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Toward a Theory of
Technological Embodiment

Lisa Meloncon

The lived body is a how, not a what.
     (Aho & Aho, 2008, p. 33)

In 1974, the Six Million Dollar Man premiered on network television. Air Force
Colonel Steve Austin was almost killed in a plane crash, but as the episode opens,
the viewer hears the narrator, “We can rebuild him. We have the technology. . . .
Better than he was before. Better, stronger, faster” (Bennett, 1974–1978). Colonel 
Austin receives a series of bionic parts—an arm, both legs, and one eye; thus, he
becomes one of the first cyborgs—an amalgamation of body and machine—born
in U.S. popular culture. Haraway’s (1991) cyborg was initially conceived to
critique traditional representations of the feminine, but it is now more widely used 
as a mechanism to theoretically discuss the relationships between people and
machine. For this chapter, “the cyborg reflects the dynamic synergy of indi -
vidual, technologies, and the contexts they share, a flexible and simultaneous
emphasis that previous names for ages, eras, and periods could not provide”
(Inman, 2004, p. 14).
 Two years later, the Bionic Woman began as a spin-off from the Six Million
Dollar Man series (Bennet & Siegel, 1976–1978). Played by Lindsey Wagner,
the bionic woman was Jaime Sommers, a pro tennis player. After a devastating
parachuting accident, Jaime Sommers, too, was made “better, stronger, faster.”
Her surgery replaced one ear, one arm, and both legs with bionic counterparts.
Bodies, like Jaime Sommers’s, that fall outside of the realm of the “normal”
are often stigmatized as deformed, grotesque, crippled, or retarded. Historically,
narratives and descriptions of these bodies focus almost exclusively on the
single part that is deficient or not “normal,” such as the hunchback, the one-armed 
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man, or the village idiot. But for Jamie Sommers there was not a single part
to emphasize. She did not look freakish; she looked normal. It was only in
moments of dramatic distress, such as a fight scene with a known enemy, when
an injury may reveal the technology beneath her skin.
 Jaime Sommers helps to explain, in part, what I mean by technological
embodiments. Most simply defined, “embodiment is all the many and various
ways that we (self and other) accomplish relations to being in possession of the
bodies that we are” (Titchkosky, 2007, p. 13). When embodiment incorporates
technology, the body and its actions become technologically embodied. As an
iconic cultural symbol, Jamie Sommers reflects the merging of bodies and tech -
nologies and the shifting of the lived body toward technological embodiment. 
Jamie Sommers also represents the idea of Aho and Aho’s (2008) epigram.  He
newly bionic body was not a “what.”  Instead, her newly bionic body reflected
“how” she was going to live and how her body and its meaning had changed to
one that was technologically embodied. “We tend to think of our body as a given,
but its meaning evolves all the time” (Hacking, 2007, p. 93), and Jaime Sommers
body evolved to become a way to a both/and compromise. She is both human and
inhuman. She is both abled and disabled. She is embodied and technologically
embodied. She illustrates the impact of technologies on the making and remaking
of bodies, no matter whether those bodies are classified as abled or disabled.
 By destabilizing categories of the body, technological embodiment erases
differences by focusing on the dispersal of embodiment through technol -
ogies. Working within the framework of the posthuman and Merleau-Ponty’s
(1962/2002) notion of embodiment, this chapter discusses the ways theories of
technical communication can be enhanced through technological embodiments.
For the technical communicator, a malleable body that can be remade through
technologies is more than a manifestation of cyborg, but rather the manifesta -
tion of a complex user, which can have wide ranging impacts on some of the
most basic work of technical communication.

