist of words, images, and/or other forms and modes of information. 
The resulting networks range from the most basic—two nodes joined 
by one unidirectional link (Figure 4.12)—to complex structures with 
dozens or hundreds of nodes and scores of multiple intersecting con-

nections, illustrated here by the colophon of Mark Bernstein’s Chasing 
Our Tails (1997) (Figure 4.13).

Travelling in hypermediated space, it is the user who determines the 
path she will take, and who thereby participates in authoring the text 
that she experiences. In addition to the dispersal of author-ity between 
the designer and the reader implicit in the structure, multilinearity 
enables such postmodern attributes as polyvocality, the flattening of 

4.13 Colophon from Mark Bernstein’s 
Chasing Our Tails, 1997.
This map represents the individual lexia 
and the paths between them in a hyper-
text on the tensions between lovers of 
books and advocates of hypertext. Each 
node has one or more links, and links 
connect nodes within and among the 
four parts of the hypertext.
It is fascinating how similar this colo-
phon (created in an early version of 
StorySpace) is to the mind-maps pro-
duced in programs such as Nova-Mind, 
FreeThink, and MindManager. Advertised 
primarily as organizational rather than 
inspirational tools, however, mind-map-
ping software is almost invariably used 
to produce linear, hierarchical outlines or 
documents with little or no cross-linking 
of branches.
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Exploratory hypermedia are presentational, delivering webs of 
material to student-users which they can navigate to suit their needs and 
interests. For the most productive engagement with the available visual 
and verbal resources, students should be able to “create, change, and 
recover particular encounters with the body of knowledge, maintaining 
these encounters as versions of the material” (p. 41). Users should 
also have a sense of the body of knowledge as a whole, and be able 

hierarchies, and the inevitability of partial perspective. Hypermedia 
thus offer an alternative to the linear, rational, univocal, scholarly 
article or student essay, an alternative that makes it easier to recognize 
and incorporate alternative voices and forms of evidence and to create 
multiple perspectives, and to do so in a way that promotes inquiry and 
thoughtful judgment rather than a sequential march of traditional 
logocentric sources in support of a foregone conclusion. Hypermedia 
becomes “a cardinal technology,” a tool for “working at traditional tasks 
[like the academic essay] that [has] the effect of changing the tasks 
themselves” ( Joyce, 1995a, p. 39). Designing and exploring hypermedia, 
like arranging and exploring the objects in a Wunderkammer, has the 
potential to transform the linear topologies of reading and writing into 
meditative, often surprising, performances of discovery and thought.

Early uses of hypermedia in English Studies included hypertext 
fiction ( Joyce, 1990; Moulthrop, 1991); interactive databases of 
texts and commentaries (The Victorian Web, 1987-present); and the 
work of Michael Joyce, Bernstein and others with Storyspace and 
Hypercard in writing and literature classes. Joyce, an early designer 
and theorist of hypermedia, identified two forms of hypertext for the 
classroom: exploratory and constructive (1995a, pp. 40-49). (I use the 
term “hypertext” here because in the early 1990s, processor speed and 
memory limitations effectively restricted Joyce’s students’ digital media 
production to text; however, the principles of exploratory and construc-
tive hypertext apply equally well to contemporary multimedia.)  

4.14 Facebook Friend Wheel, 2010.
Visualization of social network in which “friends” are arranged 
around the perimeter, and also linked to one another through their 
own “friend” connections.
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to construct alternate representations of the whole and of their own 
path(s) through it. Joyce supported this model of interactive learning, 
but proposed a second, constructive use even more conducive to inven-
tion and learning. Constructive hypermedia are primarily for designers 
rather than users, at least initially. In constructive hypermedia, writer/
designers “develop a body of information that they map according to 
their needs, their interests, and the transformations they discover as 
they invent, gather, and act upon information” (p. 42). Even more than 
in exploratory hypermedia, the ability to map constructive hypermedia 
in different ways, and to create, change, and act on emerging insights 
as the work evolves, is essential, as is being able to recover alternate 
pathways. Traces of the designer’s encounters with the growing body 
of knowledge are “versions of what they are becoming, a structure for 
what does not yet exist” (p. 42). Jay Bolter’s term “topographic writing” 
(2001, p. 36) gets at the intertwingling of content and form implicit in 
these constructive hypermedia, structures of word and image that can 
be arranged and re-arranged, and have no comparable equivalent on the 
page; and it also reinforces both the power of the link as a heuristic and 
the importance of seeing the structure—both nodes and links—as it 
evolves.

Exploratory and constructive hypermedia may in some cases 
describe the same text; well-designed constructive hypermedia often 
make excellent exploratory hypermedia. Yet interactivity is not in and 
of itself productive of thoughtful inquiry. Interactivity, according to 
Meadows (2003), is “based on fascination and captivation” (p. 44), 
like a Wunderkammer. It is an iterative process through which the 
inter-actor is drawn ever more deeply into the system. For Meadows, 
these systems are the digital narratives of which he writes; yet it also 

describes the more-or-less dynamic relationship between users and other 
media. Meadows identifies four steps of interactivity. The first, observa-
tion, consists of an assessment of the first level of the media object, 
determining whether it has “moving parts” (buttons, text, images), 
and how they might work. In the second step, exploration, the reader 
“does something” to figure out through serendipitous discovery what 
is possible. The third step is modification, in which the reader makes a 
change and connects it to the larger context of the system, increasing the 
level of interaction. Finally, through reciprocal change, “the system tries 
to change the reader” (p. 45). Reciprocal change (the user changes the 
system and the system changes the user) is key to hypermedia designed 
for inquiry, as the indeterminacy of reciprocal change engages the user 
more and more intensely.

Composing technologies are tools that suggest and reward 
particular ways of doing and thinking. Each has its own affordances and 
constraints. But if the goal of constructive hypermedia in an academic 
setting is inquiry and reflective understanding—in other words, if its 
motivating force is wonder—then its interactive design and use enacts a 
rhetorical techné: the process of collecting and arranging will take time, 
re-arranging and evaluating will take more time, and both will require 
reflection, cognitive engagement, and a willingness to defer closure as 
ideas and connections percolate.

Unfortunately there are obstacles to a constructive practice of 
writing and thinking in hypermedia: the persistence of the traditional 
linear, logocentric patterns for writing discussed previously, and the 
insistence on efficiency and speed as primary criteria for navigation of 
interactive digital media that has leached into university handbooks and 
textbooks from commercial guides for web design.
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Escaping Printland
Criteria for linking in interactive digital media should be, as we would expect for written 

argument and analysis, systematically and intimately connected to the rhetorical situation: 
What is the purpose of the media project? Who is the audience and what are their needs? What 
is the larger context of its use? In sum, what sort of navigational strategies will support the most 
potent use of the digital environment, given the purpose, audience, and context of use? But 
a look at guidelines for navigational design in the popular press, technical communication publi-
cations, and handbooks and guides for university writing students suggests that the rhetorical 
situation of hypermedia (if considered at all) is imagined very narrowly. One might easily 
infer from many of these sources that the only purpose of hypermediated linking is to provide 
information efficiently and transparently, and that the only desire of the viewer is to find and 
act on that information as quickly and easily as possible. The criterion of efficiency is measured 
in time: How quickly can the viewer find the information she seeks, and then act on it? How 
quickly can she locate the price of The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People on Amazon and 
order two copies? How fast can she find the definition of “plagiarism” and paste it into her 
paper? The criterion of transparency is measured in degree of cognitive engagement: How easily 
can the viewer, with a minimum of effort and no confusion, accomplish her goal? How clear and 
unambiguous are the links that will help her buy that book, add Inception to her Netflix queue, 
or make a donation to her party’s congressional candidate?

The sense that hypermedia navigation should always be clean and clear and quick is per-
vasive, and this spills over from the online world of commerce, and also from the conventions 
of print media. Commercial websites have a vested interest in making our experience there as 
“painless” as possible; navigating those sites is rarely designed to be a cognitive act. In much the 
same way, signposts for navigating print texts follow relatively inflexible visual and spatial rules 
for the micro-level navigational elements of pages, including sentence and paragraph structure, 
the use of white space and numbering, and the placement of images. Similar standards exist at 
the macro-level for books, journals, newspapers, etc., including the design and placement of 
title page information, tables of contents, endnotes, and indices. These design criteria use the 

4.15 Eugen Gomringer, Schweigen (Silence), 
1954; Edvard Munch, The Scream, 1893.
“In a literate culture,” Richard Lanham (1993) 
wrote, “our concept of meaning itself . . . 
depends on this radical act of typographical 
simplification. No pictures; no color; strict order 
of left to right then down one line; no type 
changes; no interaction; no revision” (pp. 33-
34). Such typography is for looking through, 
rather than looking at. In a visual culture, we 
can see that these are not mutually exclusive; 
complex meaning can be made from the oscilla-
tion between surface and depth for both words 
and images.

schweigen schweigen schweigen
schweigen schweigen schweigen
schweigen schweigen schweigen
schweigen schweigen schweigen
schweigen schweigen schweigen
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visual organization of pages and books to control strategies for moving 
through them. Here again, the expectation is that navigation should be 
easy, fast, and predictable.  

The order of books has become so naturalized that it is no longer 
present to us. We do not have to think about how to navigate a book, 
how to find our way around it in a productive way. Its form has become 
transparent. Richard Lanham (1993) refers to this as “looking through” 
the apparently transparent medium of print to the supposed “reality” 
beneath the text (pp. 79-84). Book design—the order of pages, and 
the order of the words on those pages—is intended by authors and 
publishers to guide the reader invisibly but firmly through the text in a 
specific sequence. As Anne Wysocki (1998) points out, this invisibility 
is the product of a belief that we too should “look through” the abstract 
letters on the page to their true, Platonic meaning. She identifies five 

principles of typographic design gleaned from her analysis of classic 
texts by Robert Bringhurst, Adrian Wilson, Jan Tschichold and others:

… The words on the page are to approach immateriality;
… Words are to appear on the page so that they visually convey our 

sense of what knowledge is;
… The printed books that result from the desire to see ideally are 

to have words that melt into even, repeated lines on evenly 
presented pages;

… Such repetitions and homogenization of form keep books from 
calling any attention to themselves;

… There should therefore be no decoration. (n.p.)
As corroborating evidence, Wysocki illustrates how typographers 

exemplified these principles in their own texts, as shown in the two 
examples below (Figure 4.16; emphasis added by Wysocki).

4.16 From Adrian Wilson, The Design of Books, 
1993 (left); from Robert Bringhurst, The Elements 
of Typographic Style, 1992 (right) (Wysocki, 1998).
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Our encounters with new media create a heightened awareness 
of the constructedness of cultural artifacts, including the alphabet 
and the book, that calls into question the putative “naturalness” and 
transparency claimed for print. After all, Western printed forms are not 
natural for people who write using pictographs, nor are they natural 
for people who read their texts right to left, or in vertical rather than 
horizontal lines. And this leads us to wonder whose interests are being 
served by claiming that the established rules we follow for print and 
page design are universally “correct.” Wysocki addresses this question 
by proposing that “the visual order of books makes those of us who read 
desire to be rational, internalized, homogeneous individuals who see 
the world in a standardized, numerical, scientific, manner” (n.p.). But, 
of course, this insight motivates us to look for and discover other social 

and cultural conventions that are designed to monitor our behavior. The 
burkha, the nun’s habit, and the plain dress of the Amish create and are 
created by a particular way of being in the world. The ceremonies of our 
lives—baptisms, graduations, weddings, and funerals—all come with a 
set of cultural expectations for how to participate. The order of printed 
books is no less a social technology than are more overt social and 
cultural practices. But arguing against the desirability of transparency 
for the design of/on the page resists critique. Questioning it with words 
that follow the conventional principles of typographic order would 
seem to negate the question. Questioning it with words (or images) that 
flout those principles risks one’s argument being dismissed as frivolous, 
immature, or ignorant.

Fortunately, the comparative newness and strangeness of hyperme-
dia force us to oscillate between “looking at” and “looking through” the 
medium, and make us notice that shape and structure work in concert 
with content to make meaning. While a linear, sequential order of 
words predominates in expository and analytical print forms like the 
conventional academic article or essay, digital hypermedia have the 
capacity to be visually dynamic and spatially diverse. Instead of line and 
propositional sequence, we have at hand webs, nets, trees, patchworks, 
labyrinths, rhizomes, mosaics, collage, montage, bricolage, and other 

4.17 Boustrophedon writing, Greece, fifth century BCE. Photograph by PRA.
In boustrophedon, the letters are written left to right, then right to left, on alternate lines. 
The name derives from the Greek words for “ox” and “turning,” as it mimics the path of an ox 
ploughing a field. In this example, letters on the right-to-left lines are also written backward. 
Another form of boustrophedon turns the entire alternate line upside down, requiring the 
reader to turn the tablet. Click image to enlarge.
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patterns and strategies of visual arrangement that are more common 
to the visual and applied arts. Arrangement aggressively re-asserts itself 
in hypermedia, even when the content is primarily alphabetic text, and 
makes it impossible to ignore the design and dismiss the electronic 
spaces of interactive digital media as merely containers for meaning. 
If the practice of seeking visual analogies in hypermedia is a process of 
discovering similarities and affinities that make meaning, then arrange-
ment, and a corresponding practice of associative linking, should also 
reveal multiple possibilities for meaningful discovery.

Of course, linear propositional logic is itself a pattern, an arrange-
ment, with an important intellectual history that has served us well and 
will continue to do so. But given the current high visibility of digital 
media as rhetoric and composition scholars rethink their communica-
tive practices, one might expect a strong challenge to conventionalized 
print and commercial standards for the visual and structural design of 
hypermedia. Certainly the theoretical claims for hypermedia as sym-
bolic of postmodern culture suggest that intertextuality, indeterminacy, 
and multiplicity might be foregrounded since, as Jay Bolter and Richard 
Grusin argue, a new medium “promises to reform its predecessors by 
offering a more immediate or authentic experience” (2000, p. 19). 

But media are invented, designed, and used in a cultural complex 
of economic, social, political, and aesthetic factors which apply a strong 
conservative brake. Try as they might to escape the gravitational pull 
of their predecessors, new media often fall back into a nearby orbit. 
Revolutionary claims have been made for other new technologies 
that have eventually re-inscribed culturally constructed norms. The 
typewriter, the telephone, the microwave oven, the birth-control 
pill—all were heralded as technological breakthroughs that would 
make work more efficient and more pleasant, and would give their users 

more leisure time and autonomy. Instead, they have become devices 
through which commercial and institutional interests exert ever more 
control over countless lives and bodies (Wajcman, 1991). Discourses of 
and about other technologies have progressed in similar fashion, from 
emancipatory promise to constricted reality.

