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This Book Called My Body: An Embodied Rhetoric

“Plasticity of mind is what makes movement possible at all.”

~Irene Dowd, Taking Root to Fly

Thank you all for coming and sharing your time and energy with us this afternoon, and thank you to the people of St. Louis for harboring us here, in this room. I begin with this thanks to acknowledge our physical presence here, and to acknowledge that we may feel tired, or invigorated, unfocused, or stimulated, or cold, or hot, or hungry, or full. In response to the physical demands of attending a conference, I’d like to take a moment to play, briefly, with exploring our own breathing. My aim is two fold, to offer a space for some purposeful breathing (maybe even “rhetorical”) and also to suggest a physical frame of reference for some of the claims I will make in this presentation. 

So, if you are willing, I invite you to sit comfortably in your chair and close your eyes.

Once you are comfortable sitting here, use your mind’s eye to look into your ribcage at your lungs. Picture them as balloons. Give them a color. As you breathe in and out, watch the balloons expand and deflate. Notice where in the balloons the color thins, and where it is darker, where the balloon is less elastic. Don’t change the way you breathe; try to just observe.

Take another inhale, noticing what is different in the way your balloons inflate, and as you exhale, feel the weight of your body drift down through your middle, into the bowl of your pelvis, filling the seat of the chair with the weight of your skeleton. Notice if you are holding yourself in the chair, or if the chair is holding you. Notice what you feel in your shoulders. Notice your neck. 

Notice how the balloon’s expansion presses against the inside of the ribcage in certain places, or against the respiratory diaphragm. Too, as the balloon deflates, it gathers the rib cage, the diaphragm, maybe even parts of the belly back inward, or downward, or center, or some other direction. 

Keep watching your balloons fill and empty, pressing against your ribcage, your shoulder blades, your sternum. Can you allow the chair to hold you while you inhale into your balloons? Can you do it while the balloons empty? Does anything change in between the exhale and the moment when you start to breathe in again? What happens in your legs or your arms? 

At the end of your next exhale, open your eyes. Notice how you feel after these couple of moments. Is anything different? What is the same? Can you still feel the chair holding you? 

My project, “This Book Called My Body: An Embodied Rhetoric” started from my own dissatisfaction with the way I was hearing “embodiment” in our scholarship, I’ll be honest. I kept seeing this word used in ways that had less and less to do with bodies, explicitly, at least as I have come to understand them in my own personal and professional experience in dance and movement education. I saw and heard embodiment getting taken up as a metaphor for talking about language, or writing, or persuasion. I saw and heard it as another way of talking about affect, as in emotion. But I couldn’t find the bodies, the limbs and trunk, and organs, the skin, the tissue, the fluids. 

What I have learned as a dancer and educator, is that bodies move themselves through space, they story their way in the world. What I was hearing and seeing, and importantly feeling as a scholar and teacher of writing and rhetoric is that bodies are a vehicle for the mind, a container of consciousness, one that has to be read, has to be interpreted. This isn’t what I had experienced. It isn’t what I know. And so I took on this project – and had to go – forgive me – “beyond the body” of the scholarship, to articulate what I was feeling.
What I found, or perhaps more accurately, came to remember about what I already knew, was a deep and sustained theoretical, intellectual, and pragmatic history of knowledge about bodies, what they know, and the relationship to the mind. Even more significant, I would say this tradition, this rhetorical tradition, has so much to offer us today about how to see and feel the body, our bodies as knowing and moving agents of change. 

Mabel Ellsworth Todd wrote in The Thinking Body, in 1937, that “Living, the whole body carries its meaning and tells its own story, standing, sitting, walking, awake or asleep. It pulls all the life up into the face of the philosopher, and sends it all down into the legs of the dancer. A casual world over-emphasizes the face. Memory likes to recall the whole body. It is not our parents’ faces that come back to us, but their bodies, in the accustomed chairs, eating, sewing, smoking, doing all the familiar things. We remember each as a body in action.” (1)
I am where I think and do. 

