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Somatic Metaphors:
Embodied Recognition of Rhetorical Opportunities

If bodies and discourse are always interpenetrated and mutually influencing,
rhetoricians need ways to consider how it is possible to evoke embodied effects
with rhetorical force via discursive tools. This article discusses how the use of
somatic metaphors, metaphors crafted to revive remembered embodied experi-
ence in the mover’s consciousness, allows access to the ideological, political,
and affective ties formed in the original embodied performance. Repeated expo-
sure to this metaphoric resurrection of the past creates a kairotic awareness where
remembered embodiments are viewed as potential rhetorical resources.

I think muscle memory is fascinating. I have more muscle memory
than I actually have memory, I really do. I will forget something by
the end of the day that I am like “remember, Robin, remember.” But
if I physically do something right, that stays with me so much longer.
I think, I think it’s my goal as a dancer to work on something so
long that I can shut this completely off [gestures toward head/brain]
and it’s my muscles, I can enjoy the ride, because my muscles are
the lead and I can just whooo like look at what’s happening, and I’m
following it and not thinking, that to me is pure enjoyment. So I try to
get my students there, like I said through repetition, without creating
bad habits in their body.

The above interview excerpt typifies the phenomenon commonly known in
movement-training systems such as dance, sports, and martial arts as “muscle
memory,” or where the body remembers patterns of movement that have been
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performed repeatedly.1 Commonly, the phrase refers to doing something with-
out thinking, to being able to “enjoy the ride” as Robin (all names have been
changed), a specialist in modern dance pedagogy, puts it. This idea of enjoyment
rests on a somewhat crude distinction between mind and body where the body is
free, sensual, and affective, and the mind is controlled, logical, and self-conscious.
Although Robin prioritizes the body positively in relation to the pleasure that
comes from letting the body take control, her Enlightenment-tinged discourse
reveals the tendency to mystify bodily labor along a mind/body split rather than
consider how physical and cognitive ways of knowing and acting are intricately
related. Yet in spite of this tendency, one can read her discussion of bodily sen-
sation as exemplifying the body’s capacity–its intellect–for storing and using
memory and performance. The body is a source of joy, and it is also a conduit
for remembered knowledge. Bodily stores of affective, emotional, and physical
knowledge enable us to motivate embodied movement, gesture, and posture in
response to situational exigencies, but accessing this capacity requires methods of
triggering this knowledge and drawing similarities between the past and current
situation. To access embodied memory as a potent resource of rhetorical potential,
I consider dance pedagogy not in terms of aesthetics but as a site of memory cre-
ation, recall, and performance through an ethnographic examination of how dance
teachers use discursive strategies2 to evoke recall of previous bodily experience.
I argue that a renewed focus on the recursivity of discourse and movement allows
us to fully access the range of rhetorical resources that mingle and permutate
within embodied memory and action.

I perceive bodies as more than mere storage spaces for memories and semi-
otics, or as Elizabeth Grosz argues, beyond “signifying medium[s]” (9). Instead,
I attend to the qualities of bodies that are radically different from logics of writ-
ing or symbol-based systems in order to consider bodies as active participators in
rhetorical projects. As Debra Hawhee astutely points out, “Contemporary theory
thus has a tendency to freeze bodies, to analyze them for their symbolic proper-
ties, thereby evacuating and ignoring their capacity to sense and move through
time” (7). In response to this tendency to theorize the body strictly in terms of its
representational qualities, I forward an understanding of the body that also sees it
as a functional, inventional actor and bearer of ideological weight, capable of pro-
ducing rhetorical influence. This parsing of the moving, sensing, biological body
is not an attempt to reaffirm idealist/materialist binaries.3 Rather, my goal is to
perceive how symbolic systems and bodies are always already intertwined so as
to better understand what embodied and material effects are already present but
unaccounted for in rhetorical work.

Studying the process of training bodies allows us to think of memory as an
embodied practice rather than an individual moment separate from the temporal
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flow of using knowledge in response to rhetorical demands, which gives us a new
perspective from which to perform rhetorical analyses and work. Greg Dickenson,
Carole Blair, and Brian Ott argue, “[D]iscourses, events, objects, and practices
carry evocative, affective weight” (3) that make certain affiliations and invest-
ments more or less rhetorically impactful–the ways in which our bodies are
trained to navigate the world from stores of embodied, affective attachments to
certain affiliations or investments, attachments that make some rhetorical paths
more or less appealing than others. Typically, this durable, habitual, and banal
nature of embodied memory helps us achieve everyday tasks with a minimum of
effort. As psychiatrist and philosopher Thomas Fuchs states, what “we once had
acquired as skills, habits, and experience have become what we can do today;
hence, body memory is our lived past” (11). Memory is never behind us but is
always “fluid and dynamic, carried through the present in our habitual actions, as
not a one-time retrieval but an ongoing recall process” (Phillips 2). We use these
stores of habituated knowledge unconsciously to perform our daily functions–
to wash dishes, to drive the car, to pet the cat–but it is possible to activate this
embodied knowledge as a rhetorical resource through specific discursive appeals
to embodied memory. Because bodies are re/active and not inert, this stored bod-
ily experience can be resurrected and strategically used in the present and future;
our range of rhetorical actions is guided by our embodied memories just as much
as our training in argument or analysis. Yet the tacit nature of how this knowl-
edge usually functions, barring traumatic injury or disease, also often masks the
rhetorical resources found in recalling not only the cognitive knowledge but also
the embodied state of a previously experienced situation.