Design criteria for hypermedia intended for simple information 
retrieval should differ from design criteria for hypermedia fiction, and 
both should differ from criteria for hypermedia constructed to assist 
academic inquiry and invention and make scholarly contributions to 
the field. But conservative practices have often uncritically mapped 
old standards for academic essays onto hypermediated spaces—a 
continuation of our long history of using print conventions to monitor 
order—and the rapid colonization of the web by commercial and 
corporate interests has resulted in ubiquitous standards for the design 
of hypermedia that deny the particularity of its uses and users and insist 
on decontextualized, disembodied standards of corporate efficiency and 
uniformity. 

Despite the enthusiasm in rhetoric and composition studies for 
incorporating hypermediated web pages, social media, and other digital 
projects into the writing curriculum, popular handbooks tend to insist 
that navigation and design in hypermedia, like print, should be as simple 
and inconspicuous as possible. Diana Hacker’s A Writers’ Reference 
added a section on web design in 2003 that recommended design which 
does not call attention to itself: “Repeat design elements so visitors 
will feel at home: Place navigational aids consistently, and use constant 
background colors, fonts, visual motifs, and formatting” (p. 77). 
Another popular text, Lester Faigley’s Little Penguin Handbook (2009), 
contains an extensive section on web design, and he too suggests that 
design should be unobtrusive, unified, consistent. Like print. “Clutter 
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creeps into less extensive websites through decorative images that do 
not contribute to the content, distracting backgrounds, sprawling text 
that runs across the screen, and annoying animations” (p. 157). While it 
is true that “sprawling text” (lines of print running the full width of the 
screen) is difficult to read on today’s screens, without any guidelines or 
encouragement to use rhetorically effective visual content and arrange-
ment, Faigley’s warnings imply that noticeable visual design is bad visual 
design. 

Guides such as these encourage a design model that imitates 
traditional academic criteria for page layout, particularly its logocentric 
insistence that visual content gets in the way of the “true” meaning 
contained in the words on the screen. Of course, handbooks provide 
guidelines primarily for novice writers, and a more comprehensive text 
could explore the nuances of rhetorical web design and arrangement 
more thoroughly. Nevertheless, these novices are being enculturated 
into an academic mistrust of visual design that will need to be unlearned 
later. 

The online Yale C/AIM Web Style Guide (Lynch and Horton, 
2009) posits a different kind of user, not an academic novice but one 
identical to the consumer-user invoked by Nielsen and other popular 
web design gurus. The C/AIM Guide clearly follows the principles of 
efficiency and transparency from the commercial information model: 
“Clear, consistent icons, graphic identity schemes, and graphic or 
text-based overview and summary screens can give the user confidence 
that they can find what they are looking for without wasting time” 
(n.p.), and later, “Users want to get information in the fewest possible 
steps.” In the section on bandwidth we find, “Users will not tolerate 
long delays,” and “Your interface metaphors should be simple, familiar, 

4.18 Screenshot from Introduction to Cardiothoracic Imaging (detail), written 
and designed by C. Carl Jaffee and Patrick Lynch, and winner of the 2005 
Pirelli Prize for multimedia communication of science and technology.
Lynch, co-author of the Yale C/AIM Web Style Guide, is a medical illustra-
tor and award-winning designer of informative and aesthetically pleasing 
webtexts. They are brilliantly designed for their purpose (teaching surgical 
anatomy and procedures) and their audience (medical professionals). But the 
principles of navigation necessary for communicating empirical information 
are often incompatible with strategies appropriate for intellectual inquiry and 
invention.
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and logical,” and “The best information designs are never noticed.” And 
the giveaway: “To convince your users that what you have to offer is 
accurate and reliable, you will need to design your Web site as carefully 
as you would any other type of corporate [emphasis mine] communica-
tion.” In these examples, and many more, it is clear that the interface is 
meant to disappear, revealing the sought-after information beneath.

The problem with using either the linear print logic of the scholarly 
article or the economically-motivated linking of commercial or corpo-

rate websites as models for developing our own scholarly performances 
in new media, or for the work that we ask our students to do, is that 
they are based on a model of efficient and transparent information 
transfer that strips away the embodied materiality of the writer/designer 
and of the “information” with which she interacts. Criteria of efficiency 
and transparency are antithetical to a process of emerging intelligibility 
that nurtures thoughtful inquiry. We must look elsewhere for a rhetoric 
of the link that is conducive to a techné of wondering.
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Pause . . . <Click> . . . Pause
Hypermediated spaces, created for different purposes and directed toward different 

audiences, should contain links that are visually and cognitively appropriate for their specific 
rhetorical situation. Three examples: On an interactive DVD designed for children and titled 
The Animal Life of Sub-Saharan Africa, a link to the section on zebras might reasonably include 
an image of a zebra for a child to click. In an online database for ecologists containing a broad 
range of statistical information on habitat change, the blue, underlined word “Zebra” would 
suffice. And on a website published by People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals about the 
conditions of zebra enclosures in zoos, the opening screen might consist of a large, graphic 
photograph of those conditions that functions as an image map for links to further visual or 
verbal information and directions on how to donate money or write a letter of protest. In each 
case, the audience (children, ecologists, animal rights advocates) and the purpose (to satisfy 
curiosity, to provide useful data, to encourage activism) dictate the form of the link. But each of 
these requires a different level of cognitive engagement. For the ecologist, who expects/desires 
that the link leads directly to the data she is seeking, engagement (with the link) is minimal. 
For the child, whose response is based on both recognition and wonder, engagement is more 
expansive. The animal rights activist will be even more engaged: at a sensory, embodied level by 
the image; at a semiotic level by the relationship between the image map and the destination 
of the links; and at a rhetorical level by the persuasive options provided by both image and 
links. This latter experience is more like the densely meaningful linking in constructive and 
exploratory hypertexts that Joyce (1995a) proposed as generative learning spaces, and it is more 
like the meaning-making association and analogy that are at the core of the Wunderkammer as 
both a practice and a place. 

This level of cognitive and imaginative engagement also takes more time. 
As traditional academic performances in print are remediated onto the flickering screens 

of our computers, we have an opportunity to take advantage of the affordances of interactive 
digital media to construct new models for the shape of scholarly work. And just as the Wun-
derkammer provides a model for visual and analogical thinking in digital spaces, it also provides 

4.19 Dandelion, n.d.
Cognitive engagement—becoming immersed in 
an image, an activity, or an idea—changes our 
sense of time. Like manipulated video, it slows, 
it speeds up, it rewinds, it stops; and each 
experience invites a new association and a new 
response.
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a model for interactive linking as a knowledge-making, wisdom-seeking 
activity, where the knowledge-making designer-functions (construction, 
deconstruction, and reconstruction), and the knowledge-making user-
functions (reaction, pro-action, interaction), are qualitatively different 
from the information-consuming functions (click-go, click-get) of 
commerce—where the flexible, mutable shapes of form and content 
are integral to the meaning of the text. In a digital Wunderkammer, we 
must think about linking, not as a transparent Albertian window, but as 
an often recalcitrant lock on a stubbornly opaque door. 

The distinction is in the nature of the link. Joyce’s concepts of ex-
ploratory and constructive hypertext were set aside in developing digital 
media as scholarly performance. But they survived, even thrived, in 
“creative” hypermedia, including hypermedia fiction and games, where 
the “problems” that interfered with speed and efficiency—ambiguity, 
lack of unity, deferral of meaning, multiple paths, lack of closure—were 
actually part of the appeal, and users were expected to wander and 
wonder. These are essential qualities of constructive hypermedia that 
enable inquiry and invention. And the end results of scholarly inquiry 
and invention in a digital Wunderkammer need not be arguments or 
conclusions or “if, then next” proofs, but may rather be interactive maps 
of a process that connect, in multiple ways and from multiple perspec-
tives, the discovery and elaboration of associative thought.

But for those of us who wish to take advantage of the meaning-
making potential of constructive hypermedia in our teaching and schol-
arship, the presumption that the meaning of links must be transparent 
remains problematic. George Landow (1994), an early advocate of 
hypertextual scholarship, claimed that rhetorics of departure and arrival 
“stimulate and encourage habits of relational thinking in the reader.” 
Yet he argued that readers expect links to demonstrate “purposeful, and 

above all useful relationships,” and that “Documents that disappoint 
these expectations appear particularly incoherent and non-significant” 
(p. 82-83). If he is correct that linking stimulates critical thought, then 
he should expect that the user would take some responsibility herself for 
exploring multiple relations that may give an account of the link. But 
because information-delivery websites are already so familiar, we often 
slip into the fallacy that “click-and-go” linking is somehow “natural,” the 
way things are supposed to be. Therefore most guides for hypermedia 
design continue to insist that the destination of every link must be clear 
and unambiguous, that the user should always understand completely 
what she will find “at the other end.” (Spatial metaphors abound, and 
influence our thinking about the work and time involved in making 
a link. After all, it’s not as though we’ve “wasted” more than a few 
seconds of time or calories of energy in making a link that turns out to 
be unproductive. But our perceptions about the efficiency and speed 
of the Internet color our judgment. The friction of distance impinges 
on the space of flows.) Such a design might produce information, but 
rarely knowledge. The structure of data influences meaning: meaning 
increases as data is turned into information; information is filtered 
through experience to create knowledge; and knowledge is transformed 
by understanding into wisdom (Shedroff, 2001, p. 42). 

The question, then, is how to encourage that progression from 
information to wisdom, how to add cognitive weight to the link, how to 
recover the wandering-wondering of narrative fiction and gaming for a 
techné of inquiry and invention. Here again we turn to the Wunderkam-
mer as a model, because it is not only the ability to create multiple paths 
and perspectives among objects that makes Wunderkammern such 
productive sites for research and discovery; it is also the simultaneous 
ambiguity and multiplicity of visual analogy that allows—requires—the 
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time and effort to connect, to discover relation-
ships and resemblances and make sense of their 
meaning. So, too, constructive hypermedia 
value ambiguity, lack of unity, deferral of 
meaning, multiple paths, and lack of closure, 
because each generates a productive tension, 
an aporia in the space between knowing and 
not-knowing, that truly develops relational 
thinking. It is up to the designer to try out dif-
ferent possibilities for links and to articulate the 
nature of those relationships. In this equation, 
the link is a weighty thing indeed. It embodies 
the substance that is the middle term, both 
connecting and making meaning of the places 
and people and things it connects. In construc-
tive hypermedia, it is not necessary, or even 
desirable, to (think you) know where you’re 
going. The semantic meaning of the link may be 
unclear, or it may be assumed to mean one thing 
prior to linking and turn out to mean some-
thing else after arriving, or it may not “mean” 
anything, at least not anything that makes 
immediate sense. The success of constructive 
hypermedia is measured by the extent to which 
working with/in it is generative. The experience 
may also be gauged by the pleasure it gives—the 
frisson of the unexpected; the willingness to be 
lost; the delight of discovery—which might be 
favorably compared to the ends of rhetoric, and 

4.20 Design for Prospect Park, Brooklyn, New York. Photographs by Gubantron (2008).
Frederick Law Olmstead, who designed Prospect Park with Calvert Vaux, was influenced by public 
landscape practices in Great Britain and believed that parks should provide a tranquil respite from 
crowded and unhealthy urban spaces for people from all walks of life (Olmstead, 1922). In Hy-
pertext Gardens (1998), Mark Bernstein suggests that the structure of parks and gardens, much 
like Olmstead’s Prospect and Central Parks, are models for hypertextual navigation that, through a 
“mix of regularity and irregularity,” offer “the promise of the unexpected without the threat of the 
wilderness.” Click thumbnail images to enlarge.
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which acknowledges the embodied materiality of the design and use of 
hypermedia. Thus the link participates in the dual sense of wonder: as a 
question, and as delight in discovery. 

The models and metaphors we use to represent hypermedia 
navigation determine in part what we can and cannot think or do. The 
desktop metaphor for computer screens, for example, makes us think 
of our computers as little offices, dense with files and folders and trash 
containers. Efficiency and order are priorities. But it also constructs 
the computer as part of a corporate world in a way that a different 
metaphor, say a town square (where one is expected to amble about, to 
reflect, to chat), might not. In addition, the desktop metaphor presents 
a fundamentally hierarchical structure “associated with patriarchal 
cultures and rationalistic traditions of making meaning” (Selfe and 
Selfe, 1994, p. 491). Bernstein (1998) uses another metaphor, that 
of landscape design, to think about hypermedia navigation, and asks 
how “the craft of hypertext [can] invite readers to stay, to explore, 
and to reflect?” (n.p.). He makes a case for a mix of regularity and 
irregularity in the paths through a (hypermedia) garden, punctuated 
by the occasional statuary or folly. Exploratory hypermedia are like 
gardens and parks—more oriented and orienting than wilderness, but 
less rigid and conforming than city streets. The generative quality of the 
link is measured in these analogies by the pause—loitering in the town 
square, observing from a garden bench—when reflection, re-cognition, 
and connection occur. These analogies help us to understand how 

constructive hypermedia can be designed to get full measure not just 
of the places we construct, but of the paths we take to get there. At the 
same time, they demonstrate the materiality of our experience through a 
physical instantiation of our cognitive states, and the materiality of our 
objects of knowledge through their visually embodied presence. 

In A Thousand Plateaus, Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari (1987) 
describe hypermedia as a new kind of writing distinguished by its 
“lines of flight.” These communicative lines, the paths between, and 
the information embedded at/by their intersections form an organic 
rhizome. Characterized by connectivity, heterogeneity, multiplicity, and 
rupture, rhizomatic thought-structures are relational and relentlessly 
non-hierarchical. This is yet another metaphor, one that foregrounds 
the postmodern complexity and uncertainty that inform constructive 
hypermedia. Johnson-Eilola (2004) explores this territory using Stuart 
Hall’s articulation theory. Objects have meaning (and an object can be 
a thing or a concept) not because of what they are, but because of what 
they are connected to. New connections can be forged, old connections 
broken. “Articulation theory provides a way for thinking about how 
meaning is constructed contingently, from pieces of other meanings and 
social forces that tend to prioritize one meaning over another” (p. 202). 
In each of these examples, the link establishes connections and relation-
ships that are difficult or impossible to achieve in print. The fluid and 
flexible arrangement of “objects,” literal and figurative, makes meaning 
in the complexity and scope of the “lines of flight.” 
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Difficulty, Aporia, & Cognitive Engagement
The hypermedia design criteria of efficiency and transparency are directly related to ease of 

use, which in turn reflects the relative presence or absence of cognitive engagement with the task 
of navigation. But despite the direction in which print traditions and commercial web design 
guides pushes us, scholar-designers must court ambiguity and multiplicity as we construct, and 
ask our students to construct, interactive digital media that are more than mere conduits for 
information, and that challenge the limiting linear formats of print. Designing and using such 
hypermedia to enact a situated, embodied, rhetorical techné of ethical belief or action requires 
significant cognitive engagement. In positing inquiry and engagement as critical tasks of 
hypermedia in an academic setting, we are choosing to emphasize the value of constructive over 
functional designs for hypermedia.