Today, I offer this call to consider our orientations to gravity, to consider these orientations as multiple, and to consider them as critical to the way we pursue our intellectual work. Very often, we might think of our work as doing just this, for example the way many of us ask our students to try writing from a different ethos, or towards a different audience. In our research, we might think of the ways we redraw the scope of our projects to include participants or objects of inquiry that have not yet been recognized as significant. In our writing, we might attempt some of the same tasks we ask of our students, or we might look to other sources of distribution or experiment with form and arrangement in the production of our texts. 
All these options, as just a few general and unspecific ways, are excellent possibilities for the kind of work we could take on, and suggest the extent and range we’ve already revised our scholarship. However, these tasks don’t reorient our relation to gravity as much as change the manner in which we maintain the standard orientation. Writing from a different perspective is more akin to shifting the hand with which you hold your pen; likewise, writing to a new audience is more like turning to face the people who are standing behind you, rather than in front of you, and shifting your research gaze from a traditional site of inquiry to one that’s been previously unnoticed is similar to shifting your position, while still standing. Changing the form of your text might feel like standing on one leg, instead of two.
As I’ve already pointed out, all of these adjustments are admirable, interesting, and worthwhile. But because they maintain a standard relation, or an accustomed relation in any case, the nervous system is not challenged, not asked to make new and different and confusing decisions. Without challenging the nervous system, without new, different confusions, our bodies and our resulting scholarship practices the same patterns, already well rehearsed, well substantiated at the level of our cells and tissue.
A student of Mabel Todd, and a pioneer of Idiokinesis, Dr. Lulu Sweigard states a primary principle for the performance of movement, which she argues is “the essence of dance and life itself”. This principle lays out a fundamental premise for understanding bodies as agents of meaning-production, that “all postural alignment patterns, all muscle use and development, all human body movement is directed and coordinated by the activity of our nervous system, in other words, our thinking. Therefore, in order to change our […] movement patterns we must change our neurological activity. Although most of this neurological activity is habitual and/or nonconscious, changing our exact conscious goals affects this extensive, subcortical, unconscious process” (1, emphasis added).
Practicing patterns in itself is a productive task, in rhetoric studies as well as in muscular training and movement education. Indeed, it’s the practice itself which builds the pattern and accumulates into a well integrated knowledge base, whether this base is expressed in our scholarship, or in our bodies. However, consider the way your lower back might ache at the end of a work week, or the crunching sensation in your knee as you climb the stairs day in and day out. Neither of these sensations are inherently bad, neither are they necessarily imposing limitations on your movement. Even if your lower back is achy at the end of the day, you may be well able to get in and out of a chair, or go for a bike ride. Similarly, your knee’s crunching could certainly irritate you, but may not prevent you from getting up and down the stairs, or bending down to pick up the pencil you dropped. 
Both of these examples are expressions of a movement pattern, one composed of multiple, and specific layers: lower back pain could be connected to the alignment of your particular skeleton, as well as related muscular contractions, tightnesses, weaknesses, and imbalances, as well as the compression or restriction of circulatory pathways for blood and lymph, as well as a reduction in your breath capacity in your lungs and respiratory diaphragm, etc. 
All or some combination of these things could exist, none of them necessarily limiting your particular body’s ability to move and interact with the world; and yet, all or some combination these things also continue to work together, over time, to rehearse and perform the same patterns over and over again. Eventually, these patterns become so strong that they move the skeleton and the body as a whole into a position where it is no longer organized in gravity. Gravity acts on the body, of course, but the fluency and coherency of these forces distributing themselves through the body is disrupted, and so this same body is subject to gravity rather than in relation to gravity. 
A student of Dr. Sweigard, Irene Dowd argues for the imperative in clear weight transfer through our bones when she points out the function and dysfunction this way: “if weight is habitually never transferred through the center of a joint, some of the muscles that cross the joint are constantly being stretched while others are more contracted and unable to stretch nearly as much. Stronger muscles may be more massive than weaker ones, but if they are too massive they get in the way of full movement range.” (3)
In an embodied rhetorical stance, conducting research in our well-rehearsed methodological and theoretical patterns produces the kinds of things we have believed are important – satisfaction in completion of another work week, crossing items off the to do list, an approved IRB or grant application, a stack of papers graded and handed back, committee service, an article drafted and submitted for review, tenure. Yet, our back aches with the burden of gravitational force that never transfers through the center of a joint.

What I mean by this is pretty simple: The subversion of physical bodies in conversations about discourse systems is incredibly easy to do, and also easy to ignore, but only because of the way Ancient Greco-Roman rhetorical theory has been universalized. And this phenomenon, via the imperial project of Early Modern Europe, is in many ways, entirely inconsistent with how bodies are arranged, presented, and re-presented in other venues, particularly in dance and movement education. Positioning these consistencies and inconsistencies alongside one another can reveal to us some of the ways classical Greco-roman rhetorical theory has been enacted to defer physical bodies, and what real and imagined effects we can still feel today. These effects get articulated in individual bodies, as well as onto groups of bodies, as well as in between these groups of bodies – creating connections, disruptions, and obfuscations. This is something we have already learned – erasing the body makes other things possible – a whole list of isms that insist on one kind of body as the best kind.
Earlier, I suggested some ways that many of us in the discipline are attending to our work as hopeful reorientations, and I argued that this is a false metaphor. The kinds of work I noted, while important, useful, interesting work, tends to rely on a standard orientation, rehearsing familiar patterns, encouraging the already strong muscles to stay strong, ignoring the underutilized ones and allowing them to stay slack, facile. These familiar patterns might look like this: rehearsing a linear narrative of discovery and progress in first-year writing; asserting that bodies are a text to be read and consumed by an invisible subject; ignoring the way our language about bodies enforces a Cartesian priority of consciousness over physicality; overlooking the way bodies are implicated in policies and procedure; or co-opting the idea of bodies as a method and instrument to access the mind, trumping once again an ultimate – language, consciousness, the enlightened, the sign of the civilized.
Embodied Rhetorics asks us to reorient our relation to our bodies, to gravity, to the forces around us – other chairs underneath, other floors and ceilings, other bodies and their own orientations to gravity around us. I ask you to remember the feel of the chair underneath you as you breathed in and out, your lungs like balloons, swelling against the bones of your ribcage. Imagine your body moving through space, in gravity, anchored down through your skeleton and moving in more than one direction. 
Finally, I offer you this, from Barbara Mahler, a colleague and contemporary of Irene Dowd, an ancestor in the lineage of Todd, Sweigard, and many others. I ask you to consider how you might join her, in your scholarship, in your teaching, in your daily movement through your worlds: 
“Teach people how to stand up–how to find a relationship with gravity in the simplest way possible, through their body.”