The question then becomes how is it possible not only to rely on these habit-
ual memories to autopilot us through life but also to resuscitate certain moments
of previous embodiment in order to create strategic, rhetorical interventions in the
present moment? Examining systems of bodily training makes visible the often-
crucial moments of discursive intervention that draw on these layered embodied
memories and enable conscious performances of these past situations and bod-
ily states. The ways in which teachers and coaches craft moments of discourse
that create embodied impact demonstrate the complex relationship between words
and bodies, how the arguments we craft and the metaphors we invoke can call
up a wealth of seemingly unrelated information that is nonetheless carried in
the bodies of those we are trying to reach. Rhetoricians need perspectives and
vocabularies that aid in discussing these interchanges that exceed analysis of cul-
turally normative tropes and ideas; if it is possible to craft discursive moments that
directly appeal to embodied memories, how do we need to account for embodied
memory as a rhetorical force that acts alongside the more expected discursive
interventions?
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Through interviews with prominent dance teachers and observations of dance
classes at a Research 1 university, henceforth called Northwest U, I explore how
dance teachers use what I am calling somatic metaphors to evoke these remem-
bered embodiments in their students for specific movement purposes. Recalling
remembered embodiments allows access to the ideological, political, and affective
ties formed in the original performance, and it is possible to access these ties and
perform them as resources if effectively prompted. Considering how discourse is
an aspect of a larger systemic process of bodily training, specifically the inter-
change between metaphor and movement, demonstrates how it is possible to train
bodies in habits and practices that are rhetorically functional. Metaphors, then, are
but one method for developing embodied habits and practices alternate or counter
to the “‘common sense’ behaviors” that mark our bodies and selves as classed
or cultured (Bourdieu 55). Systems of bodily training like dance (or martial arts,
method acting, burlesque, and so forth) that have explicit goals of creating special-
ized habits of movement demonstrate the possible extremes of crafting new ways
for bodily existence, but they also demonstrate how ideological work is never
just discursive. Working to persuade someone of the validity of a textual message
is often also asking for an acceptance of a particular embodiment or affective
state.

One way that dance teachers evoke previously experienced embodied states
and movements is through the use of somatic metaphors.4 Somatic metaphors
activate bodily memories quickly through connotations that draw on memories
of embodied experience, memories that have formed through repetition and coa-
lesced into a genre of action that is called forth by the discursive label. This
condensation of meaning into a tight word or phrase allows students to navigate
their individual and disciplinary history and pull on memories of embodied expe-
rience that will be helpful in the moment of response. As scholars in rhetori-
cal genre theory have demonstrated, memory as operating in repetitive actions
becomes normative to the point where we “become habituated to these constel-
lations of resources and fail to see the possibilities for the constraints on human
action that they enact” (Schryer 85). Dance teachers use discursive strategies such
as somatic metaphors to enable students to sift through the totality of their past
embodied experiences and recognize certain points within these “constellations of
resources” as useful in the present instant. Rhetoricians have worked productively
with how discursive metaphors influence behavior and perception, but there has
not been as much attention paid to how metaphors can aid in reactivating embod-
ied knowledge to serve rhetorical goals. Studying this link between metaphors and
bodies enables recognition of unexplored throngs of rhetorical energy, collections
of bodies and discourses, as well as how these assemblages influence potential
rhetorical actions and responses.



366 Rhetoric Review

Somatic metaphors demonstrate tangible effects of the discourse/body con-
nection; bodies are modified through the application of discursive metaphors that
are crafted to be recognizable to the dancers’ embodiment. Even outside of formal
training systems like dance, this mind/body connection means that we are always
shaping bodies as we shape our representations. Our remembered ways of act-
ing in the world, formed through embodied repetition, constrain and enable how
we greet and respond to both symbolic and physical stimuli. In other words, if the
ongoing commingling of bodies and minds shapes our ability to recognize rhetori-
cal opportunities, we need to account for when bodies are already being trained in
physicalities that carry negative effects as well as how to create alternate training
systems that help refine critical bodies into productive rhetorical actors.