Builders of Wunderkammern and designers of constructive hypermedia share a com-
mitment to and delight in four recursive and repeatable activities: collecting, arranging (and 
re-arranging), reflecting, and displaying. Modeling our hypermediated digital sites of pedagogi-
cal and scholarly practice on the Wunderkammer, we would first populate them copiously with 
materials of interest, collecting articles, newspaper clippings, letters, drawings, photographs, 
animations, sounds, and other potential evidence that may relate, however obliquely, to our 
topic of study. Adalgisa Lugli (1986) notes that encyclopaedic accumulation on the order of the 
Wunderkammer was the product first of wonder or marvel (p. 110); we would hope for material 
that evokes wonder, but curiosity will do. Wonder, as Philip Fisher (2003) points out, is both 
an experience and a ready state of mind. It may be that we already have a point of view on the 
subject at hand, but for the collecting stage, it is important to accumulate material that provides 
as many perspectives and reflections on our subject as can be found. (In a digital Wunderkam-
mer, as each bit of prospective evidence is discovered, it is converted into an electronic form 
suitable for hypermedia.) This collecting activity should not be a solitary search, but one 
enhanced by collaboration and connection with colleagues and students. Early Wunderkammer 
intended for scholarly inquiry were often formed largely through gift and exchange (Lugli,         

4.21 Start Stop, 2008. Photograph by 
Nectarous. 
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p. 114), a model of collaboration that both amplifies multivocality in 
hypermedia and demonstrates an ethical stance toward inquiry. Fur-
thermore, emulating this model and collaborating with our colleagues 
and students reinforces a practice highly valued in the field of rhetoric 
and composition.  

One objection to this process of “virtual accumulation” might be 
that collecting and arranging electronic simulations of our evidence 
is not the same as populating a Wunderkammer, not the same as “the 
real thing.” And certainly being able to engage all the senses in a more 
palpable appreciation of evocative, tangible objects would be ideal. But 
this disregards the fact that even a facsimile of a person or artifact is 
more present to us than the evidence presented in previous practices 
of academic inquiry, which required us to translate and transform that 
embodied evidence into dematerialized words on the page. People, 
places, objects were all reduced to their alphabetic signifiers. While 
an electronic simulation of a photograph or an interview or a hand-
written letter is not the same as its physical presence, it is certainly 
more embodied than its alphabetic translation, and its visible presence 
makes us less able to claim that we writer/designers can speak for our 
evidence with a single voice. Interestingly, Lugli points out that there 
is a precedent for “virtual” presence: Wunderkammern intended for 
scholarly inquiry rather than personal aggrandizement were permitted 
to include “pictorial images in lieu of objects or specimens that cannot 
be materially procured but are necessary links in a classificatory chain” 
(p. 114).

The second stage in building constructive hypermedia entails 
manipulating the pieces and places in the collection, arranging and re-
arranging them to bring to light multiple possibilities for connections, 
associations, similarities-in-difference. Trying out different classification 

systems is not the same as taking a simple inventory. An arrangement, 
a classification, is a provisional attempt at making meaning; new 
additions will alter the meaning of an arrangement, and re-arranging 
according to a different set of relationships will produce different 
meanings. And in addition to experimenting with different spatial 
arrangements, the objects can also be manipulated visually—magnified, 
multiplied, reflected, super-imposed upon one another—to reveal 
further kinships.

Although it is possible that some ways of linking these disparate 
pieces of evidence will readily suggest themselves, others will not be so 
apparent; hence the need for reflecting at multiple points in the con-
struction of the project. The purpose of rhetorical inquiry is to promote 
knowledge and understanding, and it is likely that the easy connections 
are not the most useful, nor the ones that will help us discover the most 
ethical position or action for the situation at hand. In constructive 
hypermedia, the rhetoric of links is not expected to be transparent, as 
it is in informational sites. Information is just organized data, readily 
accessible. Knowledge is value(s)-added information, something that 
has to be constructed by filtering and focusing information through the 
context of our own experiences and previous understandings (Shedroff, 
2001, p. 48).

Identifying the potential connections that exist during the arrang-
ing and re-arranging stage, and the potential consequences of making 
those links, is the primary cognitive task of constructive hypermedia. 
It is difficult, and failing to immediately understand what a link might 
mean results in a kind of vertigo, a state of not-knowing that Nicholas 
Burbules (1997) connects to the experience of aporia. Getting lost in 
cyberspace for Burbules is both arriving at an unknown or unexpected 
destination (“Where am I?”), and an aporia, a gap in signification 
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(“Why am I here?”). While he is referring to the experience of using 
hypermedia, the concept applies equally to questions we must ask in 
the process of constructing them. Burbules traces his use of aporia back 
to Plato’s Meno, a dialog in which Socrates leads his student from the 
student’s misunderstanding of a proof in geometry through a series of 
questions that exposes the student’s misconception. He then takes him 
step-by-step through an alternative proof to the correct answer. The 
students’s state of not-knowing, of suspension between false certainty 
and true knowledge, is aporia, and as Burbules notes, Plato describes it 
as a physical as well as mental experience, a feeling of “being paralyzed” 
and “numb.” (It is significant that difficulty in navigating hypermedia is 
so often expressed as a bodily sensation. Johnson-Eilola [1994] speaks of 
vertigo; Stroupe [2004] of irritation.) This embodied experience bears a 
striking resemblance to Stafford’s (1999) concept of somatic cognition 
associated with visual analogy.

For Plato, the solution to aporia is the application of logic. When 
we don’t know how to proceed, logos will lead us to the Truth. Burbules 
invokes Wittgenstein to argue that while some rules for being in the 
world may be pre-existing and unchanging, most are contextual, and 
we often make them up as we go along. Choosing one way to proceed 

over another is based on an interpretation of the situation. When 
navigating the web, then, our choice of links is an interpretive act. Faced 
with conceptual ambiguity—what is the relationship between where I 
was and where I am now?—a link is not a transparent portal between 
two meaningful nodes, but a cognitive place of its own; like Deleuze 
and Guattari’s rhizomatic nomad space (1987, pp. 474-500 passim), 
what means is the journey, not the destination. Put another way, it is the 
journey, the link, the line of flight that determines the meaning of the 
places it links together; when the meaning of the link is changed, the 
meanings of the places it links are also transformed.

4.21 Skeleton keys, 2007. Photograph by Jerry Spiller.
When we assume that there is a relationship among a set of objects, as 
the key ring here leads us to believe, then we work to discover the pro-
ductive associations available. But these will be specific to the individual, 
for whom 1984 might be the title of a book, the year Apple released the 
Macintosh computer, the date of his birth, or the address of his house, 
which has a blue front door and where he lives with his brother Tom.  
The very ambiguity of the labels/links and of the categories to which 
they might belong contributes to the cognitive availability of productive 
connections.
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Burbules describes a “feeling of satisfaction in making a meaningful 
association,” in resolving the aporia. He likens it, not to Plato’s replacing 
false certainty with Truth, but to replacing the wrong way of approach-
ing a problem with the right way. I would argue that, rather than trying 
to locate the Truth or the right way, a more constructive and ethically 
supportable approach would be to hold in productive tension a number 
of possible resolutions, and the underlying warrants and material effects 
of each, before determining a provisional course of action. 

Another value in the aporia of conceptual ambiguity is the possibil-
ity of serendipity, of expecting to arrive at one destination and finding 
another, or of taking a path out of curiosity or puzzlement and discover-
ing a new connection that could not have been imagined. Rather than 
thinking of aporia as transitional, as an unsteady state that must be 
resolved, we should rather think of it as a focus on the journey rather 
than the destination, the journey at the heart of rhetorical inquiry.

The third stage of a constructive hypermedia, reflecting, is an 
opportunity to step back, look at the various structures and arrange-
ments as they have been devised, and ask critical questions that will help 
determine what positions or actions we might best take, all the while 
allowing the aporia, or state of not-knowing, to hold the alternatives 
in productive tension. Exploring each of the relationships in turn, 
we might ask whose interests are served by each arrangement? What 
principled positions are possible in each case? What are the effects on 
individuals and groups of particular actions? 

When I teach courses that include multimedia composing, I en-
courage my students to find and explore such tensions and gaps during 
the composing process, and to expose the aporia in their final projects, 
even if they ultimately resolve it. In one example from an upper-level 
course on digital media and English studies, three students worked 

together on a public service announcement, composed in Adobe Flash, 
about pet adoption. Their initial collecting consisted of dozens of 
photographs of people with their pets: pets in clothes, pets doing silly 
tricks, and pets that were somehow out of the ordinary—featuring, as in 
a Wunderkammer, anomalies of size (abnormally large, tiny, fat, furry) 
and of form (hairless, tailless, three-legged, bi-color-eyed). They also 
interviewed pet owners, conducted a survey on how people spoiled their 
pets, and obtained information and statistics on animal adoption from 
the local animal shelter. 

Their initial arrangement grouped their photographs pretty much 
as I’ve listed them above. They created quick montage shots and witty 
transitions, and they recorded a voice-over using some of their survey 
information (e.g. “77% of our respondents said they spend more than 
$250 a year on treats for their pets”). After they had organized each 
section of images to their satisfaction and added a graphic and an 
exhortation asking viewers to “Adopt a stray,” they began to work with 
their interviews. They tried snipping bits to go with each montage; they 
tried using extended excerpts between segments. Frustrated, and unable 
to make the interviews fit the photographic narrative, they decided to 
throw out the interviews and just use music. 

At this point, I asked them to return to their collections, to 
spend more time thinking about/in the gap between the images and 
interviews, which they sensed were related, but could not quite connect. 
Their epiphany—the resolution of their aporia—came as they reflected 
on whose interests were served by their digital project. Initially they 
had identified the primary beneficiaries of their work as potential 
adopters: people who would watch their PSA, see how cute and fun 
pets are, and then adopt one; the secondary beneficiaries they singled 
out were “pets in general.” But as they discussed why the interviews did 
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not seem to fit their images, they realized that in every interview, pet 
owners made statements like, “He really hates it when we dress him up 
for Halloween,” and “She’s so fat she can’t get up the stairs any more.” 
By reflecting on the aporia in the link between the images and the 
interviews, the students realized that it was the interviewees’ interests as 
pet owners, and not the interests of their pets, that were served by the 
over-indulgence evident in the images. With the pets themselves now in 
mind as their primary beneficiaries, they revised their project. Their new 
PSA began in the same way, but snippets of interviews were inserted 
over images of increasingly unhealthy-looking dogs and cats; the piece 
ended with new photographs of a pet cemetery, and a final admonition: 
“Be kind to your pets. Don’t spoil them. They’ll still love you.”

Display is the final stage in the construction of a digital 
Wunderkammer. What to this point has been a constructive space 
in which multiple paths and potential outcomes are in play must 
now be transformed into a digital space that will become the public 
scholarly performance of the collecting, arranging, and reflecting 
process. Sometimes, as was the case with my students’ public service 
announcement, the final performance is a linear display, retaining 
the multimodality of a Wunderkammer, but displaying only the path 
through the artifacts that the students determined was the most ethical.  
But other hypermediated displays might also retain the wondering, 
wandering, interactive, exploratory nature of early Wunderkammern, 
which ranged from entire palaces to relatively small, many-drawered 
cabinets. Following this model, our digitized objects and texts may be 
scattered among several virtual boxes or cupboards or drawers, but the 
space will be flexible enough, and a sense of the scope of the project 
visible enough, that connections other than those specifically linked by 
the designer are available to the viewer. Perhaps each object (an image, a 

sound, a block of text) occupies its own small window in a webbed text, 
or exists as a movable sprite in Flash. At a minimum, the viewer of this 
new exploratory hypermedia must be able to move about in ways that 
not only allow engagement with the objects and links as provided by the 
designer, but also permit new paths and new links to be discovered.

Lugli notes that copious catalogues from several collections show 
that Wunderkammer collectors “perceived the need to sort out and 
endow their collections with some semblance of order and classifica-
tion” (p. 112), but this order was not considered immutable; some 
published a number of catalogues over the years, each with different 
categorical systems. Displaying the contents of the process of scholarly 
inquiry, rather than just the results, maintains a fruitful space where new 
material can be added, new relations imagined, and new rhetorical belief 
enacted.

Is it fair to compare Wunderkammern, collections accumulated 
and catalogued over a lifetime, to the hypermedia we construct as 
professional research projects, or to the assignments students complete 
in a 10- or 15-week term? Not if the comparison is one of magnitude. 
But it is entirely appropriate if the comparison is of process. Like the 
cognitive weight of a constructive hypermedia link, the habits of mind 
of rhetorical inquiry are always under construction, and no time is too 
short to work on their development.

A final note on design: One concern voiced by scholars about 
composing with digital media is that they may lack the aesthetic or 
technical experience to design and build rhetorically effective websites 
or podcasts or Flash movies. This is not a trivial consideration. Form is 
an intrinsic part of the “argument” of any digital project, and requires 
at least as much time and thought and expertise as the rest of the 
project. That is why some of the most successful digital projects include 
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collaborations between colleagues who bring different knowledge 
sets to the table, and who can thus successfully enact both the theory 
and the practice of digital scholarship. In one example, Madeleine 
Sorapure collaborated with Patricia Webb Boyd by contributing her 
expertise in Flash to help Boyd make visible the form she had imagined 
for her Kairos article, “Pulling the Difference” (2008). The editors 
of the digital documentary site Picture Projects also collaborate with 
their contributors on their multimediated social commentaries. Soon, 
as our experience with composing digital media increases, and the 
software becomes available to do so more easily, more of us will become 
confident designer/scholars.  