POSTHUMANISM AND EM BODI MENT

 Posthumanism owes much to the work of Hayles (1999), who famously
declared we have never been human, and it is a “general category for theories
and methodologies that situate acts and texts in the complex interplays among
human intentions, organizational discourses, biological trajectories, and tech -
nological possibilities” (Mara & Hawk, 2010, p. 3). This scholarly trajectory
moves in and out of multiple fields, including technical communication and
disability studies. While the scholarship on posthumanism in technical communi -
cation is growing (see Mara & Hawk, 2010), my concern is to make more
visible the connection between technological possibilities and human intentions
by drawing on the work of “body studies” (Hawhee, 2004, p. 10). Coming from a
variety of fields (e.g., Butler, 1993; De Lauretis, 1989; Foucault, 1994; Scarry,
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1987), body studies place the body “in direct relations with the flows or particles
of other bodies or things” (Grosz, 1994, p. 168). In other words, body studies
ensure that posthumanism doesn’t forget about the living, breathing body since
“the body and its specific behavior is where the power system stops being abstract 
and becomes material. The body is where it succeeds or fails, where it acceded to
or struggled against” (Fiske, 1992, p. 162).
 Speaking of not forgetting the living, breathing body, technical communication 
is almost guilty of that very thing. The field has too long assumed an unprob -
lematic and disembodied body. There are only a few instances where technical
communication scholars directly take up the issue of embodiment (Haas &
Witte, 2001; Sauer, 2003). The idea of embodiment “is contextual, enmeshed
within specifics of place, times, physiology, and culture, which together compose
enactment,” and it is “akin to articulation in that it is inherently performative,
subject to individual enactments” (Hayles, 1999, pp. 196–197). The explicit claim 
to action and performance, which is an important part of embodiment, connects
embodiment to phenomenology.
 Phenomenology provides “an opening, a space, for things to reveal themselves
differently from what we are accustomed” (Aho & Aho, 2008, p. 12), and it does
so because it “inquires into how we are engaged participants in a shared world”
(Aho & Aho, 2008, p. 25). A key to understanding the “how” is through the
body’s engagement and experience with the world. Since we gather and obtain
knowledge beyond the physical limitations and restrictions of our bodies, our
bodies are often extended into different locations. For example, we can smell
things from some distance away; we can extend our understanding of our world
by touch. Even disabled bodies are extended through assistive devices or by
the idea that one sense grows stronger in the absence of others (e.g., a person
without sight is much more sensitive to sound).
 The French phenomenologist Merleau-Ponty has been highly influential in
his work on the body and embodiment.1 In one of his key texts, Phenomenology
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1 Readers may be thinking throughout this section of other philosophical works that discuss
the body, such as those by Foucault’s Discipline and Punish and the body and technology
corpus of Don Ihde or Andrew Feenburg. Additionally, readers may also bring to mind the
work of disability scholars, such as Tom Shakespeare, or the interdisciplinary work of Graham
Pullin’s Design Meets Disability or the work by systems theorists, such as Niklus Luhmann,
Humerto Maturnara and Francisco Varela, and Gregory Bateson. In thinking of “things” as
extensions of self, one may see a direct relationship to Bruno Latour’s actor-network theory,
which emphasizes all objects—both human and non-human—as important actants nodes on
the network. Even though actor-network theory can be usefully applied to the large idea
discussed here, my focus is solely on a single point in the network, the interaction between
human and technological things. All of these works have influenced the information presented
here, but the length of this chapter prohibits an in-depth engagement with these works
and others like them. Rather, I take all of this work as a starting point to be more inventive
than evaluative.



of Perception (1962/2002), Merleau-Ponty takes to task Cartesian dualism: “In
fact every habit is both motor and perceptual, because it lies, as we have said,
between explicit perception and actual movement” (p. 175). Thus, he remakes
the body by merging it once again with the mind. Here he recombines the
mind (perceptual) with the body (motor) because the body is a “nexus of living
meanings” (Merleau-Ponty, 1962/2002, p. 175). Merleau-Ponty (1962/2002)
uses the example of a blind man learning to use a cane. When he is learning to
use the cane, the man is experiencing a motor habit. But the cane is also an
example of a perceptual habit.