Embodied Rhetorical Memory

A rhetorical conception of memory that includes embodied knowledge results
in a radical flexibility able to support the complexities of lived action and reac-
tion. Cicero’s famous tale of Simonides in the banquet hall was meant to illustrate
the power of arrangement, but what of the body of Simonides, rotating in the
destroyed hall, scanning the rubble for signs of his friends? Surely Simonides
must have gone back to his seat to replace his body in his previous posture and
position, attempting to recall lines of eye contact, rotating his head from side to
side to imagine faces as they would have appeared in context, and to remember
the distinctive odors, laughs, and gestures of those he was surrounded by moments
before. Defining memory in terms of action, how one moves through memory
in order to enact it and to make it useful, allows rhetoricians to best consider
how memory and recognition operate in tandem. Kendall Phillips considers the
divide between history and memory as a divide between “a singular and authentic
account of the past” and “multiple, diverse, mutable, and competing accounts of
past events” (2); memory is separate from history because it is relivable. This idea
of memory as a process, a verb, highlights the presence of movement involved in
remembrance. In Holocaust scholar Michael Bernard-Donals’s reading of how
Aristotle differentiated between “mneme and anamnesis, memory and recollec-
tion” (9), “recollection” is the living, plastic version of memory, “the inherence of
the power of presencings [or the presence of the power that stimulates changes].
And this in such a way that the man is moved of himself and because of the
motions that he has” (qtd. in Bernard-Donals 9). Recollection is the flashpoint
of remembrance where there is movement, an unsettling that produces a “com-
pulsion to speak” (10). What his discussion of movement adds to the rhetorical
definition of memory is the emphasis on memory as a process that is dependent
on the reactivation of the original experience in repeated embodied action.
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Somatic metaphors are moments of unsettling that instigate the process of
recognizing and reactivating relevant memories. For example, social activism
often uses variants of the “take a stand” metaphor. There are ideological con-
notations bound up in this metaphor, but there is also a wealth of embodied
experience that is activated within the hearer/reader of this metaphor, for exam-
ple, the position of the legs when taking a strong stance, the tension in the gut that
accompanies standing in opposition to another, or the literal amassment of bodies
as a threatening force. If we were to just focus on the ideological component of
this metaphor, we might consider the inherent emphasis on the disenfranchised,
labor conditions, and other political grapplings that have become attached to this
metaphor. But considering “take a stand” in relation to remembered embodiment
means thinking through the above in relation to the knowledge of how bodies act
at protests and political gatherings. The understanding of this metaphor’s embodi-
ment is diffuse throughout society, so that even someone new to physically being
at a protest would not dare to respond to this metaphor with polite golf claps.
Within the contexts of social movements, this metaphor serves as an invitation
to enter into the legacy of previous protestors’ ideological stances and embodi-
ments. In contexts focused on training bodies, metaphors enable a simultaneous
productive rupture with one’s habitual embodiment and raise awareness of one’s
memorable experience that is related to the situational need. They are invitations
to consciously perform recalled memories in service of contemporary desires.

In the following excerpt of an observation of a ballet class, Nancy, a ballet
teacher at Northwest U with thirty years of teaching experience, uses metaphoric
strategies in her explanation and demonstration of an adagio (combination of
steps that emphasize fluidity and control) to activate this memorial process in
her students.

Nancy is demonstrating a new adagio. After she has gone through it
once, she goes through it again with images that she thinks “will liven
this for you.” The side of the torso leads the first turn in the combi-
nation, arm up in a Grecian urn pose. She tells them “I’m thinking of
an old creaky door” that is hanging off its hinges and swinging with
a “sad, wilted, run down feeling.” As students try the movement, it
seems as though it is hard to keep the “sad, wilted” creaky feeling and
also perform the turn part of the movement, but they all keep practic-
ing and experimenting with different ways to start the turn, different
torso positions, head positions, etc.

Here the teacher is directly calling on her students to find a more explicit connec-
tion between the mind and body by calling attention to a portion of the desired
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movement through a metaphor. Her chosen metaphor–the old creaky door–is not
“dancey” but rather involves a situation that bodies could undergo in everyday
movement. The students are asked to remember pushing on or opening an “old
creaky door” and repurpose that physical experience in the current situation.
Moments like this are instructive in that they speak to how an individual’s options
for social action exist on a spectrum of both discursive and embodied choices.
In this case the dancers were having a hard time performing the desired creaky
quality while also performing the turn component. We can read this difficulty as
the agonistic struggle that arises when combining layers of memory, a struggle
between the dancers’ existing embodied knowledge of performing a simple turn
and the powerful information being fed to them through this metaphor. After she
stated the metaphor and gave them time to practice the movement, Nancy’s stu-
dents continued to perfect this step with each repetition, bringing together the
information stored in their muscle memory and the teacher’s desired focus from
the metaphor. The repetitive practice of this movement allows the students to fig-
ure out what in their store of previous experience is relevant to the information
presented through the metaphor and incorporate the discursive information into
their bodily performances. The metaphor is a means of offering refinement and
nuance to the students’ existing memories of related movements.