Collecting, arranging, reflecting, and displaying work together 
recursively to shape epistemically active hypermedia which manifest 
feminist principles of embodied arrangement and inquiry, acting 
as both proving grounds for theoretically informed practice and as 
constructive knowledge-making spaces for our students and colleagues. 
Chapter Five will map the shapes of several such spaces—including the 
boxes of Joseph Cornell, Anne Wysocki’s “A Bookling Monument,” and 
student projects by J. P. and Austin Hart—to demonstrate the applica-
tion of these principles of Wunderkammer construction to the design 
and exploration of constructive hypermedia.
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A bove all, this chapter is about making: making hypermedia, making sense, making 
theory that explains and is explained by our making. Performative making answers Har-

away’s call not only “for pleasure in the confusion of boundaries” between human and digital, 
mind and body, reason and emotion, personal and political, but also “for responsibility in their 
construction” (1991, p. 150). ¶At this particular moment of remediation between print and 
digital media, the beliefs and ideologies that warrant claims for the primacy of linear alpha-
betic text in academic performances have become more visible, and are therefore more available 
for critique. Feminist analysis of these claims reveals that they attempt to limit the kinds of 
evidence and forms of representation that are acceptable, and thereby maintain a distanced 
disembodied standpoint from which a privileged few can claim to speak for all. Because of this 
claim of universal objectivity available to those few who have been able to set their material 
conditions aside, those who were less fortunate have long had difficulty gaining effective access 
to the public sphere. ¶When rhetorical performance is deployed as a productive technê within 
networks of interactive digital multimedia and the social practices that inform their use, it 
uncovers the interests that are served by devaluing or excluding altogether visual argument and 
hypermediated linking as tools of scholarly pedagogical performance. Visual argument is an 
embodied practice that can literally reveal the particular circumstances of those affecting and 
being affected by various rhetorical positions. Bringing these material circumstances to light 
undercuts claims of privileged access to “universal truth” and substitutes in their place an array 
of situated knowledges through which to discover more egalitarian and inclusive positions as 
grounds for rhetorical action. Analysis of earlier, putatively objective, texts such as anatomi-
cal drawings, elocution manuals, and photographs of psychiatric patients demonstrates that 
these visual representations are in fact pedagogical performances that not only inform, but also 
convey specific social and cultural values and expectations. In the same way, many contemporary 
guidelines for visual rhetorical performance (e.g. Tufte, 1990, 2006; Williams, 2008) invoke an 
audience which values above all standards of brevity and transparency that efface the maker.

Media Machines,
        Devices of Wonder

5 

Image: D. Winton, Astrolabe, 2004. 
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In addition to the use of visual representations in digital argument, 
hypermediated linking also undercuts positivist claims to universal 
truth by promoting associative, analogical knowledge-making much like 
that practiced by the makers of sixteenth-century Wunderkammern. 
When the canon of arrangement is re-imagined as an associative visual 
practice of arranging and rearranging evidence, multiple paths and 
places for rhetorical action emerge from which to choose; this discovery 
of a range of opportunities for intervention emphasizes a feminist 
regard for multiple perspectives and embodied subjectivities. And to 
reinforce the legitimacy of visual representation and of hypermediated 
linking as effective and appropriate techné of rhetorical performance, we 
can enact those performances in new media spaces.

Making constructive hypermedia is a process of mapping our 
physical and conceptual world in order to determine its meaning. 
Interactive digital media use the full potential of multimodal knowledge 
spaces where linked and movable words, images, sounds, animations, 
and other forms of information and evidence interact. I’m convinced 
of the importance of making as an epistemological act, the importance 
of visual and other sensory evidence as necessary to a full and fruitful 
epistemic space, and the necessity of embodiment as an ethical condi-
tion of the making and the made. Given these essentials, it is important 
that those of us who work with new media in our teaching and research 
represent ourselves and our scholarship with new media in new media. 

In this chapter, I explore a range of digital technologies: hyperme-
dia on the web; interactive CD-ROMs; computer-based image ma-
nipulation; animation software like Adobe Photoshop and Flash; and 
scientific devices for making and manipulating images. What these tech-
nologies have in common is that they all enable the design of scholarly 

performances which embody theory, which articulate the confluence of 
visual arrangement and embodied practice. My goal is to call attention 
to how we may engage with these artifacts and the social technologies in 
which they are embedded through a practice of “critical wonder.” I have 
argued previously that both users and designers should develop practices 
of embodied discovery by thoughtfully and imaginatively arranging and 
linking bodies of evidence. Therefore this section contains “small pieces 
loosely joined,” a phrase David Weinberger (2002) used to describe 
the Web, but which is equally applicable to the associative knowledge-
building spaces of physical and digital Wunderkammern. If, as I asserted 
earlier, Wunderkammern are productive objects-to-think-with about the 
process of associative linking as a material, embodied practice of ethical 
inquiry, then they can also be invoked as models for digital spaces 
where evidence can be manipulated and arranged toward those same 
ends of thoughtful inquiry and ethical rhetorical action. Beginning 
with an examination of the mechanical, optical, and electronic devices 
of wonder which, by making the familiar strange, help us see (and 
think) differently, I compare the visual tropes of reflection, refraction, 
repetition, distortion, and magnification deployed in both analog 
and digital Wunderkammern to their verbal rhetorical equivalents in 
order to expand our potential associative rhetorical strategies. Next, I 
explore the collages and assemblages of Joseph Cornell as analogical 
models for the principled construction of mobile, embodied rhetorical 
spaces. I conclude with a critical framework for embodying theory in 
professional hypermediated performances exemplified in “A Bookling 
Monument,” an interactive digital project by Anne Wysocki (2002), 
and in “REFORM PUNISHMENT ART?” a multimedia classroom 
project by Austin Hart (2007).
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Wunderkammer as Visual Practice
Until the end of the eighteenth century, wonder was considered “a form of learning—an 

intermediate, highly particular state akin to a sort of suspension of the mind between igno-
rance and enlightenment that marks the end of unknowing and the beginning of knowing” 
(Lugli, 1986, p. 123). And the process of assembling, examining, and arranging the contents of 
Wunderkammern (literally, chambers of wonder) epitomized this practice of wonder-induced 
learning. Wunderkammern are endlessly evocative. They speak to us of a sustained passion for 
imaginative discovery. They conjure up both broad obsession and meticulous attention to detail. 
I have discussed earlier the rooms and palaces given over to collecting, cataloguing, and display-
ing natural, artificial, and scientific wonders. But exquisite examples exist on a smaller scale as 
cabinets of curiosities that are no less compelling, small cupboards with doors and drawers and 
secret compartments filled with more diminutive delights. Of course, scale is one of the char-
acteristics by which wonder is measured. Gigantic objects like skeletons of woolly mammoths 
and miniature accomplishments like portraits of Napoleon painted on grains of rice are equally 
evocative of wonder.

Of the naturalia, artificialia, and scientifica collected in Wunderkammern, scientifica are the 
most epistemically productive. While associative and analogical manipulation and interpreta-
tion of natural and man-made wonders led to significant intellectual projects (e.g. Linnaeus’ 
classification system), the scientific apparatus housed in Wunderkammern served not only as 
fascinations in themselves, but also as the means to examine and explore other objects. Tools 
for measuring, weighing, balancing, lifting, cutting, crushing, and joining were both objects for 
display and devices for experimentation; but of most interest to us in our investigation of visual 
technologies are optical devices such as telescopes, microscopes, and distorting lenses for magni-
fying, mirroring, multiplying, and otherwise manipulating the visibility and appearance of the 
objects on display. These devices served as the articulating link, the connection between macro-
cosm and microcosm, that constructed and transformed resemblance into generous understand-
ings of the relationships of the cosmos. 

5.1 Dioptric scope, 1987. Photograph by 
author.
Produced as an “optical amusement” by Van 
Cort Instruments, this lens multiplies images 
24 times. The accompanying explanation 
reads in part: “You will find that there is an 
endless fascination to the multiple witness 
of simultaneous upright images . . . once, 
perhaps, unique only to a dragonfly.”
The ability to optically manipulate and 
change objects creates new perspectives, 
and new opportunities for analogical linking, 
that are similar to those available through 
physical manipulation and arrangement. 
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Many of the early “revealing technologies” (Stafford, 2001, p. 1) 
available to scientist and dilettante alike afforded the kinds of visual 
manipulations and arrangements made possible today with digital me-
dia. Mirrors and water globes provided additional illumination in often 
dim interiors. Convex and concave mirrors, lenses, and entire catoptric 
chambers which served to “enlarge, diminish, and distort the world” 
(Terpak, 2001, p. 256) appeared in many Wunderkammern. Magnifiers, 
spectacles, telescopes, and microscopes made previously imperceptible 
detail visible to the naked eye. Multiplying lenses, although often mar-
keted as amusements, had the effect of making many figures of one, or 
one of many, functioning as visual synecdoches and reminding us that, 
as Hankins and Silverman (1999) note:

An instrument of natural magic may reappear as a philosophical 
instrument, as an instrument of entertainment, or as a practical 
“invention” in a new guise. To understand actual scientific practice, 
we have to understand instruments, not only how they are con-

structed, but also how they are used and, more important, how they 
are regarded. (p. 221) 
Wunderkammern as models of knowledge-making existed during 

the period when “natural magic” and experimental philosophy were 
practiced side by side. Optical “tricks” like prismatic lenses and ana-
morphic images were hawked by street vendors during the same period 
(1600-1670) that Galileo Galilei and Robert Hooke were develop-
ing their discoveries with telescopes and microscopes. Whether trick 
or scientific instrument, these were made from the same materials, 
often by the same craftsmen (pp. 4-5). In addition, natural magic and 
experimental philosophy were not mutually exclusive. Jean-François 
Niceron published La Perspective Curieuse in 1638 with illustrations of 
anamorphic images that required either optical instruments (mirrors 
and prisms) or specific physical positioning in order to observe their 
effects. His anamorphs were designed both to delight and instruct; for  
example, a drawing of twelve Turkish sultans, when viewed through a 

5.2 Sebastian Delagrange wearing refracting spectacles, 2003. 
Photograph by the author.
“Space Specs,” marketed in a science museum gift shop for play, 
not learning, promise to “simulate robotic sight” and “put things 
into funky focus.” They bear a remarkable resemblance to a pair of 
ca. 1650 “multiplying spectacles” in the 
collection of the London Science Museum, 
and to these nineteenth-century spectacles 
(right, origin unknown).
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prismatic lens, revealed the head of King Louis XIII. But it also demonstrated 
that perspective was mutable, that seeing from different angles and points of 
view altered the very nature of the objects being viewed. These instruments, 
magical or scientific, were used not simply to observe, but to distort and change, 
and in the process produce new knowledge.

The devices collected and put to use in Wunderkammern were deliberately 
employed for their optical effects, but we should not overlook serendipitous 
optical juxtaposition and association that took place through accidental reflec-
tion and refraction from the myriad surfaces of display cases, boxes, bottles, and 
apothecaries, and from the objects themselves. Indeed, the twentieth-century 
British painter Francis Bacon hoped to take advantage of this effect through the 
same mechanism; he deliberately framed his thickly pigmented portraits behind 
glass so that viewers might find their own faces superimposed on his paint-
ings, just as creators and viewers of Wunderkammern often found themselves 
reflected in the displays. And today we too find ourselves juxtaposed through 
reflection with the images on our computer screens. Like the scientifica in Wun-
derkammern, digital media are “practical inventions,” imaginative descendents 
of instruments of natural magic, that we may use to multiply, magnify, mirror, 
and manipulate images and collections of images; at the same time they are also 
“philosophical instruments” which produce insight into the objects and concepts 
being explored through a rhetorical techné of manipulation and arrangement.

5.3 Mattheus Merian, De Tripl. Anim. in Corp. Vision, 1619. 
In this illustration, contemporary with the gradual transition from natural magic to 
the experimental method, it is the imagination (or wonder) that mediates between 
the world of the senses and the world of the intellect. 
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5.4 Spirals, 2008. Cyp, Golden Ratio, 2003; 
Virginia King, Koru, 2005; Loles, Spiral Stair-
case, 2006; NASA, Galaxy, 1997; Chambers 
Encyclopedia, Archimedes Screw, 1875; 
Stephen Arnold, Medusa, n.d.; Ethan Hein, 
Nautilus, 2008; Athanasius Kircher, Selenic 
Shadowdial, 1646; Josh Sullivan, Spiral, 
2005. Click image to play.
Spirals, naturally occurring forms, have 
engendered a productive wonder with off-
shoots and applications in art, mathematics, 
mechanics, and mysticism.

Visualizing the Tropes
The making of knowledge through arrangement and visual analogy in a Wunderkammer 

is a process of analogical manipulation that is deeply rhetorical. Each arrangement of objects 
creates new taxonomies—based on materials, or seasons, or humors, or the four elements, or 
even size—that carry with them unique ways of seeing and understanding the world. Designing 
these arrangements calls for visual tropes that cultivate habits of mind required to engage with 
the rhetorical devices of metaphor, metonymy, synecdoche, hyperbole, antistasis, and catachresis 
(Burbules, 1998). Discovering the analogical properties of visual arrangements has the effect of 
“putting the visible into relationship with the invisible and manifesting the effect of that mo-
mentary unison” (Stafford, 1999, pp. 23-24). And because it focuses on affinity rather than on 
difference, it is more likely to produce rhetorical effects that are collaborative and communal. 

Visual metaphor, metonymy, and synecdoche are practices that reveal in various ways 
similarities-in-difference, the critical linkages that Stafford identifies as the foundation for 
ethical action. Metaphor draws upon the participatory aspect of analogy, that if two things are 
similar in some ways, then it is likely that they will be similar in others, an insight that is critical 
to the formation of community. Metonymy and synecdoche are also participatory analogies, 
identifying affinity-through-juxtaposition and affinity as part of a whole. As with verbal tropes, 
the meaning of a visual analogy is not necessarily immediate or obvious, nor will it be identical 
for every viewer. The role of visual juxtaposition and manipulation is to provide an opportunity 
for the discovery of affinities, but chance, of course, favors the prepared; we must be looking in 
order to see.

Metaphor, metonymy, and synecdoche rely on visual arrangement and rearrangement as 
means of discovery. Hyperbole, antistasis, and the “vicious” trope catachresis require active visual 
manipulation for their effects; they bring into play the proportional aspect of analogy, which 
relies on ratios or degrees of difference which, as Stafford notes, first require a recognition of 
resemblance. Nicholas Burbules argues that it is difficult to think of hyperbole as a trope on 
the Web because the entire Web is hyperbolic, always claiming a comprehensiveness and reach 
it cannot fulfill. However, hyperbole, through visual exaggeration or magnification that often 
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focuses on scale or number, works to reveal subtleties that may have 
been overlooked, while at the same time its attempt to “fill our vision” 
throws what is not present there into even higher relief. Antistasis, be-
cause it relies on difference in context to reveal both gaps and affinities, 
is both participatory and proportional. Moving among visual contexts 
and groupings, and manipulating scale and other effects within a single 
context, antistasis uses both reflection and repetition to provoke insight.