Once the stick has become a familiar instrument, the world of feelable
things recedes and now begins, not at the outer skin of the hand, but at the
end of the stick. . . . the stick is no longer an object perceived by a blind man,
but an instrument with which he perceives. It is a bodily auxiliary, an
extension of the bodily synthesis. (Merleau-Ponty, 1962/2002, pp. 175–176)

 This example illustrates the ways in which a tool—a cane—had become part
of the body. The blind man could feel and guide himself through the everyday -
ness of life, no longer aware of the cane itself but of the world the cane revealed.
Using Merleau-Ponty’s (1962/2002) concept of extending the body through a
specific tool as a foundation, let us shift to a more specific everyday example.

Vi gnette

 One course that regularly falls into my teaching rotation is technical
and scientific writing, which is the service course populated primarily for
engineers. I’ve always enjoyed teaching this course, and as a teacher with
a reputation for being hard, I rarely encounter classroom management
problems, including the unauthorized use of mobile phones. However,
recently I had a particularly flagrant violation: a student, let’s call him
Robert, was texting during another student’s presentation. I was quite sur -
prised. Robert was an excellent student—came to class prepared, offered
thoughtful comments, asked probing questions, and put forth full effort on
the assignments. I was unable to catch up to him after class, so I sent an
email asking him to see me the next day.
 During the course of our conversation, we both had a revelation. His
revelation was that he had no memory of texting during class. I asked him to 
pull up the list and see whether I had imagined it. There right in front of
him was the day and time, clearly indicting him. He was dumbfounded.
How could he not remember? My revelation was in his reaction. His
phone had truly become an extension of his body.
 Much like the blind man with the cane, Robert experienced the world,
in part, through what appeared on his phone. Rarely do we remember every 
movement our bodies make during the day. Did I hold the coffee pot in my
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left hand or my right as I filled my cup? How did I get into the car or open
the door? Which hand did I use when I pointed to the board in class? For
my student, his mobile phone had become an unconscious extension of who
he is and how he interacts in the world. “It is meaningless to imagine a
human being as a biological entity without the complex network of his or
her tools—such a notion is the same as, say, the goose without feathers”
(Zizek, 2004, p. 19). It was so commonplace for Robert to respond to a text
message—no matter what he should be or was doing—that he had no
memory of it. He literally had no recollection of what his right hand was
doing with his network of tools.

TECH NOL OGY AS TOOLS AND HU MANS
AS TOOL-BE INGS

 The idea of the human body being a tool-being moves through modern philos -
ophers of technology (e.g., Feenburg, 2002; Idhe, 2001), with its roots going back 
to Heidegger (1997). The instrumental nature of technology means that human
bodies exist as tool-beings that use a variety of equipment, or technology, to
move through each day. In “The Question Concerning Technology,” Heidegger
(1997) discusses modern technology as a tool or an instrument that compels
things to be revealed or “enframed” as resources. From our mobile phones to
our cars to our computers to our pens, each one of our tools works with a series
of other tools. “Technologies are never distinct objects: they are only experi -
ences in relation to other entities arranged in complex constellations to form
particular environments” (Hawk, 2007, p. 171; see also Slack & Wise, 2006,
chap. 10). Geographer Nigel Thrift pushes Hawk’s concept of technologies
as part of relationships even farther. Thrift (2008) insists that the body interacts
with other things:

It could be argued that the human body is what it is because of its unparal -
leled ability to co-evolve with things, taking them in and adding them to
different parts of the biological body to produce something which, if we
could see it, would resemble a constantly evolving distribution of hybrids
with different reaches. . . . The human body is a tool-being. (p. 10)