Scholarship in cognitive psychology and phenomenology offers a perspective
on the remembering body that is predicated on this idea of repetition, retrieval, and
refinement. Body researchers Sabine Koch, Thomas Fuchs, Michela Summa, and
Cornelia Miller conceive of an embodied memory as “the totality of the embod-
ied subject’s dispositions, which allow the person to react to present situations
and requirements on the basis of past experience” (2). One’s embodied disposi-
tions are ever present, meaning we meet exigencies with the resources we have
gained through moving and living in previous similar situations. Thomas Fuchs
discusses how this process of storing embodied memory for future use gives us
a “meaning core,” which is “a complex of bodily sensations and implicit, only
intuited recollections and meanings” where “the lived past has condensed, as it
were, and from which new meanings may unfold” (20). In short, the “felt sense”
of the body is tied up in invisible deposits of memory that dispose it toward cer-
tain lines of action and thought. We carry our history with us in these embodied
meaning cores, which influences not only how we meet and respond to exigencies
but also what new knowledge is produced as a result of that interaction. However,
it is possible to activate these meaning cores and put this habitual knowledge to
purposeful use via consciousness-raising triggers like somatic metaphors.

Somatic metaphors activate past experience and create a sense of past/present
simultaneity in the desired enaction of the named memory, which allows us
to consider how much of rhetorical memory is based in recurring embodied
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performance. Henri Bergson’s work distinguishes between souvenir-image and
memoire habitude: There is the idea of the spontaneous, unavoidable repository
of memories formed from our experiences and also the idea of a learned mem-
ory where the accruement of repeated movements through an experience add up
to actionable memory–as he states, “[O]ne imagines and the other repeats” (93).
The habitual “training,” the repetition of bodily action through time, allows us to
both rely on the embodied habits that result from this ongoing embodied practice
as well as imagine new possibilities for action based on certain instantiations of
those habitual actions. We tend to remember isolated events that are made memo-
rable because of certain concatenations of unexpected factors, but just thinking of
memory as event-specific ignores the accrued weight of the habit-based embod-
ied knowledge that allowed us to articulate with that event in that particular way.
So in the example from Nancy’s class, the students necessarily needed previous
experience with turning in order to begin to successfully articulate their move-
ment with the metaphor. Once the metaphor was invoked, the dancers were then
able to forge a connection between their past experience and current movement
need in ways that are not immediately obvious because of the dissimilarity of the
situations.

Once this awareness is formed, new habits that contain this past/present
awareness can be built, adding to the mover’s dexterity in navigating situa-
tional needs. Bergson posits repetition as necessary for imagination; accessing
our inventional potential is based in knowledgeable memory, which is formed
through repeated bodily actions. What interests Bergson, and what should interest
rhetoricians about this idea of memory, is that repetition as a basis for memory
is premised on the validity of performance as rooted in a present body. As he
states, a repeated memory “no longer represents our past to us, it acts it; and if it
still deserves the name of memory, it is not because it conserves bygone images,
but because it prolongs their useful effect into the present moment” (93, emphasis
added). In other words, the repeated act of performing something, moving through
something, recalls the original state of the body and its surrounding experi-
ences for reuse in the present moment for repeated consumption and deployment.
Invention is made possible through repeated embodied performance. Nancy, the
ballet teacher, emphasizes the importance of repetition in dance technique class,
stating

[T]he most important thing is the repetitiveness and the loading, mus-
cular loading that gets, number one, accurate safe movement at a
subcortical level through thousands and thousands of repetitions. And
the loading, so that you get more and more strength and/or flexibility
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so maximum flexibility, maximum strength, maximum power, and
automatic muscular patterns.

In ballet technique class, there are certain expectations about what movements
will be performed and in what order; for example, pliés (bending and then
straightening of the knees) are almost always the first or second exercise. There
are anatomical reasons for this–pliés warm up the knees for larger movements–
but this repetition is also necessary to build stores of knowledge that can then
be intentionally put into operation in other moves. Any time a dancer performs
a movement that uses a plié, such as a jump, he or she is reactivating memories
of all the previous performances and the accompanying knowledge. Metaphoric
strategies only work if there is a foundation of repeated embodied action to draw
on and recall; even outside of the context of the dance classroom, we are able to
draw on metaphors as inventional resources because of our years of experience
with embodied movement. Conversely, we should consider what tacit systems
of embodied training (for example, classroom expectations for posture, spacing,
and movement) have primed us to react to certain metaphors, either negatively or
positively, and how it might be possible to craft alternate metaphors and messages.