Finally, catachresis, the (apparent) misuse of words and images, is 
perhaps the most fertile source of wonder of all, for it depends on the 
“Aha!” moment when two words, two objects that appear totally un-
related, absolutely irreconcilable with one another, are, through artful 
juxtaposition and visual distortion, suddenly joined. Burbules says this 
experience is the essence of the hyperlink:

Any two things can be linked, even a raven and a writing desk, and 
with that link, a process of semic movement begins instantaneous-
ly; the connection becomes part of a public space, a community of 
discourse, which, as others find and follow that link, creates a new 
avenue of association—beginning tropically or ironically, perhaps, 
but gradually taking on its own path of development and normal-
ization. (p. 116) 
Collin Brooke (2009) has cautioned against the “normalization” of 

metaphoric language which, over time, may be mistaken for the Truth 
of its subject, rather than a means to imagine one possible perspective 
among many. Yet metaphor, metonymy, and other figures of speech 
all began with visual, material comparison and reflection, and if the 
verbal tropes that resulted have lost their imaginative effect and become 

stale, a return to the visual can restore their rhetorical weight. Take, for 
example, the synecdochic “head of state,” so transparent now through 
everyday use as a verbal trope that we scarcely give it a thought. Re-
collected as a visual figure, however, we can more readily explore what 
kind of head we are imagining as the locus of state authority. To consider 
just three cases previously cited: Is it the reflective head that filters sen-
sory input through the imagination (Merian, 1619)? The architectural 
head whose eyes are “windows to the soul” (Kats, 1708)? Or perhaps 
the more computational head populated by busy mechanics and their 
machines (Kahn, 1926)? 

                                                                       

The physical mobility of objects in a Wunderkammer, and the cognitive 
mobility that the process of analogical visual troping implies, both foster 
associative habits of mind that can be equally well employed in the con-
struction and manipulation of digital media designed as technologies of 
wonder and discovery.

Click images to enlarge.
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Resemblance & Affinity
Analogy, like consciousness, is an embodied practice. Stafford (1999) associates visual 

analogy with somatic cognition, but points out that this embodiment of thought is based upon 
a simultaneously very old and very current view of the thinking process as combinatorial. This 
connection links the two ages of wonder and analogy: the time of the Wunderkammer and the 
time of the computer. During the period in between (from the Enlightenment to the recent 
present of the Modern), an abstract, computational model of the brain pertained that is only 
now being challenged by biologists, neurologists, linguists, and other cognitive theorists. 

The difference . . . is difference. Whereas the computational brain was purported to work 
through the identification of minute and perseverating difference, the combinatorial brain 
works through homologies and affinities, through subtle and supple similarities-in-difference, a 
feminist-inflected affirmation facilitated by “revealing technologies.”

Interestingly, when we look at the early use of such technologies as microscopes, magni-
fying globes, and refracting lenses, we do not find the hard distinctions made today between 
scientific and personal exploration, or between demonstrations mounted for instruction and 
for amusement. Learning and play did not seem such different tasks. Today the line has been 
drawn so brightly that scholars in the humanities still argue over the merits of popular culture 
and media studies as legitimate fields of study, and look suspiciously on researchers who seem to 
spend all their time “playing” with computers. 

Computers, software, and the social technologies in which they are embedded are con-
temporary devices of wonder. Like scientifica in a Wunderkammer, they are both the means for 
examining, displaying, manipulating, and understanding other artifacts, and are themselves 
objects of fascination. Interactive digital media can be designed as technologies of wonder, epis-
temically active digital Wunderkammern, spaces where we can accumulate, explore, and make 
meaning from a superabundance of visual, verbal, and auditory materials in digital formats. 
As an example, Picture Projects, based in New York, uses sound recordings, photography, and 
video technologies to look at thorny social issues; among their ventures are the Sonic Memorial 
Project (2002-2006) a compilation of sounds and voices from 9/11 created for National Public 

5.5 Darryl Erez-Hutchison, The Narcissism of 
Small Differences, 2007.
In the short stop-motion film from which this 
still was taken, Erez-Hutchison explores the 
symbiotic relationship between the ambigu-
ous figure and its shadow. Unlike the agon-
ism Freud predicts between individuals and 
groups who perceive themselves to be almost 
alike, when this figure makes contact with its 
shadow, the walls fall away, and it discovers 
they are one and the same. Click image to 
link to online video.
 

http://www.aniboom.com/animation-video/111040/The-narcissism-of-small-differences/
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Radio, and 360 degrees: Perspectives on the U.S. Criminal Justice System 
(2001-2009), which includes photographs, transcripts, interviews, 
historical background, statistics, and timelines to create a rich context 
for understanding the lives of inmates, relatives, friends, police officers, 
judges, wardens, lawyers, victims, and other individuals who become 
caught up in the criminal justice system. On the opening screen, five 
circles appear in sequence, each to the sound of a slamming cell door. 
Labeled “Stories,” “Dynamic Data,” “Resources,” “Timeline,” and 
“Dialogue,” they float slowly around the screen until the viewer moves 
her mouse and discovers that each circle is a link. Clicking on “Stories” 
reveals a row of eight unlabeled circles containing images of faces or 
buildings; choosing one face at random brings up a brief narrative of 
the drug possession conviction of Darryl Best, and the faces of five more 
people appear (see Figure 5.6). Each new face leads in turn to audio 
clips of interviews with two policemen who set up the sting operation 
which resulted in Best’s arrest; a lawyer who defends drug offenders; a 
judge who works for drug law reform; and Best’s wife, Wanda. Other 
links provide equally deep and rich information in words, numbers, im-
ages, and sound, and also the opportunity for visitors to contribute their 
own comments to the growing compendium. 

360 degrees is a working model of a digital Wunderkammer, with 
evidence collected, manipulated, and arranged in such a way as to 
encourage critical exploration and thought. Like a Wunderkammer, 
this hypermediated Flash website contains “disparate objects, gathered 

in different places and at separate times,” that must be “‘hyperlinked’ 
through the viewer’s insightful ‘jumps’” (Stafford, 1999, p. 122). Their 
rhetorical effect will accrue from the rational use of historical and statis-
tical information; the ethical use of an invitational structure that allows 
viewers to add their own interpretations, comments, and stories; and the 
empathetic use of images, voices, and embodied narratives. 

This balance among kinds of evidence and the appeals they con-
struct is essential to a structure of argument that values embodied 
persuasion and multivocal perspectives. Visual argument often contains 
a greater emotional component than verbal argument, but that cannot 
be a reason to exclude it, when both seeing and feeling are necessary for 
understanding and action. One of the enduring critiques of the use of 

5.6 Screen shot from 360 degrees: Perspectives on 
the U.S. Criminal Justice System. Click image to link to 
website.
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images in academic discourse is that images are inherently manipulative, 
that like Rose’s landscapes (1993) or Berger’s nudes (1972), they elicit 
both desire for the object and fear of contamination by it. It seems to be 
the particularity of bodies of evidence that raises fears about affective 
and emotional argument. For example, dispassionate statistics on the 
effects of mercury in industrial run-off or details about the number of 
single parents who are college students are regarded as acceptable forms 
of academic evidence; but graphic photographs of wildlife kills, video 
clips of a student-mother’s day, or the images and voices from 360 de-
grees are often judged to be cunning and inappropriate when presented 
as primary evidence for a principled position. 

Feminist analysis shows the advantages of a disembodied rhetoric 
for those whose bodies are both privileged and “unmarked,” and calls 
attention to the prerogatives that differentially accrue from the natural-
izing of objectivist, dematerialized thought. But it is also important 
to make a direct case for affect and emotion as legitimate tools of a 
rhetorical techné to counter arguments against the use of images and 
other sensory evidence. The process of ideological formation works 
through the naturalization of what are actually cultural constructs; and 
once constructs such as the family, gender/sex, and practices of religion, 
education, and government have grown to be “givens,” it becomes diffi-
cult or impossible to see or step outside of beliefs and behaviors autho-
rized by those constructs without being labeled either pathological or 
criminal. Lynn Worsham (2002) asserts that, just as socially “acceptable” 
beliefs are learned responses to the prevailing ideology, so too acceptable 
emotional behaviors, and beliefs about emotions, are learned within the 
same ideological framework. Objections to visual argument in scholarly 

performances are founded on learned beliefs about the inappropriate-
ness of emotional appeals in academic argument that have their roots in 
a disembodied Cartesian duality. Refusing the ideological binary that 
“regards emotion as reason’s other,” Worsham argues that emotion is 
instead “a tight braid of affect and judgment [emphasis added] that is 
socially and historically constructed and bodily lived.” She asserts that 
“ideologies of gender, race, class, and sexuality are properly understood, 
at least in large part, as ideologies of emotion; they provide the condi-
tions in which a primary affective mapping of the individual psyche 
occurs, one that sets the stage for all subsequent socialization” (p. 105). 
Therefore racism, heterosexism, and other “disorders of affect” cannot 
be countered solely through rational argument; it is necessary to address 
the learned emotional dispositions that sustain these “pervasive affective 
attunement[s] to the world” so that we may recognize and interrogate 
the process through which emotional responses “support the legitimacy 
of dominant interests” (p. 106). Furthermore, reframing ideological 
formations as both cognitive and emotional also exposes the linking of 
emotion with the personal and private (rather than the political and 
public) as a cultural construction.

The cultural bias toward propositional logic foregrounds the need 
for the intellectual work of rhetoric and composition to theorize pathos 
as complementary rather than subordinate to logos, to recognize image 
as partner of word, and to re-embody rhetoric and rhetorical theory as 
materially embodied and political work. Embodied visual argument 
thus becomes the critical link between emotional and rational appeals 
in the “tight braid” necessary for ethical action. Digital media offer a 
venue for just such combinatorial practices. 



5. Media Machines, Devices of Wonder   |156Delagrange • Technologies of Wonder

Visual Alchemy & Joseph Cornell
I think a lot of these specimen cases, like those little vials and so on, 
these are the kind of very humble ingredients of a visual alchemist.

Walter Hopps (2003) on Joseph Cornell

 As comprehensive and inclusive as 360 degrees: Perspectives on the U.S. Criminal Justice 
System appears to be, the range of possible people, places, words, images, and sounds that were 
considered by the designers remains opaque to the viewer, as do the design choices they consid-
ered and rejected. While visitors may still constructively explore the website to develop a basis 
for rhetorical belief and action based on their own selections, comments, and interpretations of 
the material in 360 degrees, their choices have already been limited in ways that they cannot see. 

This gap is closed when readers become composers, when users become designers, and they 
construct for themselves both a digital Wunderkammer of evidence and the potential associa-
tive connections available through arrangement and manipulation of that evidence. Burbules 
(1998) argues that bricolage and juxtaposition can be employed in the making of constructive 
hypermedia, as they are amenable to the open, rhizomatic character of the Web (pp. 106-7, 117-
20). They also intersect with other mechanisms of associative discovery in Wunderkammern. 
In a hypermediated bricolage of visual, verbal, and auditory texts, the ethos of the designer can 
be made explicit through the ready-mades and newly-mades she constructively juxtaposes, and 
the success of the project can be measured by the critical user’s perceptions of the fluidity of the 
arrangement and the communicative weight of the associative links. 

We can learn much about the reciprocal relations of reason and emotion, and about the 
epistemic nature of rhetorical arrangement, from the wonder-inducing box-logic of Joseph 
Cornell (1903-1972), the American assemblage and collage artist. Cornell’s shadow boxes—

5.7 Joseph Cornell, Cassiopoia #1, front (top) and back (bottom), 1960. 
As with many of Cornell’s assemblages, every surface, inside and outside, is provocative of both wonder and delight, 
rewarding repeated viewings with analogical insights into the connections among, in this example, astronomy, travel, 
optics, maps, motion, and the ephemeral existence of soap bubbles. Click images to enlarge.
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Wunderkammern in miniature—provide models for using bricolage 
and juxtaposition to create associative, multimodal environments that 
can be usefully applied to designing constructive, interactive, digi-
tal knowledge-making spaces. Cornell’s constructions were made of 
“found” objects; he haunted the bookstores and junk shops and street 
markets of New York City looking less for specific items than relying on 
the serendipitous discovery of artifacts he associated with his particular 
obsessions for maps, romantic opera, owls, the Medicis, and more.

Cornell’s themes appear eccentric and mysterious at first glance, 
and Joseph Janangelo (1998), like many people on their first encoun-
ter with his assemblages, found him “indiscriminate in his collections, 
recondite in his references, and arbitrary in his juxtapositions” (p. 32). 
Janangelo recognized a striking similarity between his first reaction 
to Cornell’s boxes and his initial resistance to hypertexts his students 
unexpectedly submitted instead of print-based papers. Upon further 
reflection, he noted that when considered as compositions, Cornell’s 
creative juxtaposition of objects within each box “signals a careful rhetor 
who researches his subject, composes with specific communicative in-
tentions, and endows his text with a discernible coherence” (p. 40); and 
he proposed that “[Cornell’s]work and ideas about composing suggest a 
shaping strategy that can help authors [of hypertext] transform ready-
made material into coherent and persuasive nonsequential text” (p. 31). 

In this early piece on the relationship between hypertext and 
conventional academic composition, Janangelo is prescient in recogniz-
ing that teachers should be open to other demonstrations of scholarly 
understanding than those produced through traditional linear argu-
mentation, and that “the act of selecting and linking texts is a challeng-
ing intellectual activity” (p. 27). In trying to come to terms with his first 
experience of student hypertexts and how they might be composed to 

meet academic requirements for argumentative coherence, Janangelo 
suggested that an effective hypertext author should follow a rigorously 
minimalist process: student writers should not “indulge in casual ac-
cumulation and juxtaposition of readymade materials,” but instead “[en-
gage] in attentive reading in order to develop a solid knowledge base, 
meticulous craftsmanship to insure that the links cohere, and careful 
revision in order to distill extraneous material from his work” (p. 40). 

This is effective advice if the goal of the exercise were to reproduce 
the standards and strategies of a print essay. But I would argue that 
moving too quickly to eliminate what seems peripheral or superfluous, 
whether words or images, may prematurely put an end to the epistemic 
potential of ambiguity and excess that are not only significant attributes 
of Cornell’s work but also of fruitful Wunderkammer-like environments 
for exploration and discovery in new media. Furthermore, I believe that 
ambiguity is as generative for users of hypermedia as it is for their com-
posers. New media explorations can be as provocative and persuasive as 
a Cornell box; their ambiguity encompasses the fluidity and uncertainty 
and provisional nature of any truly rhetorical situation, refusing to shut 
down what John Caputo (2005) calls the “condition of possibility of 
everything worthy and important” (p. 18).