 By incorporating this view of technology and our interaction with it, we
move beyond thinking about just the “thingness” of the technology. Instead
we have to think through the many contingencies within a culture and situation
that create the technology and its uses. Thinking of a technological culture
removes the either/or problems of selecting technological determinism or cultural
determinism (or any range of position in between) by focusing on the con -
nections, the articulations between the technology, the culture in which the
technology is created, and the corresponding uses of the technology. The articu -
lation of a technical culture implies that it is the articulations that matter because
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they incorporate a range of practices, representations, experiences, and affects.
This means that agency remains at the forefront of the equation. The encounter
between person and technology in the act of doing something is not reduced to
the division between technology and human, nor are technology and human set in
opposition. In considering technology in this way, I am much more interested
in the relationship, the merging of technologies and users and in understanding
what that relationship means for our understanding of ourselves, our bodies,
and, ultimately, the work we do.
 Foucault (1988) acknowledged he developed a greater interest in the “history
of how an individual acts upon himself” (p. 19). He identified his major objective
as “to sketch out a history of the different ways in our culture that humans
develop knowledge about themselves” (Foucault, 1988, pp. 17–18). One of the
techniques he offers is

technologies of the self, which permit individuals to effect by their own
means or with the help of others a certain number of operations on their
own bodies and souls, thoughts, conduct, and way of being, so as to trans -
form themselves in order to attain a certain state of happiness, purity,
wisdom, perfection, or immortality. (Foucault, 1988, p. 18)

 It is significant to note Foucault’s choice of wording. To begin, technologies
is plural, which signifies that at any given moment more than one technology
can be used to act upon the self. Also, technologies is a non-specific signifier.
Foucault never defines what a technology is, nor does he even specify what kinds
or types of technologies should be used to “effect” aspects of the self. Tech -
nologies of the self is a technical enterprise enacted upon a body by a body and
is at once a practice and a theory. In Foucault’s (1998) explanation, he pro -
vides examples from ancient Greece and Rome and then from the days of early
Christianity. These wide ranging examples from years gone past are significant
because they prompt one to ask, “What type of self are we dealing with today?
What understanding of the self motivates our practices and norms our ideas
of what it means to be an individual who makes her own choices? And in our
highly technological society, how do the gadgets of our everyday life relate to
us, to who we are?” (Dumitrica, 2008, pp. 132–133). Taking technologies of the
self to a new embodied level, the following two vignettes begin to answer these
questions. Inserting technologies as a third object in the relationship of body
and world means that existing relationships are altered and complicated, and
it also means “becoming able to add, not subtract, means learning how to get
access, not renouncing the possibility of access” (Stengers, 2005, p. 5).

Vi gnette

 Jarle, the team captain of the national skydiving team, broke his neck.
Now he does many things that abled people do, which he demonstrates as
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he maneuvers in his wheelchair. The story proceeds with Jarle showing a
visitor around his customized, technologically advanced house that con -
tains an environmental control system that he can control either through a
device mounted on his wheelchair or through a suck-and-blow system from
his bed. For Jarle, he main tains control over his life because his body

must remain attached to a set of ordered relations between elements such
as cables, infrared beams and apparatuses, transmitters and receivers, the
electricity network and its cables, a computer, a software program in which
the many possibilities are programmed, a fuse box the size of a wardrobe,
switches, remote controls. (Moser, 2006, pp. 370–382)

 Disability studies is rife with stories such as Jarle’s in which techno logical
advancements and assistive technologies have radically trans formed the way 
people with disabilities live and interact. These narratives of “normalcy”
enabled through technology illustrate Merleau-Ponty’s (1962/2002) embodi -
ment in ways he probably never imagined. But all of these technologies are
extensions of Jarle’s body and enable him to interact in ways that he could
not without them. A careful and critical reader can already recognize
the problems embedded within this narrative—problems of technological
failure, the limits of the health care system, the need for someone to also
monitor the situation, the large costs involved, and, of course, whether this
is independence or not, just to name a few of the issues this story invokes.
“We all have and are a body. But there is a way out of this dichotomous
twosome. As part of our daily practices, we also do (our) bodies. In practice 
we enact them” (Mol & Law, 2006, p. 45). Although a further explication of 
these problems is outside the scope of the present, Jarle’s story highlights
the promise and the peril of technological embodi ment for people with
disabilities. For Jarle, he enacts his body through technology. Jarle’s tech -
nological embodiments are one extreme of the spectrum where bodies and
technologies merge into one. Now let us consider Nathan.