Metaphors Activating Memories

Dance pedagogy’s emphasis on using years of training and repetition in ser-
vice of physical performance creates dense layers of embodied memory, which
can then be drawn upon via metaphors for specific performative purposes. The
necessity of repeated physical performance is a key part of why bodily training
systems are so exemplary of the rhetorical potential found within trained bodies:
the body’s capacity to store affective, emotional, and physical knowledge that can
be used in rhetorical responses. Nancy speaks to the way that embodied repetition
forms stores of powerful influence when she states,

Usually, well, almost any correction is encouragement to change a
muscular pattern that’s hard wired. And that usually means the relax-
ation of some muscle group so that another muscle group can act. And
what I’ve found for people, especially people who have had lots of
years of training, that particular posture and pattern of holding mus-
cles is actually part of their personality. So to say, “let go of this group
and use this group” isn’t, it’s just, that’s not the spirit in which it can
be done because it probably is going to be a slow peeling of feelings
that people have attached to their physical entity. And not frequently
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but once in a while in the last 40 years of teaching, a person might
let go of a muscle group she’s held for 12 or 13 years and completely
break down into tears.

Nancy’s discussion of movement change leading to tears underscores the sheer
amount of knowledge it is possible to hold within a body; muscles have memo-
ries that are “hard wired” into them. The student in tears was holding onto years
of affective, bodily memories, and a change in those patterns created a tearful dis-
juncture in her embodiment. Nancy’s comments about the “slow peeling” away
of embodied habits signal the complexity of bodily knowledge that operates in
ways still mysterious to more rational frameworks. Bodies hold rich experiences
beyond the mechanical that are difficult to activate and channel. This is perhaps
why, as Teresa Brennan states, a discursive framework for bodily operations is
helpful in order to “formulate bodily knowledge more accurately and to pass it
on by the verbal means that increases [sic] the rapidity of human understanding”
(153). The rapid arrival and departure of movement is simultaneously a rapid
arrival and departure of the knowledge necessary to perform the movement. Even
with higher-level concepts and movement systems like dance, it is possible to
encourage this complex process of embodied recall through discursive moves
because of the ability to distill large amounts of information into a few words.

Metaphors are especially influential on movement practices because they are
able to instantly evoke a spectrum of temporal experiences via imagery at the
same time as the student performs the movement, and they also weld related
cognitive and embodied experiences together (Böger 194). George Lakoff and
Mark Johnson define metaphors as, “understanding and experiencing one kind
of thing in terms of another” (5, emphasis added), but discussions of metaphor
often focus on the first half of their statement and ignore the necessity of embod-
ied experience implicated in the second. They describe how primary metaphors
“are motivated by embodied experiences coming together regularly. For example,
when children are held affectionately by their parents, the experiences of affection
and warmth correlate, yielding Affection Is Warmth” (Lakoff, “Explaining” 777).
Body researchers are beginning to investigate this connection among metaphors,
memory, and movement to better understand not only how metaphors work to
increase cognitive understanding but also what effects they have on embodied
experience (Koch). In other words, how is the creation of material analogues
a way of not just explaining a bodily experience but also of triggering the
knowledge learned in that previous space and time?

As Lakoff and Johnson state, metaphors are necessarily partial representa-
tions of the world, and that if “it were total, one concept would actually be
the other, not merely be understood in terms of it” (13). Using metaphors is a
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necessarily incomplete form of comparison that sharpens the focus on one part
of experience even as it masks another. Somatic metaphors, metaphors crafted to
summon body-centric experiences, exploit this partial nature to create the mental
and embodied space that is necessary to highlight previously learned embodied
knowledge in relation to the current moment of performance. Each metaphor
straddles discourse and embodiment by evoking an embodied response that is
rooted in the students’ memories of particular physicalities while also drawing
on the weight of communal understandings. This intersection of the individual
and the social produces a capaciousness of available responses that is all the
more powerful for its unpredictability. The following example from an advanced
ballet class at Northwest U demonstrates the range of possibilities found in the
translation from metaphor to embodiment.

Nancy demonstrates a promenade (a holding of the leg off of the floor
while rotating on the ball of the foot in a circle) and finishes with an
arm movement that is a quick bend of the elbows out to a stretch, she
tells the students to think of having “lightning bolts in your elbows.”
She demonstrates this particular movement again, accompanied by a
lighting and thunder noise.