Two strategies Cornell employed to maintain this provocative 
ambiguity included the use of “moving parts” and of accumulative visual 
layering that selectively obscured and revealed individual elements of 
his constructions. Solomon Islands (1940-42), one of a group of “travel 
boxes” that also includes the well-known Object (Roses des Vents) (1942-
1953), shows both of these strategies in full bloom. Solomon Islands 
is a wide, flat box that, when first opened, reveals a printed map of the 
Solomons pasted to the inside of the lid and a flat board into which are 
set 20 small compasses, each surrounded by a cut-paper compass star. 
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Cornell used maps of the seas and sky in many of his 
constructions, providing an abiding trope of searching and 
discovery and a micro-macro contrast within the contents 
of each box. However it is often through the manipulation 
of these contents that the box’s more complex associations 
begin to emerge. In Solomon Islands, each compass can be 
removed from the circular hole in which it sits, exposing 
tantalizing glimpses of images and objects—a cockatoo, a 
butterfly, a starfish, a coiled watch spring, two tiny packages 
tied with string—behind glass.

Many of Cornell’s constructions made use of the evoca-
tiveness of the partly-seen, using screens with holes, frosted 
glass, layered paper and wood, sand, bottled objects, and 
mirrors to provide multiple perspectives while never reveal-

5.8 In a Paris Arcade, 2010. Photograph by Lana L.
An illustration of the productive relationship among accumula-
tion, association, and the emergence of intelligible pattern is 
modeled in the interior of this Paris shop.

Cornell’s many letters, notebooks, and journals survived him, as did 
the houseful of exhaustively catalogued boxes and cases and shelves of 
clippings, cuttings, prints, soap bubble pipes, wine glasses, shells, bottles 
of sand, cork balls, and thousands of other treasures he collected for 
possible use in his intricate constructions. Through this accumulation, 
we gain extraordinary access to the world of ephemera from which he 
chose his materials, and we are also given a model of the way in which 
material might be collected and arranged in an epistemically active and 
pedagogically performative space.

ing all, insisting that the viewer both accept the ambiguity and continue 
striving to construct meaning in the gaps. In Solomon Islands, removing 
the frame that holds the compasses reveals sixteen compartments whose 
layered contents are more or less visible behind clear or colored glass, 
and which contain microcosmic selections of naturalia, artificialia, 
and scientifica connected with the discovery, exploration, and mapping 
of the islands. Through their artful arrangement, Cornell employed a 
visual alchemy that had the metonymic effect of turning base materials 
into precious, the mundane into the meaningful.
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Another example of such a space appears on the DVD The Magical 
Worlds of Joseph Cornell that accompanies the centenary celebration Jo-
seph Cornell: Shadowplay, Eterniday. Produced by the Voyager Founda-
tion, it is an extravagantly detailed account of Cornell’s work, interests, 
collections, and life. Images of Cornell’s constructions can be digitally 
rotated and taken apart. Viewers can listen to the voices of friends, crit-
ics, and curators; watch the short films Cornell made; read his letters; 
and rifle through the boxes and files of photographs, programs, music 
sheets, shells, even a tin box labeled “Pulverizings/Dust” filled with vials 
and bottles of variously colored particles. 

Yet—and this is what is important from a perspective that values 
the particularity of multiple and embodied perspectives—there is no 
definitive path through the material on this DVD, no overarching 
ideological or interpretive scrim through which the viewer is directed 
to understand Cornell’s work. It is a stunning, excessively rich, visual, 
auditory, and verbal space, an exemplar for combinatorial, knowledge-
making pedagogical performances in manipulatable, multilinear, new 
media. 

Still, by concentrating primarily on Cornell’s obsessive collecting, 
we risk succumbing to a version of aesthetic masculinity (Rose, 1993) 

5.9 Joseph Cornell, L’Egypte de Mlle Cléo de Mérode, 1940.
Like so many of Cornell’s assemblages, L’Egypte insists on interactivity, requiring that the 
box be opened and the objects within taken out, handled, and viewed from every angle in an 
unfolding experience of intellectual and sensory/sensual discovery. Click image to play. 
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in which intellectual fascination and a desire for possession are the sole 
ambitions. The significance of Cornell’s work lies in the selection and 
arrangement of the objets trouvé from which he painstakingly chose 
materials for his collages and boxes; it is that bringing-together which, 
through analogical association, produces the visual alchemical effects 
and the discovery of affinity and meaning among disparate things. We 
and our students can select from the abundance of material evidence 
we collect in the same way, then arrange those selections in interactive 
digital media to activate the discovery of similarities-in-difference that 
produce rhetorical grounds for action. 

We may also take a second lesson from Cornell, a lesson about 
re-arrangement and re-vision. Like many artists, he worked in series, 
producing variations on the themes of soap bubble toys, Medici Slot 
Machines, and celestial navigation, a model for us of the visual tropes of 
repetition and small variation, and the reason we should seek mobility 
in multimediated spaces. It was also his habit to revise individual works, 
sometimes asking people to whom he had sold or given boxes to return 
them for changes, certainly a model for introspective wondering over 
time.

Finally, we must not lose sight of the fact that Cornell’s con-
structions were “ground[ed] in the actual and the concrete,” and that 
“Cornell’s interpretation of found objects was distinctive because it also 

encompassed information—fact upon fact upon fact—that he accumu-
lated about people, events, places, and phenomena” (Hartigan, 2003, 
p. 24), a reminder that we must begin with a productive excess of mate-
rial evidence for our embodied digital projects. 

Cornell’s work reinforces the connection between making and 
knowing that is central to the techné of arrangement in composing in-
teractive digital media. Designing visual spaces is a process of discovery 
through arrangement. And so is viewing them. Cornell did not expect 
his assemblages to sit on dusty shelves; he hoped that they would be 
handled and explored. (We know this because he sometimes provided 
“instructions” for their use.) This shifts the obligation to learn by doing 
to the viewer, whose responsibility it becomes to make sense of each 
object and text. This is no less so for complex digital media pieces. View-
ers, like the owners of Cornell’s boxes, must bring to the work a desire 
to manipulate and understand the visual on its own associative terms, 
just as they would expect to engage with the persuasive qualities of 
more familiar written argument. The habits of mind developed through 
designing and viewing interactive digital Wunderkammern—habits of 
patient exploration, slow rumination, and a tolerance for ambiguity—
encourage the growth of “fine-grained formulations of resemblance and 
distinction” (Stafford, 1996, p. 30) that inform a heuristic, situated, 
mobile, and ethical techné of visual arrangement.
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Embodying Theory
In Picture Theory, W. J. T. Mitchell (1994) argues that we can make 

all kinds of claims with words about what pictures are and what they do, 
but the doubly connotative gesture of “picture theory” conjures up both 
“theory about pictures” and “pictures of theory” in a way that is unavail-
able through words; in other words (Mitchell’s words), rather than 
attempting to “master the field of visual representation with a verbal 
discourse,” we should disrupt the received “power relations of ‘discourse’ 
and ‘field’” and instead try to “picture theory” (p. 9). As examples, 
Mitchell draws on what he terms “metapictures,” including Saul Stein-
berg’s “New World” and Alain’s “Egyptian Life Class,” both cartoons 
drawn for the New Yorker; fort-da images like the variously rendered 
duck-rabbit; Velasquez’ Las Meninas; and Magritte’s The Treachery of 
Images.

Of course, this list of iconic images that the reader can neither see 
nor perhaps imagine or clearly remember, stands as evidence that names 
or descriptions of pictorial representations do not mean the same as the 
pictorial representations themselves, and no description of, for example, 
Andrea K’s self-portrait of herself taking a photograph of herself taking 
a photograph of a mirror-windowed building, can explain the compli-
cated dance of photographer and her art in the same way that 

5.11 Andrea K, Self-portrait, 2007.

this can. For Mitchell, these “pictures about pictures” place the complex relationship between 
images and their referent in high relief, and raise important questions about the nature of visual 
representation. Not that there are “real” answers to these questions. Rather the images them-
selves point to the dialectical nature of images and words, of the seeable and the sayable, that 
suggests the necessary instability of their meanings and relationships. And if these metapictures 
are themselves both the beginning of a theory of pictures and an embodiment of that theory 
manifest in the perceptual oscillation that they bring about, then we might also say that both 
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Wunderkammern and the work of Joseph Cornell bring about similar oscillations, and have 
a similar meta- effect, in large part because of their interactive mutability. Wunderkam-
mern are “worlds about worlds,” demonstrating through re-arrangement and reflection the 
partiality of any one view; and Cornell’s boxes are “art about art,” embodying perspectives 
on materials, mobility, metaphor, and use.

Given the rich potential of approaching a theory of pictures through “picturing theory,” 
and theories of world-view and art through the media of Wunderkammern and art itself, 
it seems reasonable to make the same gesture with new media and attempt (and Mitchell 
agrees that it is always only “an attempt”) to find a way toward a theory of embodied digital 
representation through “embodying theory” in new media. An early example to point to is 
Shelley Jackson’s Patchwork Girl (1995), a hypertext fiction created in Storyspace. Jackson 
fashions Mary Shelley’s monster as a woman and her maker, not Dr. Frankenstein, but Mary 
Shelley . . . and Shelley Jackson. Jackson’s dark drawings and accompanying GarishMonde 
text use “stitching” as both metaphor and hypermediated technique to comment on the 
multiple subject positions the viewer is called upon to occupy. In My Body . . . & a Wun-
derkammer, a web-based hypertext published in 1997, Jackson conducts a similar explora-
tion of identity through the associations and narratives connected to the parts of her own 
body, which the viewer enters by clicking a full-screen, labeled, white-on-black, sgraffito 
map (Figure 5.12). Choosing the toes leads to a reflection on Jackson’s childhood fantasy of 
toe-dancing: “If other bodies could do things, magical things, that I couldn’t even approxi-
mate, then a body was like a cabinet of wonders inherited from a great-aunt.” She continues:

As a matter of fact, I am making a replica of this text: a huge wooden chest in the 
shape of my body, with innumerable drawers in which I will store my findings. Some 
of the drawers will be large and c a p a c i o u s , some smaller than matchboxes. Some will be 
disguised, some will be booby-trapped. I will hide secret buttons, levers and locks in my 
carved folds and crevices. You will have to feel your way in. (n.p.)

5.12 Shelley Jackson, Whole Body (detail), 1995. 
Click image to visit website.
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Jackson takes full advantage of the potential for linking chunks of 
text, using words to carry the weight of her theoretical position on em-
bodiment (which was most often the case with early hypertexts). Yet she 
works skillfully with small graphic “body parts” and shifts in color, color 
inversion, size, font style, and positioning of her text to push the viewer 
toward seeing the words as rhetorically active images. (One of Jackson’s 
more recent projects, begun in 2003, is a 2095-word fiction titled Skin, 
each word of which is tattooed on the body of a different person who 
becomes, not the carrier or field for the word, but its embodiment. 
While not a digital project, Skin is most emphatically new media.)

5.13 Anne Wysocki, opening screen of 
“A Bookling Monument,” 2002. 
Click image to view “A Bookling Monu-
ment” in Kairos (Adobe Shockwave 
Player is required).

Each of Jackson’s works is an embodied example of what Mitchell 
calls “imagetexts, . . . composite, synthetic works (or concepts) that com-
bine image and text” (89n), which Mitchell differentiates from “image/
text,” a gap in representation such as that between the images and text 
of William Blake’s Songs of Innocence and Experience, and “image-text,” 
which refers to “the relations between the visual and verbal.”

One of the most fully realized instances of interactive digital media 
in which the visual representations of both images and words embody 
theory is Anne Wysocki’s “A Bookling Monument” (2002), which 
appeared in a special issue of the online journal Kairos on teaching 

http://kairos.technorhetoric.net/7.3/coverweb.html
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Wysocki’s words, quotations, and images develop several intercon-
nected assertions that reflect on the relationships of books to bodies in 
an age of remediation. As we explore, we gradually uncover her claim 
that traditional books, whose contents are contained and unified be-
tween two covers, inflect our sense of our unified selves, with our subjec-
tivity neatly packaged inside our skin. We also discover that representing 
this binding of book to body visually on a computer screen leads us to 
feel less comfortable with this representation. Through analyses of four 
hypermedia projects—Myst (1994), Throwing Apples at the Sun (1995), 
Red Riding Hood (2000), and The Disease Manifesto (1999)—each of 
which uses the book as a controlling trope while undermining our sense 
of what can be contained within its covers, Wysocki asks us to see books 
as potentially possessing a “less orderly, less fixed set of characteristics” 
that might cause “discomfort, if not anxiety, about diffuse, fragmented, 
flowing, non-fixed bodies and subjectivities that digital practices seem 
to be calling forth” (n.p.).

There is much more to “A Bookling Monument”; the paragraph 
above touches only glancingly on the imagetexts that open up behind 
two of the slips of paper in the opening screen. No map suggests which 
of these papers comes first, or second, or last. Nor are there hints in the 
work of the order of its making. However we may focus on two visual 
devices to demonstrate how Wysocki’s work “embodies theory.” The first 
is a visual trope I will call “in-between-ness” that unfolds in various ways 
throughout the piece. In one section, pages populate a book, but as the 
book is completed, it slowly dissolves into a lively vibrating network of 
nodes and lines. Touching a node reveals a text, but it is hard to keep 
it on the screen; we are in the process of changing the way we read, the 
way we “hold our place” in a text. In another section, streams of letters 
and numbers run through the fingers of a shimmering X-ray hand, but 

and learning in virtual spaces. This is a new media text, a scholarly 
pedagogical performance about words in books. The perspectives of 
Lev Manovich (2001), Judith Butler (1993), Don Ihde (2002), James 
Elkins (2000), Manuel Castells (2004), N. Katherine Hayles (1997), 
and others are called upon to “theorize with words” the embodied 
existence of the book and its insistent influence on the ways we “see” 
ourselves, physically and cognitively. We read Wysocki’s words too, 
but as reflective and curious, rather than argumentative or summative. 
What Wysocki shows us, though, is what we cannot see in words on a 
page—what we literally read between the lines in her text, and also what 
we learn about bodies and/as texts through her image-making that could 
not mean the same in words. In fact, there is no verbal equivalent, no 
alphabetic “first draft,” for the shape and content of Wysocki’s work in 
“A Bookling Monument.” I will explore more thoroughly two aspects of 
the text—a visual trope that binds much of her argument and an anima-
tion that enacts it—but first, an overview.