Vi gnette

 Nathan’s day begins like so many others. He wakes to his alarm and
listens to the news while he is in the shower. He dresses for work (in a shirt
made with nanotechnology) and goes to the kitchen, where his coffee is
already made. While he drinks his coffee, he turns on his laptop to check the 
weather online, turns the TV on for the children, and then checks his work
email on his mobile device. His wife reminds him of an appointment, which
he enters into his phone’s calendar, and then he syncs his laptop and phone.
 While not a life-defining necessity for him, as it is for Jarle, Nathan too is
technologically embodied; he is constantly connected. Much like Nathan,
most of us would find it difficult to imagine going an entire day without
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technology, much of which no longer enters our consciousness as separate
from our lives, until it goes wrong, of course.
 If Zizek (2004), Thrift (2008), and others are right about tools and
bodies— and I believe they are—this merging together of biology and the
mechanical/ technical is as natural as any other process. Thinking of
technology as an extension of biology helps to blur the boundaries of what
is considered a normal body, which is of primary concern to disability
studies. Taking this view eliminates the physical bodily differences between
people—those with and without disabilities—and forces the makers of
technologies to recognize that technological embodiments are paramount
to the success of any system.

Successful technology developments will come from those who recognize
the importance of tools and social systems that support human goals,
control, and responsibility. Users want the sense of mastery and accomplish -
ment that comes from using a tool to accomplish their goals. (Shneiderman,
2002, p. 237)

 One of the goals of looking at technological embodiments is to level
the playing field between abled bodies and disabled bodies. We are all
posthuman. Think about specific technologies attached to the body, such
as sophisticated mind controlled prosthetics, pacemakers, or insulin
pumps. Think about tech nologies that aid the body, such as self-help
books, canes, or insulin pumps. Think about ways in which our bodies are
dispersed, such as multi-player online games, training simulations for
doctors and pilots, the Xbox Kinect, or virtual global conferencing. In both
large and small ways, technologies are changing the way we view and
act out our own bodies.