In this metaphor of “lightning in your elbows,” the goal is to get the students to
transfer some of the idea of “lightning” into their physicality. Lightning is not
(usually) directly embodied, yet the usefulness of this metaphor is in its abil-
ity to crystallize a moment of intense previous experience in just a few words.
Nancy gives several embodied cues, such as the “striking” outward from her
elbows, designed to be evocative of actual lightning flashes. She also adds a sonic
component with the “lightning and thunder noise,” making a crashing, rumbling
vocalization. Although very few people have ever been struck by lightning, many
of us have witnessed a lightning bolt strike. More importantly, we have the embod-
ied memory of what it felt like within our bodies to be present during such a
moment, a memory that contains the clenches, freezing in fear, and heart palpita-
tions that an unexpected lightning bolt can cause. Intermingled with the physical
are the affective reactions to the power and strength of such a sight, both of which
are signaled through the already-listed reactions. Nancy’s bodily delivery–the
intonation in the words, a lingering over a last syllable, a sound effect–situates
the metaphor both in relation to the cognitive effects of the metaphor and in rela-
tion to previous embodied experience. As a guiding theme, the metaphor’s wealth
of sonic, discursive, and physical cues limits the chaos of memory by evoking
relevant memories from the individual’s physical and cognitive experience to be
winnowed through and applied to the movement.
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Modern dance expert Robin explicitly discusses how embodied qualities,
such as intonation and sound, are crucial to not only engaging students but also
helping them bridge the gap between memory recall and physical performance:

[T]he way we use dynamics in our voice is so important. Like, we
always use the example like, if you taught the whole class in a
monotone voice, everyone would walk out because they want to stab
themselves in the eyes [said in a monotone voice and rhythm]. . . .

You have to you know, you’re telling a story from the beginning of
class until the end, and there’s moments where you have to be really
quiet and you want them to understand [said in a whisper]. I con-
sciously use that as a tool. It’s not just that I naturally do it. I know
when I want to project and when I want to pull back, those kinds of
things, and I think a good teacher utilizes that.

Robin’s discussion demonstrates the value of consciously drawing on embodi-
ment in order to communicate embodied concepts and qualities. If the metaphor
is the teacher’s desire and intention for the student’s future bodily work exter-
nalized, the teacher must remember his or her past physical experience and then
enact that discursively via a metaphor as well as physically via demonstration
of the movement; there must also be attention to the embodied aspects of deliv-
ery so as to focus the student’s attention. In order to enter the call-and-response
structure, the student is being asked to recall his or her past physical experiences
and attempt to reperform the portion of it that aligns with the metaphor. Robin’s
example points to how intonation and volume add to the depth of the discourse-
body connection and narrow the metaphor, enabling the dance student to compare
his or her existing embodied knowledge with the whole of the dance teacher’s
intention. Thinking about memory in embodied terms allows us to uncover those
embodied flash points that are not immediately or obviously related to the contem-
porary moment of movement production but that can be accessed via metaphoric
language.

The past experience with these metaphors does not have to be personal in
order for uptake of this embodied knowledge to occur. Instead, the metaphors
invoked can be useful because they call up the wealth of knowledge found in
collectively held topoi. For example, in the following metaphor, the students
are not being asked to inhabit the state of a marsupial. Rather, they are being
asked to inhabit a set of bodily relations where they can employ kangaroo-related
memories in physical performance.
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George demonstrates a tendu in parallel exercise [foot
stretching/ strengthening exercise with the toes pointed for-
wards, one foot lengthening to the back until that leg is straight]. He
tells the students to look for “those parallel sides” and to keep the
“toes in line with each other” to the back, as it is really easy to let
the hip open up and let the foot start to point away from the front.
He also warns the students not to do “kangaroo toes” where there is
weight on the back foot like a bike’s kickstand.

Here students can exploit the partial nature of metaphors to glean information
from their memories where they watched kangaroos (visual), read about kanga-
roos’ habits of resting on their tails (mental), or imitated kangaroos via play-acting
(physical) and apply the relevant aspects of these memories to the movement task.
All of these operations vary in the level of direct bodily initiation, but they are all
related to a bodily connection with the idea of a kangaroo’s physical experience.
Regardless of the location where the student gleaned the most kangaroo-related
knowledge, the use of a somatic metaphor invites the student to translate that
information into movement within the dance-specific context of the class. These
“intergeneric translations” are processes through which the discursive moment
finds a way into the body (Emmons 136).

Students were asked to perform a similar translation and blending in the
following example from another advanced ballet class at Northwest U.

Patricia gives a tendu exercise at the bar that demands they really
shift their body weight through space from foot to foot, e.g. extend-
ing a foot forward in tendu, then moving the entire body forward in
space so that all body weight is on that front foot. Afterwards, she
tells a student who is still keeping a lot of weight over her back foot
to think of a “schoolmarmish character” who is “looking down your
nose, long spine.”

Here the dancers are being asked to remember their previous experience with
what typically figures in popular culture as a schoolmarm, someone with a long,
stiff spine who tends to look down on people. The student whom Patricia directed
the metaphor toward was having difficulties in getting her weight forward in a
quick shift from one foot to another. By calling on the image of a schoolmarm,
Patricia is endeavoring to enable the student to shift her weight without physical
struggle. One could consider the character traits that accompany the typical image
of a schoolmarm here: aggressive, brutally direct, and snobbish. In order for this
metaphor to have impact on the student’s movement, the student must be able
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to translate those characteristics into the context of a dance movement and then
enact them fully.