The opening screen (Figure 5.13) depicts a tight close-up of bare 
skin, perhaps a back, or a stomach. Above and behind we see tangled, 
weedy grass. Twelve loosely folded slips of paper, and a housefly, are 
scattered across this naked surface. The anomaly of this setting disturbs 
our sense of public and private, inside and outside. Whose is this naked 
body? What is it doing outside? We feel the tickle of the paper . . . and 
the fly. Moving the cursor over this screen reveals that each slip of paper 
and the fly are links; two hidden links also appear—an eye and a scar on 
the flesh. The movements of the papers and the appearance of the eye 
and scar provide more tangible evidence of materiality: we “touch” the 
eye with the cursor, and it moves, it changes, it looks back. If we click on 
the scar, it opens like a trapdoor and reveals a pulsing, beating tongue. 
The body speaks.
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we must touch between the writing/written fingers to read Silvio Gaggi 
(1997), Elkins, Castells and others on the fluid indeterminacies that lit-
erally and figuratively support our material sense of ourselves. In a third 
segment, fragmentary grey lines of text on a page are obscured by slashes 
of color moving rapidly back and forth across the screen, although we 
can catch phrases: “only visible in certain lights,” “written on the body,” 
“the palimpsest so heavily worked.” Touching the spaces between these 
lines activates moving text that speaks to new ways of reading and rep-
resentation on the screen, and new patiences and practices of memory 
that we might need to develop, and we realize that the grey text and 
moving slashes are themselves the experience of in-between the page 
and the screen.

The second visual embodiment that demonstrates the incom-
mensurability of images and words while at the same time arguing for 
their obdurate equivalency as rhetorical strategies appears in a small, 
semi-transparent rectangle overlaying the main screen. The first screen 
(Figure 5.14) contains a quote in block type from Manovich (2001): 
“They are perfectly realistic representations of a cyborg body yet to 
come, of a world reduced to geometry, where efficient representation 
via a geometric model becomes the basis of reality” (pp. 202-203). To 
the right of the quote stands a naked man, arms outstretched. Touch-
ing him with the cursor causes him to arch his back; when we click, he 
arches forward, sits down, pulls his knees apart with his hands, and, as 
he does so, he morphs into the book we have seen on other screens. I use 
the word “click” here, but because the cursor is that small white hand, 
and, as with the earlier example of the scar, I am touching a body when 
I point to it with the cursor, my clicking feels uncannily like pushing or 
poking a person, rather than merely clicking a mouse button. Neither a 
description, nor the series of screenshots reproduced on the next page, 

5.14 Anne Wysocki, screen motion capture from 
“A Bookling Monument,” 2002. Click image to 
play. 
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nor a detailed analysis of the scene, can convey the same deep sense of 
the imbrication of books and bodies as this juxtaposition of words and 
animated images.

Depending on what we have already seen and read, or on what we 
bring with us to the work, we may connect this imagetext to the in-
between-ness we have seen in other sections; to our identification of our 
selves with the unity of the book; to the nakedness we feel in represent-
ing ourselves visually to others as an open book; to the postmodern 
cyborgian relationship between the technology of the material body 
and the technology of the machine-made book; or to the tensions be-
tween or the identification of maleness with textuality, rationality, and 
the fixity of the book. Each of these visual associations and analogical 
moves embody theory in their foregrounding of the multiplicity and in-
determinacy of the screen, and the resultant richness of our interpretive 

	  
	  

	  
	  Figure	  24.	  Stills	  from	  Anne	  Wysocki,	  “A	  Bookling	  Monument,”	  Kairos	  7.3	  (2002).	  

forays. “A Bookling Monument,” anatomical drawings, elocution manu-
als, clinical photographs of mental patients, graphic design manuals, and 
Wunderkammern together constitute pedagogical performances of the 
relationship between embodiment and visual/verbal texts, between the 
explicit or implicit body on the page and the social and cultural contexts 
within which it is embedded, and of which it unavoidably speaks. Un-
like those texts (with the possible exception of the Wunderkammer), “A 
Bookling Monument” functions as a self-conscious technology of won-
der that slowly and patiently reveals, for the viewer to arrange and piece 
together, the connections between book culture and its material effects 
on our embodied sense of self. Making hypermedia with our students 
and as part of our own academic performances promotes a similarly 
productive techné of embodied inquiry.
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5.15 Main Street, Mansfield, Ohio, ca. 1900.

Digital Arrangement in the Classroom

In the process, they become advocates for change and gain a sense of their own ability to bring 
about that change. Arrangement thus functions as both a method of invention and a means of 
intervention, situated squarely on the streets and sidewalks of their home town. 

I’ve always been interested in the rhetorics of civic participation, but most of the students 
on the campus where I teach are first-generation, working-class students with few external 
models for how to translate the work they do in the classroom into plans for civic action in the 
worlds of work, worship, family, and community that they inhabit beyond their academic envi-
ronment. Influenced by the consumer model of education that is so prevalent today, many see 
their education as primarily a credential, and perhaps a set of functional skills, rather than as the 
acquisition of habits of mind and thought. They tend not to see the structure of the world they 
live in as changeable; furthermore, many do not see their world as in need of change, and even if 
they do, they don’t picture themselves as agents of that change. Matthew Levy (2005) maintains 
that this cynicism comes from a peculiarly postmodern detachment from a world whose social 
and cultural institutions seem warped and dysfunctional, while at the same time participation 
in them remains singularly alluring. A learned survival strategy, this sort of cynicism manifests 
itself in the form of “a melancholy or boredom that leads people to neglect or underestimate 
their powers and to facilitate their own manipulation” (p. 349). 

How do digital visual arrangement and “critical 
wonder” translate into classroom practice? My students 
in Intermediate Writing on a regional campus of The 
Ohio State University focus specifically on the concept of 
visual arrangement as a techné to develop plans for civic 
participation and advocacy. Students investigate their own 
environment; they collect, arrange, and manipulate evidence 
to gain multiple perspectives on a single building in their 
post-industrial downtown area; and they use this evidence 
to compose nuanced proposals for the use of urban space. 
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In the classroom, student cynicism often takes the form of 
resistance to critical pedagogy, a cynicism that both “presupposes and 
disarms critique” (p. 347). Students react negatively (and perhaps 
rightly so) to overtly political curricula of institutional critique. My 
previous assignment sequence in this course, which asked students 
to choose a local social issue, research it, and produce a public service 
announcement, often resulted in trite, clichéd videos that could have 
been about anyone, anywhere. As Levy notes, students remain detached 
from such assignments because they “learn very quickly that ideological 
examination devastates their belief structures, their libidinal wants, and 
the means that their culture uses to provide for their material needs” 
(p. 349-50). In addition, political and cultural critique often fails to 
provide a solution for students to the newly discovered cracks in their 
own belief systems. “It should not be surprising,” concludes Levy, “that 
many of them are turned off by a heuristic that reveals their participa-
tion in something ugly and then leaves them in that ugly place” (p. 356).

Nevertheless, I’m committed to a pedagogy that encourages civic 
advocacy and action, which implies that there are conditions in civic life 
that need to be fixed, and beliefs and actions that need to be advocated 
for. Yet critical pedagogy can have the effect of placing the teacher in 
opposition to her students, because it seems to suggest that they are 
not as “enlightened” as she. Perhaps, with my PSA assignment, I was 
jumping too hastily toward that critical default position in my classes 
without allowing the need for such advocacy to emerge (or not) from 
within the content and context of class inquiry. If critical pedagogy is 
“radical democracy in action,” then how might I shift my pedagogy to 
make legitimate democratic space for my students to give voice to their 
current values and beliefs? Patricia Bizzell makes this point when she 
argues that a teacher can persuade students “only insofar as she builds 

her case on the values her students already hold” (cited in George, 2001, 
p. 108). 

So I asked myself what would happen if I didn’t foreground civic 
participation? What if I didn’t do my “future leaders” speech? What 
if I provided my students with the opportunity to investigate topics 
from multiple perspectives, in both space and time; to build personal 
workspaces where they could wander among and manipulate the visual, 
verbal, and auditory manifestations of their subject; and to come to 
their own conclusions about whether a problem exists that requires 
action?

Working tentatively toward an embodied pedagogy of place, I 
designed an assignment sequence in which my students conducted 
primary research in their urban environment: interviewing, drawing 
physical maps and use-maps, taking photographs and video, and 
conducting archival research to document these lived spaces. They then 
worked individually and in groups to consider how changes in these 
environments might have material effects on the people who inhabit or 
use those spaces.

Several class members stood out from the beginning as the kind of 
student with whom I was having difficulty connecting. J. P., for example, 
was 24, from a working-class background, a first-generation student. He 
worked full time loading freight, and arrived for class twice a week at 
5:30 p.m. without stopping for dinner. He was no slacker: never missed 
class, always did the reading, participated smartly in discussions. But 
he frankly had no patience with the whole plan of the class. He was not 
interested in digital media. He just wanted to write (“This IS a writing 
class, right?”), and he most definitely wanted nothing to do with the 
kind of “field work” implicit in the research for this project.
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The first assignment, a photo essay, asked students to choose a 
building in Mansfield and collect primary archival evidence about its 
history: photographs, postcards, letters, maps, deeds, advertisements, 
newspaper clippings, etc. Using these materials and working in Power-
point, they created a chronological narrative of the building’s history. 
If this assignment sequence is collectively about the story of a building 
in space and time, this is the “time” assignment, and introduces the first 
possibility for arrangement of evidence. From a feminist perspective, 
this is also a disembodied and conservative approach in the “history is 
told by the winners” sense. Material of the sort J. P. and his classmates 
sought is ephemeral, and what remains survives primarily because of its 
connections to the “establishment”: the city’s business owners, bankers, 
landlords, politicians, and professionals. Little survives that relates to 
the daily lives of the ordinary men and women who lived, worked, or 
conducted their own business in these buildings.

Mansfield is a post-industrial town with 50,000 residents; the city 
shows both the scars of manufacturing flight and the tentative signs 
of a retail renewal centered on a full-scale carrousel and repurposed 
Main Street buildings. For his building, J. P. chose what’s known locally 
as “The Westinghouse”: a complex of decrepit industrial buildings 
covering several acres along the railroad tracks. He grumbled loudly—in 
class—about the project and produced a single-sourced Powerpoint 
presentation that on the final slide advocated . . . the nuclear option.

“You want a suggestion for the building?” he asked rhetorically. 
“Well, take this!” Obviously, for J. P., this was a pointless exercise.

5.16 Two slides from “Every House Needs 
Westinghouse,” J. P.’s photo essay, 2007.
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The second assignment, which focused on the contemporary state 
and use of the building, also raised his hackles. Students took their own 
photos and conducted at least one interview with someone currently 
living, working, visiting, or otherwise associated with their building; 
using their interviews, they then composed audio essays that told the 
story of their building’s present through the voices of the people who 
currently inhabited it. This is a “space” assignment, designed to uncover 
the material embodied effects of that space on its current occupants 
and surroundings. In terms of arrangement, this assignment invites 
either a spatial or thematic organization, focusing on different parts 
of the building or on specific issues related to its use. J. P. again vocally 
objected to the field work: “If I’d known what this was going to be like, 
I would have picked my mother’s house and interviewed her.” He also 
argued that interviewing would not only waste his time, but also the 
time of the person he would interview. 

But on the day the audio essays were due, J. P. met me on the stairs 
and walked me to class. He couldn’t stop talking about all the things he 
learned that he hadn’t known about The Westinghouse, even though he 
had lived in its shadow his entire life: about how helpful “the guy” he 
interviewed was, and what a “regular guy” he was, and how they talked 
for hours after the interview, and how “the guy” said, “Come back any 
time.” “The guy” was the Economic Development Director for the city 
of Mansfield. J. P.’s audio essay was rough (primarily because he had put 
off his interview until the last minute), but the experience of gaining 
access to one of the city’s movers and shakers was a revelation for J. P. 
For the final assignment—a video proposal that answered the question: 
“What future use and development of your building would be best for 
the people who use it, and for the city of Mansfield?”—J. P. developed 
a proposal that the Westinghouse complex, currently under-used for 

contract re-packaging and re-mailing, be renovated as an urban center 
for the Mansfield campus of The Ohio State University, a project which 
would in turn help to revitalize the entire downtown area.

Some students, like J. P., made bold, change-the-face-of-the-city 
projections; others were content that the future of their building be an 
uncritical continuation of its present. Some plans required a radical shift 
in the power balance between citizen-entrepreneurs and the entrenched 
downtown property owners; others identified the established power 
structure itself as a source for positive change. What seems important in 
terms of countering cynicism and encouraging civic participation is that 
these multiple perspectives and conversations were making it apparent 
to many of my students that local contexts are “accessible and tangible. 
[The local] can be changed; and those changes can be felt” (Levy, 
p. 361). I think that’s a good result.

Whether participants accept and reflect identities, roles, and places 
“assigned” to them (either by themselves or others), or resist normative 
roles in favor of more nuanced, more fluid identifications, is not the 
question. Some will accept, and some will resist. But each student will 
have used the project to actively investigate both the physical “place” of 
their building in space and time, and their own “place” in the current 
and future life of their community. The decisions they make as they 
construct their final video proposals will be conscious and reflective. 
Furthermore, they will develop their proposals within a collaborative 
affinity group that consistently provides points of entry into issues, 
(power) relations, and the extent to which place informs identity and 
action.

The final assignment—the video proposal for the future use of 
their building—began with a review of all of the materials students had 
collected so far: historical and current photos and other images; audio 
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interviews; print records and ephemera; and assorted field notes. Then 
they played, working in twos and threes, and experimenting with as 
many possible arrangements of their collections as they could together 
imagine. The model for this activity, of course, is the Wunderkammer, in 
which new arrangements and unexpected juxtapositions of the artifacts 
help students to discover alternative ways of seeing and understanding 
their world. 

The choices of schema students chose for arrangements ranged from 
the silly (color, size) to the sublime (aesthetic properties); but by trying 
out alternatives, and then testing the most interesting to see how the 
groupings might map onto the interests of the city and its citizens, the 
students came to the realization that each arrangement/map involved 
material consequences for its various constituents.