AN EX AM PLE OF THE ORY TO PRAC TICE:
AU DI ENCE ANAL Y SIS

 Sometimes theory is accused of being too abstract, too far from practice.
This notion of technological embodiments is one that technical communicators
cannot ignore, especially for one of the key functions we perform—audience
analysis. While the field discusses users, audiences, and readers, the discussions
often fail to move past an idealized disembodied user toward an embodied
user. “We brandish expressions like ‘user advocate,’ ‘user-centered design,’ and
‘ease of use’ with the understanding that one of our main goals is to write and
design documents with the target audience in mind” (Blakeslee, 2010, p. 199).
Technical communication teachers are quite familiar with standard exercises
in audience analysis. Many popular textbooks provide checklists to complete.
But what these linear and one-dimensional checklists do not adequately address
is the three-dimensional, embodied mode of audience.
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 One of the benchmark works in audience analysis is Johnson’s (1998) work
on “user-centered” technology. As one of the first technical communication
scholars to deploy this term, Johnson (1998) advocates adopting a user-centered
approach to documentation, which he defines as “a thorough form of audience
analysis that is aimed at designing documentation that fits what a user actually
does, not necessarily what we think he or she should do” (p. 136). User-centered
designed assumes that technologies are a medium for doing different things
and that the goal of using the technology is to make the technology seamless
with the user’s activities.
 Although much scholarship in technical communication draws on Johnson’s
(1998) work, it has not been without critique. Spinuzzi (2000) feels that the
user-centered approach “hides that fact that technical communicators actually
do try to marginalize, inhibit, and discourage certain types of users and assign
circumscribed roles to those readers” (p. 215). Spinuzzi’s (2000) critique carries
additional weight when viewed through the lens of disability studies. To date,
technical communicators have made the “normal” body the focus of the user-
 centered experience. We forefront the user, a person who operates something,
but rarely do we embody this user because the emphasis is on the operation,
the success or failure of it, rather than on the embodied person. And too often
audiences that do not interact in “normal” ways are discounted from consider -
ation. If information has lost its body, as Hayles (1999) has suggested, those of
us who work in communicating information to audiences need to pay more
attention to the idea of embodiment. Audiences (or users) all have bodies, no
matter whether that body is abled or disabled.
 With the rise of dynamic systems, Albers (2003) claimed that the importance
of audience analysis would increase. In the years since, this claim has come to
pass as systems of all shapes and sizes and in all kinds of industries have increases 
in complexity. The recent work Usability of Complex Information Systems, by
Albers and Still (2011), advances the premise that increasingly complex systems
need to be evaluated in new ways. If systems are more complex, then how users
interact with those systems is more complex as well. Our theories of audience
analysis have not kept pace. The field needs an understanding of a complex
user that ensures the user is embodied. “Disability studies demands a shift from
the ideology of normalcy, from the rule and hegemony of normates, to vision
of the body as changeable, unperfectable, unruly, and untidy” (Davis, 2002,
p. 39). Technical communicators can also benefit from this shift toward the
actual users rather the idealized user.

Vi gnette

 Matt has been working at his new job as an information architect and
content developer for about six months. He’s just been made the lead on a
new web project that has two parts: updating the client’s public website and 
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reorganizing and enhancing the client’s intranet, which is run through a
custom-built content-management system. One of Matt’s first tasks is to
create a series of personas and a task analysis. Matt’s personas could be
used as models for others because they are detailed, specific, and incor -
porate almost every conceivable scenario—except he never once considers
whether any of the potential users are people with disabilities. His client:
Goodwill Industries.
 A three-dimensional audience analysis that expands the characteristics
of the user and helps to embody it is sorely needed. This three-dimensional
model of audience analysis would include specific questions about
disability or, at the very least, a greater awareness that one out five users
is disabled. A three- dimensional model would better account for the tech -
nological embodiment between user, text, technology, space, and author.
Pushing embodiment ever farther, this would address the idea that our
bodies are not a constant of “always disabled or always able-bodied”
but that our bodies and “our abilities change depending on the context”
(Pullin, 2009, p. 91). These added dimen sions help to embody audience
analysis. “The thinking here is that technology potentially makes our
writing accessible to a much broader audience than before—potentially
to all Internet users or to anyone who can access an online document”
(Blakeslee, 2010, p. 201), but only if those users can truly access the
information. If technical communicators continue to only imagine an ideal
user of the system in ideal circumstances, then technical communicators,
consciously or unconsciously, are ensuring that people with disabilities—
either temporary or more permanent—will always be marginalized,
inhibited, and discouraged. It takes only a slight shift, possibly to techno -
logical embodiments, to understand that audience analysis needs to expand 
to incorporate a three-dimensional view of the user, a user with a body that
is “changeable, unperfectable, unruly, and untidy.” (Davis, 2002, p. 39)