Regardless of one’s actual experience with real-life schoolmarms, we all con-
tain within our bodies a range of experience with, at the very least, the idea of
a schoolmarm. The metaphor acts to link external ideological and sociocultural
conceptions with both the discursive representation within the metaphor and the
bodily memories. Here if the student remains purely at the intellectual level, the
metaphor will not engender the taking up of the desired embodiment, or he/she
might engender uptake of something other than is being emphasized, for exam-
ple, a snobbish expression. But if the student is able to find a mental experience
of the character in his or her memories and then reperform it, then the metaphor
will have helped that student succeed in adding a new movement skill or quality
to his/her repertoire. Metaphors can serve to both inscribe and change a body’s
embodied practices5 within the context of dominant sociocultural narratives if
direct connections are drawn between the chosen commonplaces and the mover’s
individual conception and experience.

Bodily Attunement and Kairotic Recognition

As beings who are shaped, at least in part, by dominant sociocultural narra-
tives, movers have a wealth of sensory information and experiences to draw on
and use in response to any kairotic encounters that emerge from the intersection
of the social and personal, the discursive and bodily, the ideological and affective.
Traditionally defined as the “right or opportune time to do something, or right
measure in doing something,” kairos is typically focused on the moment of action
(Kinneavy 58). Considering rhetorical embodiment widens the scope of kairos to
also consider the necessary storing of past experiences and knowledge in order
for the recognition of those opportune moments. As Sharon Crowley and Debra
Hawhee note, both memory and kairos “require a kind of ‘attunement’ in that the
rhetor who is gathering items for reserve in the memory must be thinking simulta-
neously about what’s available now that might be useful later” (375). Dance is an
illuminating exemplar of bodies’ kairotic resources in that dance training explic-
itly encourages students to draw on these embodied memories to shape how and
when they move; it is not just dancers’ high level of bodily skill that marks them
but also their high level of somatic awareness of how to craft bodily actions that
meet kairotic needs. When the dancer has relevant embodied experience, he or
she undergoes a split-second process where the body is recognizing that infor-
mation, measuring it against previous experience, and then mining memories to
react appropriately. These operations are based in a fluid sense of time and require
the dancer to hold many layers of temporality within one’s body simultaneously.
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In other words, the dancers rely on embodied memory in order to recognize and
respond to potential and actual kairotic opportunities. There is always at least a
double focus where the rhetor is working with past experience and then finding
present and future opportunities to strategically use that experience.

Therefore, training one’s body in an art form or conditioning training pro-
gram is a means of embedding certain attitudes and information into the body
that may be useful in future situations; using somatic metaphors to trigger connec-
tions between seemingly unrelated experiences is one way of fostering a kairotic
awareness and situational dexterity. This training means the body has the capa-
bility to operate within this movement framework and also to respond according
to the particular exigencies of generically similar situations: After recognition
comes action. Jeff Pruchnic and Kim Lacey draw on Sylvan Tomkin’s discus-
sion of affective memory in order to demonstrate how accretion of embodied
experience is what enables a bodily recognition of kairotic opportunities, where
memory is not only “discrete recollections and learned skills and behaviors” but
also “the location of an accumulation of affective responses to categories of stim-
uli, responses that build up over time but that allow humans to respond much
more efficiently, even automatically, to phenomena to which they have already
formed some positive or negative association” (485). Here, embodied memories
themselves become ways of acting and reacting in the world that are based on
previous experiences and their emotional and affective accompaniments, devel-
oped in response to both external exigencies and individual bodily constraints
and abilities. More experience with this process of comparison between bod-
ies and concepts, via metaphors or other means, attunes the rhetor to her own
bodily movements and how those movements can be ‘read’ as symptoms of
class, ideology, or other influential features. Repeated experience with this chain
of discursive triggering, memory recall, and embodied refinement is an exem-
plar of building movement knowledge that can be used strategically in future
performances, which in turn influences the range of potential future learning.
An increased range of remembered bodily knowledge and repeated practice using
this knowledge in response to different performative expectations is a means of
fostering a flexible, rhetorical embodiment.

In some cases, this kairotic, embodied attunement is demonstrated through
a higher awareness of the overlapping influence of bodies and their surrounding
situations on movement opportunities. Cherry, an advanced modern and ballet stu-
dent, describes how a teacher’s particular take on the metaphor of floating opened
up new movement pathways and sensibilities.

I guess when I first thought of the word floating, I was thinking about
being really light and being lighter than what was around me. But
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in Jesse’s terminology, floating meant not only that you were light,
because I mean you can’t really change how heavy you are, but more
that you were supported by the space, so for him, floating was about
the interaction of your body within the environment rather than some
physical property of your movement.