The video proposal of another student, Austin Hart, illustrates this 
process. Austin chose as his site the old Ohio State Reformatory, a mass 
of looming limestone buildings on the western edge of the downtown 
area. The Mansfield Reformatory Preservation Society has a rich archive 
of documents and photographs, and Austin collected digitized images 
of the Gothic architecture, cell blocks, chapel, yard, and cemetery; 
photographs of guards, inmates, and wardens; postcards from 1908 to 
the present; newspaper clippings and annual reports; and memorabilia 
of the prison’s “second life” as a movie set. He also took his own photo-
graphs and interviewed the president of the preservation society. 

5.17 Ohio State Reformatory, Mansfield, Ohio, ca. 1900; barbed wire; 
Ohio Memory Project, The Prison’s Inception, 1866; Rebecca Muller, 
Jesus painting, 2007; Main hall; grave marker, inmate 10011; OSR 
schoolroom; Administration building; West gate; Lenin and Stalin; 
Mug shot, 1917. 
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Austin created half a dozen arrangements of his evidence, focusing 
first on a chronological narrative of the prison, then centering his 
arrangements successively on the inmates, the architecture, the contrast 
between reform and punishment, and the use of the prison as a movie 
set for Shawshank Redemption and other films. As with the scientifica 
in early Wunderkammern, Austin’s computer served as a “scientific 
instrument” through which to view his artifacts. He and his classmates 
developed multiple strategies to mix and manipulate their media. They 
composed collages in Microsoft Word and experimented with image 

manipulation in Photoshop. They used the Albums feature of iPhoto 
as a light table on which to spread out, examine, and re-arrange their 
materials. Although at the time the class and I did not have the expertise 
to design a database to deliver groups of images randomly, we did build 
a working prototype of a manipulatable grid in Flash that worked on the 
principle of a tile game (Figure 5.18).

Madeleine Sorapure (2005) notes that complex meanings develop 
in multimedia projects when the relationships among words, images, 
and sounds are both metonymic and metaphoric. This is also true of 
other analogic tropes like hyperbole, antistasis, and catachresis. While 
my students did not use these terms, they asked the following questions 
of each arrangement:

 What are the predominant similarities? differences? 
 What seems to “go” with what? why?
 What doesn’t fit?
 How are different media related?
 What is unexpected in this arrangement?
 What is missing?
Austin initially believed that the current multi-purpose use of 

the reformatory—as a tour site, an occasional movie set, and a venue 
for events like weddings, reunions, and “ghost walks”—was best for 
Mansfield. But as he worked with his materials, he became interested in 

5.18 Images of the Ohio State Reformatory. Click on the 
mosaic to begin play. Click on an image next to the empty 
space to change the arrangement of the tiles.
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the original “inmates,” boys who were often wards of the state and who 
were sent to the reformatory to literally re-form them into productive 
members of their communities. He saw the value of reform over 
punishment in the images of those boys, and decided that his proposal 
would emphasize a productive, re-formative use of the prison buildings. 
He was also intrigued by the unexpected appearance in the cellblocks of 
art: the remnants of a painting of Jesus and glimpses of Gothic lettering 
on the peeling walls in the chapel, and two large wall paintings of Lenin 
and Stalin that were remnants of a movie set. This catachresis—the 
disjunction between images of the boys in their schoolrooms and the art 
on the walls—and the competing visual metaphors of punishment and 
reform both shaped Austin’s final project. 

Austin composed his video proposal in iMovie. He used images of 
the exterior architecture and interior cell blocks, examples of prisoner 
art, excerpts from his interview with a member of the Preservation 
Society Board, and a bridging soundtrack of the Soggy Bottom Boys 
singing “You’re in the Jailhouse Now,” all held together by his own narra-
tion. Interestingly, because he saw the audience for his proposal as more 
concerned with looking forward than backward, he did not include the 
images of boys and art that originally informed his proposal. In his final 
video, Austin proposed that plans for an Ohio prison museum (already 
in the works) continue, but that the planned museum should also 
include cell-block “galleries” devoted to art created by prisoners around 
the United States.

In this classroom, then, visual arrangement functioned as a techné, 
a productive intertmingling of theory and practice. It was heuristic: 
students were willing to spend time not-knowing; they considered 
alternatives and deferred making claims until the evidence pointed them 
in a particular direction. It was situated: the evidence—photographs, 
newspaper clippings, maps, objects, etc.—remained insofar as possible 
in its original form, or a simulation of its original form; it was not 
prematurely distilled through the filter of words, and so retained the 
material characteristics of its appearance and context. It was strategic: 
by reflecting on multiple associative schema, students made the possible 
meanings of each connection explicit rather than tacit, and could more 
easily consider the potential rhetorical effects of each. Finally, it was 
ethical: students saw themselves as change-agents, artfully deploying 
their visual, verbal, and audio proposals in persuasive, multimediated 
digital Wunderkammern.

5.19 Austin Hart, REFORM PUNISHMENT ART? 2007. 
Click image to play.
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5.20 Room with simulated camera obscura image of 
the Brooklyn Bridge, 2006.
In 2004, I came across the photographs of Abe-
lardo Morrell, who uses a camera obscura to project 
outside images onto the walls of hotel rooms, offices, 
and domestic spaces. 
I return to his haunting, wondrous black-and-white 
(and more recently color) images again and again as 
a guiding metaphor for a wonder-induced techné of 
visual arrangement and discovery in the “borderlands 
of surmise” (Liu, 2008) between print and digital 
multimedia. (Click on image to enlarge. Click here to 
go to Abelardo Morrell’s photographs on the web.)

Afterimage
This chapter has focused on the techné of visual representation and arrangement 

in art, in a range of interactive digital media, and in the classroom. But I hope that the 
theoretical perspectives rehearsed in the previous chapters will also be seen as examples 
of “knowing practice,” scholarly pedagogical performances that enact a techné of digital 
inquiry and discovery motivated by wonder.

Technologies of Wonder is a single snapshot: one suspended moment in the expand-
ing ecology of digital, visual rhetoric. It is an experiment in design that uses one subset 
of digital and rhetorical technologies to both argue for and enact an ethical, embodied, 
visual canon of arrangement grounded in hypermediated linking and associative think-
ing. Although the current pace of change, as new digital media emerge along with new 
possibilities for their use, suggests that the peculiar combination of text, image, and 
digital arrangement staged here may seem quaint in just a few years, I would like to use 
the metaphor of the camera obscura to revisit some key terms and ideas that I hope will 
remain central to rhetoric and digital media studies.

A camera obscura is a room or a box in which images of external objects are cast, 
through a pinhole or a lens, onto an interior surface. Unless first reflected by a mirror, 
the images are upside down. The principle of the camera obscura was known in ancient 
Greece; Aristotle is said to have noticed that the crescent-shaped image of a solar 
eclipse was projected onto the ground multiple times through the lattice formed by the 
leaves of a tree. The instrument came into more general use as both an optical toy and a 
drawing instrument in the sixteenth century (Terpak, 2001, p. 308), and was the proto-
mechanism adapted to fix images on reactive surfaces by both Louis Daguerre (copper 
plates) and William Fox Talbot (film) (p. 313). The camera obscura, and the images it 
casts, are objects-to-think-with about the evolving nature of knowledge production in 
new media, and the productive potential of the dance between old and new. 

http://www.abelardomorell.net/photography/cameraobsc_01/cameraobsc_20.html
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Wonder. I have proposed here a process of visual rhetorical inquiry that 
is motivated by wonder. Philip Fisher describes wonder as the “pleasure 
of radical surprise, a novelty of material and effect” (p. 4), and the first 
exposure to an image projected by a camera obscura produces just such 
a response. The elements are all familiar—a chair, flower-patterned 
wallpaper, the Brooklyn Bridge—but the context, the juxtaposition, and 
the orientation are totally unexpected. We know that there must be an 
explanation, a logic to the image, if only we can find the right key(s) to 
decipher it. This suspension between knowing and not-knowing is won-
der, a productive tension that on the one hand seeks resolution, while 
on the other delights in the shock of the new. Although age and experi-
ence reduce the capacity to find things wonder-full, Fisher points out 
that explanations contain within themselves mechanisms for preserving 
wonder, including experiments with repetition, substitution, scale, time, 
and space (pp. 119-120), all of which can extend the productive state of 
making the familiar strange and lead to further discovery and insight. In 
digital media, the piling up of print, image, sound, pattern, movement, 
and association can be as unsettling as the juxtaposition of flowered 
wallpaper and the Brooklyn Bridge—and as potentially productive.

Techné. The sense of wonder that an image from a camera obscura calls 
forth expands to include the instrument itself. As in a Wunderkammer, 
the scientific instruments that were used to reduce, enlarge, distort, 
project, and otherwise manipulate the objects in the collection were 
themselves objects of fascination. The camera obscura is just such an 
instrument; in the hands of skilled and thoughtful practitioners, it 
participated in a techné of astronomical and anatomical invention and 
discovery. And long before color photography and film, the camera 
obscura projected full-color moving images in darkened rooms, inspiring 

both awe and the artistic invention and production that led to photog-
raphy and motion pictures. 

Today the camera obscura and its images continue to appeal both to 
our fascination with “natural magic” and to our interest in instruments 
of a more “philosophical” imagination, and this is also true of digital 
media, now and in the forms they will take in the future. We can sit 
back and let them amaze us, or we can use them as inherently flexible, 

5.21 English camera obscura, early nineteenth century. Photograph by 
Stefan Kühn.
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malleable instruments of a rhetorical techné that encourages invention 
and ethical intervention. Techné rescues our work with digital media 
from any merely instrumental interpretation and also, because techné in-
volves both making and a maker, it reminds us that the work we engage 
in is an embodied, material art.

Arrangement. A visual canon of arrangement, used as a techné of inquiry, 
relies on a slow accumulation of associations, of cognitive links between 
disparate objects and ideas. Instead of pursuing a linear sequence of 
logical supposition, arrangement in digital media wanders down an 
“electronic path of inference from thing to thing” (Ulmer, 1994, p. 
195). Even before electronic media routinely included images and other 
media, Greg Ulmer imagined a digital invention that was unequivocally 
material, a process that deferred closure while exploring as capacious a 
collection of evidence as possible. Insight may come through the slow 
emergence of pattern or, like the startle of a camera obscura image, from 
the sudden recognition that something doesn’t fit. In either case, it is the 
layering, juxtaposing, manipulating, arranging, and re-arranging into 
complex sets that engages both the imagination and intellect. I believe 
that attention to this process of engagement and prolonged discovery 
is important and necessary intellectual work that is often overlooked in 
favor of scholarly demonstrations that begin where invention ends.

New ideas, new solutions, new ways of looking at and acting in 
the world, don’t come from out of the blue. They emerge from the 
superabundance of the already-thought, from what Stuart Kauffman 
calls the “adjacent possible” (cited by Johnson, 2010, pp. 29-42). This 
model of the evolution of ideas (and organisms) says that at any point 
in the maturing of an idea, a limited number of “next steps” or choices 
are possible; taking one step, making one choice, opens up a new set 

of available “next steps.” The evolution of single-celled life forms into 
higher organisms was not a single leap, but a series of incremental steps. 
So too with ideas: invention occurs incrementally (although not neces-
sarily slowly, depending on the number of thinkers working on the same 
problem) through choices among “adjacent possibles.” The mobility of 
digital visual arrangement materially increases the number of those “pos-
sibles,” and with it the available opportunities for rhetorical invention, 
in the same way that the layering of new images on new backgrounds in 
a camera obscura incites the imagination. The multiple navigational pos-
sibilities of interactive digital media have thus reinvigorated the canon 
of arrangement as a lively, material practice which had been subdued by 
handbook traditions of organization.

Feminism. For me, the value of feminism as a lens is that it has al-
ways been acutely attuned to questions of power: Whose interests 
are being served by specific textual or visual representations? Who is 
diminished, devalued, or (more insidiously) left out? Feminism pays 
attention to equality and justice, to difference and empowerment, to 
access, to gender, but also to race, class, ethnicity, religion, ability, and 
other categories in which individuals or groups are under-represented, 
mis-represented, or not represented at all. In a profoundly visual world, 
feminism is a digital camera obscura whose mirrors, lenses, and surfaces 
throw all of these concerns into high and often surprising relief, while 
at the same time providing the means to produce new, more equitable, 
more inclusive representations.

Of course, these are not only the concerns of feminist scholars. 
Who would argue against equity and empowerment? Neverthe-
less, it remains necessary in digital media studies to point out the                    
“interestedness” of perspectives that represent themselves as neutral or 
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universal, and to promote heterogeneity, multivocality, and multiple 
perspectives in both analyzing and making new media scholarship. Ac-
cess to new media is about having the tools, both technical and person-
al, to participate. Inaccessible media would not only include a website 
that a blind person could not see and that had no other accommodat-
ing entry point, but also a site that had no “way in,” psychologically or 
culturally, for the user. Feminism stages “critical cyberfeminist interven-
tions” (Blair, Gajjala, & Tulley, 2009, p. 17) to create invitational digital 
structures and practices through which others can in turn stage their 
own hypermediated, multimodal representations.

Vision. This project begins and ends with vision, an embodied capac-
ity with which we make sense of the world. Barbara Stafford says that 
“we realize something constructive when we see. We do not merely 
illustrate or copy what is given, but give birth to something that would 

not otherwise exist. Seeing is about being struck that something is, or 
can be, connected to something else” (1999, p. 138). Vision is an engine 
of wonder; it is a tool of techné; it is the discovery of resemblance and 
affinity in associative arrangements; it is an intervention in the tyranny 
of abstract thought. Here again we may turn to the camera obscura. The 
up-turned jugglers in David Hockney’s Secret Knowledge (Figure 5.22) 
enchant us, mystify us, and challenge our perceptions of physical space, 
laying the groundwork, as such experiences do, for productive explora-
tion and invention. We know juggling. We know gravity. But the camera 
obscura image makes us see new possible realities in the gap between 
what we see and what (we think) we know.

Wonder, techné, arrangement, feminism, and vision furnish the 
conceptual framework for my claims here, but it is the restoration of 
the image as a legitimate form of rhetorical argument and knowledge-
making that will have the most long-lasting consequences for scholarly 
analysis and production in rhetoric and composition. Interactive digital 
media have vigorously asserted the meaning-making properties of 
images, navigation, and design, and these will become more and more 
prevalent as we find new ways to put them in productive conversations 
with our words and sounds. 

5.22 Clip from David Hockney’s Secret Knowledge (Wright, ca. 2002), a docu-
mentary on his controversial theory that Western artists have used optical 
devices as part of their technique since the sixteenth century. Click image to 
play. Click here to view more excerpts.


http://www.koopfilms.com/hockney/
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