A CON SID ER ATION OF THE ORY TO
PRAC TICE:  ETH ICS

 In presenting this theory of technological embodiment, one must also consider
the ethical dimensions of it. Consider Oscar.
 The May 2007 headline in the New York Times read “An Amputee Sprinter:
Is He Disabled or Too-Abled?” (Longman, 2007). The story is focused on
Oscar Pistorius, a South African sprinter who has set records for Paralympic
athletes. He is a double amputee who competes wearing a “pair of j-shaped blades 
made of carbon fiber and known as Cheetahs” (Longman, 2007, para. 3). He
became a focus of international attention when he attempted to become part of
the 2008 South African Summer Olympic Team—the regular, able-bodied team.
Pistorius’s dream was cut short when the International Association of Athletics
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Federation, the governing body of Olympic and amateur sports, declared that
“his prosthetic racing blades give him a clear competitive advantage”(Associated
Press, 2008, para. 1).
 This chapter started with an image of Jaime Sommers, a fictional cyborg. In
Oscar Pistorius, we have returned to a similar twenty-first century techno-body,
but it is real. With it a whole series of ethical questions arise: What is the
definition of a body? Who has the right to define a foot, since Pistorius has known 
only a prosthetic as a foot? (He received his first prosthetics as a toddler.) Are
his Cheetahs feet or prosthetics? What are the limits of technology? And, the
ever confounding question, who is disabled? Or how do we define abled?
 At the heart of any ethical inquiry is the fundamental question, how should
one live? In advanced societies, a closely allied question is that of what decisions
should be regulated. When placed alongside technology and bodies, these ques -
tions become more vexing, more troublesome, which means technical communi -
cators who are often tasked with writing and communicating about many of these
technologies must be diligent in both asking and answering ethical questions.
 Another ethical dimension to consider is the creation of a “technological
ghetto at the margins of consumer and political culture” (Ott, Serlin, & Mihm,
2002, p. 21). According to historians Ott, Serlin, and Mihm (2002), bionics
and cyborgs have become mainstream in large part because they are “divorced
from disability.” Complicating this “technological ghetto” even more is the
“line between assistive and prosthetic technology.” Both assist with access to
day-to-day living, and “since all useful technology is assistive, it is peculiar that
we stipulate that some devices are assistive while others need no qualifications”
(Ott et al., 2002, p. 21). Why is it that certain technologies have few stigmas while 
others have more? If any technological embodiment assists, then they should all
be classified the same. Devices that aid daily activities have always existed, so
why should there be a needless perpetuation of a hierarchy of assistive devices?

The issue, then, is not first and foremost whether new, digital, ICT-based
technologies will revolutionize the lives and situation of disabled people,
but rather whether they will revolutionize the way we conceive of and
make distinctions between abled and disabled people in the first instance.
(Moser, 2006, p. 389)

At its heart, this is a question of ethics. Ethical questions will not fade into
the background, nor will they cease being complicated and complex. From
biopolitics to genetics to increased surveillance to definitions of technologies
and disability to nano-size infiltration of advanced technologies into every
aspect of our lives, ethics should remain central to any discussion of techno -
logical embodiments. Both technical communicators and disability studies
scholars have the knowledge and ability to enter into these discussions and
provide a “humanistic” view to ethical questions. OR: We are in a good position
to emphasize the human in posthuman.
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LOOK ING TO THE FU TURE