When asked about what she was able to do with this knowledge from the
metaphor, she states,

Yeah so after his class, I notice it more. Like I notice, I notice where
other dancers are around me even more, and I pay attention, I guess I
pay attention more to like, I guess to the lighting, and the feelings that
I get from the space? You know, like on a cloudy day, the light that
comes in is different than what comes in on a sunny day, so, I guess
I notice it more. I don’t know if it changes the way I dance, but it’s
something different to think about.

Cherry describes how this discursive communiqué has effectively changed how
she relates to her surrounding environment. Her nuanced description demon-
strates her shifts in approach as she spent more time working with this metaphor.
Originally, she thinks of floating with an emphasis on the lightness of her body,
but as she continually experiments with this metaphor, she comes to see how ful-
filling this idea is dependent on the surrounding situation. This emphasis on the
body in relation to other bodies and actors in space allows her to “pay attention
more,” to be more kairotically attuned to potential places of action and response
that arise not just from the isolated body but the body in context. Such a strate-
gically crafted metaphor demonstrates the possibilities for new understandings of
rhetorical awareness that are attainable at the intersection of cognitive and embod-
ied understandings and practice. There is a larger awareness of the reciprocal
influence of bodies and environments that surpasses dance interests and intersects
with issues of how rhetorical actors function within overlapping ecologies and
systems.

Bodily Repercussions

Somatic metaphors enable a recall of previous embodied experience and
recognition of how this experience is transferable among a variety of situa-
tions. The elusiveness of memory is made tangible in finding alignments between
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previous and contemporary embodiments, alignments that can activate affective,
ideological, or political aspects of these embodiments. This mixture of memorial
and situational awareness is foundational to a rhetorical embodiment that can both
recognize and create kairos, as well as enhance the capacity for kairotic action.
Repeated bodily experience conjoined with intentional awareness-raising leads
to dancers using movement strategically and kairotically, a rhetorical operation
that involves awareness of how past embodiments might be brought to bear on
current situational constraints and opportunities. The trained body is attuned to
learning bodily knowledge in response to external constraints and individually
formed memories, and it is able to use the metaknowledge gained in those ago-
nistic, metaphoric encounters to physically shape future situations. Understanding
bodies as both responders and creators of rhetorical exigencies requires a shift
in how we consider the lines of influence in a rhetorical situation. The moving
body as both responder and creator can be considered a material rhetorical device
that (a) influences other bodies’ uptake of bodily knowledge and (b) uses its own
knowledge and forces, ever shifting in the albumen of bodily encounters, to yield
rhetorical effects.

Additionally, this research speaks to the need to investigate how the influence
between discourse and embodiment impacts traditionally text-focused investi-
gations; if metaphors can impact our bodily practices so powerfully, how do
metaphors alter bodily dispositions in ways that constrain the range of rhetorical
actions and reactions? If metaphors conjure up a realm of past embodied expe-
rience and the accompanying affective and emotional ties to those experiences,
an induced nostalgia operating through audience members’ bodies, we need to
account for how these sorts of effects interact with or perhaps even contradict the
discursive connotations of those analogies and metaphors. For instance, we might
consider how the embodiments we use and teach might be attached to previously
learned situations in ways that undermine the content of our lessons and exer-
cises. Are there alternative embodiments to the pen in hand (or laptop on desk),
forward-leaning posture, and hunched shoulders that is (a) so typical in solo ‘free
thinking’ work yet also (b) very reminiscent of both the ideological weight and
embodiment found in standardized testing? In terms of production, if a group or
community is motivating a certain argument centered on a cluster of metaphors,
what counterarguments have we been failing to make because we have failed to
account for the embodied effects of that groups’ metaphoric strategies? Since we
have a realm of lived experience to draw from, which is what allows metaphors to
function in the first place, we need to account for possible polysemic receptions
of our metaphoric messages because of the affective and embodied effects that
accompany our discourse.
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Notes
1
I thank RR reviewers Jessica Enoch and Debra Hawhee, and Theresa Enos for their helpful

feedback and comments on this work. I also thank Candice Rai for the generosity of her time and
suggestions during the creation of this piece.

2
This study draws on a larger pool of data collected at Northwest University from 2012-13 via

regular (2-4 visits per week) dance class observations, interviews with teachers/choreographers, and
interviews with students.

3
Celeste Condit’s essay on race and genetics provides a clear and concise overview of these

warring positions and the potential consequences of holding to either too firmly.
4
Psychotherapist Brian Broom uses the term somatic metaphor to frame physical symptoms

in relation to psychological distress—for example, having angina while also describing one’s self as
suffering from heartache—but his focus is on instances where patients are not aware of this connection
between mental and physical states. My use of the term is predicated on the existence of a conscious
linking between the discursive instance of the metaphor and an intentional physical action.

5
Although her methods are more discursively focused, Christina Haas’s essay “Materializing

Public and Private” speaks to how metaphors of space and public/private operate more broadly to
impact bodily potential in the case of an abortion clinic.
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