 Jaime Sommers, Jarle, Robert, Oscar Pistorius, Nathan, Matt, and any person who
interacts with and acts through technology all provide examples of technological
embodiment and the importance of this concept to technical communication.
This brief foray into theoretical dimensions of technological embodiments is an
experiment into alternative ways of thinking about technologies, bodies, and the
work we—technical communicators and disability scholars alike—do. Theory
is sometimes criticized for being disconnected and abstracted from anything
practical. The multiple examples—vignettes—presented in this chapter serve as
an attempt to connect the theoretical dimensions of technological embodiment to
actual practices, such as audience analysis. Admittedly, I have only scratched
the surface of the practical application and, more so, have only initiated a limited
exploration of the theory of technological embodiment, and in the process, I
have asked many more questions than I have answered.
 If we could do a better job of addressing the embodiments of users, the
limitations of their actual bodies would be diminished. If all bodies, both abled
and disabled bodies, need technologies to function, then all bodies immediately
become the same. “What is striking about the history of the Internet, its contem -
porary forms, and future visions, is that disability is both highly visible and
curiously invisible in its digital landscape” (Goggin & Newell, 2003, p. 110). If
disability is a gap that needs to be addressed in Internet studies and technical
communication, the first step would be to remember that disability is not a
deficit or “something less.” By attempting to level the playing field between
abled and disabled through technological embodiments, I hope to place the
emphasis on improving our practices to better serve all users, which would
mean the inclusion of disability as a category of diversity to be considered when
designing new technologies or writing about existing ones.
 In the everydayness of technical communication, its usefulness rests in fore -
grounding the necessity to proceed with caution, to actually consider the myriad
ethical dimensions embedded in every technology embodiment. And in this
creation, what are the limits of surveillance? When does our body not belong
to us? If the face is obscured, is the technological image of our body no longer
human and, thus, no longer ours? Shifting to a related area, what roles should
technical communication and disability scholars play in ongoing concerns
over Internet privacy, particularly the increase in the numbers of technologies
designed to be placed in the home?
 Technological embodiment, as manifested in the “latest add-on, the fastest
computer, or even a more expansive application of universal design” will do
nothing for anyone until we fully appreciate that “whatever we do we have the
opportunity to disable or enable” (Goggin & Newell, 2003, p. 154). And this
is the area where technical communication and technical communicators can
intervene. What we can learn from the first decade of the twenty-first century is
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that the work of technical communicators and disability studies scholars needs
to find a greater synergy because what stands for technological embodiments
will become only more complicated and more important. “To speak of embodi -
ment is to form some knowledge of it, and how we know our embodied
reality acts upon how we orient toward disability” (Titchkosky, 2007, p. 13).
Understanding that we are all embodied, and all technologically embodied,
should ensure that we more consciously, directly, and ethically orient ourselves
in ways that make sure people with disabilities are granted more accessibility.
Since technical communicators play vital roles in the development, deployment,
and documentation of many technologies and systems, it’s past time to con -
sciously orient ourselves toward and with disability.
 As I conclude, let me offer a caveat to this discussion. I am not advocating
for the erasure or loss of the uniqueness of bodies. The raced, sexed, disabled,
aged, and other body categories are important and vital—they bleed, rejoice,
and, yes, even use technologies. But I do want to offer the suggestive idea
that technical communicators have to consider the corporeal body in light of
technological embodiment. Our society has evolved to the point that few users
are outside the reach of technologies and the impact of those technologies on
their everyday lives. We can no longer ask the basic question, how will the user
interact with thing X? Rather, the question needs to be, how does this techno -
logically embodied user imagine thing X as part of himself or herself and what
does it mean to all of us? 
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CHAP TER 4

Supercrips Don’t Fly:
Technical Communication to

Support Ordinary Lives of People
With Disabilities

Mar ga ret Gutsell and Kathleen Hulgin

The most destructive aspect of the media’s use of Supercrips
is that the Supercrip image kicks real issues off the table.

                 (Haller, 2000, para. 12)

We have all heard stories lauding the deaf high school student who plays softball
or the man who uses a wheelchair yet manages to sail a boat. While the inspir -
ational disabled person, a dominant image portrayed in popular culture, seems
positive, it interferes with inclusive living. Prodigious achievement is praise -
worthy in anyone, yet the focus on people considered to have a disability as
courageous or super-achieving eclipses the fact that most of them simply desire
ordinary lives (Shapiro, 1993). Rather than “overcoming” their individual charac -
teristics, they are concerned with countering the social barriers that interfere
with everyday activities. Instead of being raised to some kind of hero status, they
would prefer to be included in the life of a community by addressing challenges
such as inaccessible or unavailable transportation, limited employment oppor -
tunities, inaccessible affordable housing, or unreliable wheelchairs. The focus
on disability as an individual pathology to be overcome, is grounded in cultural
notions of normalcy (Davis, 1995) and associated ideas about what action should
be taken when perceived deviation occurs.
 The supercrip metaphor is used to describe the most current example of
how language perpetuates negative images and minimally valuable roles for
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