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Abstract

The act of writing cannot be understood as disembodied information transfer, just as a technology or device cannot
be regarded as an instrument or tool (Vlieghe 2016). Instead, any form of writing enrols the body in interaction with a
physically tangible device, in which embodied subjectivities are formed through our prosthetic interrelationships with
technologies. Generative Als have the potential to fundamentally alter the experience of academic writing, and
therefore how the embodied authoring self-unfolds. Marin (2021) takes a phenomenological approach which focuses
on sensory configurations and the mediality of embodied gestures, drawing on Flusser (2014). She identifies three
categories of gesture involved in academic writing: dis-assembling, assembling, and interlacing. Building on this work
and utilising a heuristic approach to ‘interviewing digital objects’ (Adams and Thompson 2016) this paper will consist
of a phenomenological investigation into the effects of GAls on these gestures and academic writing in the age of Al.

Full paper

The act of writing cannot be understood as disembodied information transfer or the production of text, just as any
technology or device cannot be regarded as mere instrument or tool (Vlieghe 2016). Instead, any form of writing, from
longhand using graphomotoric control, to the motor and visual space of keyboards and screens (Mangen & Velay
2010) enrols the body in interaction with a physically tangible device. As such, the materiality of communication
(Lenoir 1998) is not neutral but is agentive and constitutive of human subjectivities as writing bodies. Work in media
theory has revealed closely intertwined relationships between technologies of inscription and material, cultural and
ideological forms of education (McLuhan 1994, Friesen & Cressman 2010, Friesen 2017) and the generation of
‘alphabetized bodies’ (Kittler 1990). Stiegler, working in the philosophy of technology, holds that our embodied
subjectivities are formed through prosthetic interrelationships with technologies (Stiegler 1998). Vieghle (2016) and
calls for a technosomatic (Richardson 2010) account of how practices of reading and writing impact our bodies and
the social and cultural effects of that entanglement, arguing that this leads to ‘a grammar’ of responding to the world
via gestural routines. Typing differs from the productive gesture of handwriting as it can be seen instead as a pointing
gesture (Mangen & Velay 2010), in which the keyboard writer becomes a consumer, with different technological
arrangements opening up different spaces of experience in which we come to inhabit a particular relation to script
(Vlieghe 2016). In this regard, one of the pressing questions for research in this area centres on how generative Als
will change human practices of writing and generating texts, and how these effects will be felt in the everyday
practices of education, writing, study and meaning making. Textual practices in education and beyond have always
been intertwined with technologies of inscription, from the earliest recorded human practices of writing using clay
tablets (Friesen 2017), to the emergence of digital technologies. Theorists working in social semiotics have
accounted for the multimodal nature of communication (Kress & van Leeuwen 1996), and more recently the complex
materiality of textual communication has been theorised in the emergent field of Posthuman Applied Linguistics
(Pennycook 2018a, 2018b). The advent of GAls requires further theoretical extension to provide insights into how
these ‘more-than-human’ machine—human texts emerge, how we might begin to understand the nature of authorship
in the Al age, and how to understand the rapidly evolving and uncanny nature of these texts (Costello 2023). The way
that we experience writing has been explored from a first-person perspective using the approach of phenomenology,
‘... the study of structures of consciousness from the first-person point of view. The focus is on how we experience
things, ‘... notably the significance of objects, events, tools, the flow of time, the self, and others, as these things arise
and are experienced in our ‘lifeworld’.’ (Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy 2013). An analysis using this
perspective focuses on aspects such as time, space, where we place our attention, the actions we take with our
bodies, eyes and movements, the way we interact with others, and our linguistic activity, and has been applied to
practice (van Manen 2009, 2014). In recent years postphenomenological enquiry has been developed to guide
descriptions and enquiries into the nature of the experience of technologies in particular (e.g. Ihde 1990, 2002,
Verbeek 2023). Further work has focused on digital technologies with a posthuman lens, such as Adams and



Thompson’s (2016) Researching Posthuman Worlds, in which they developed a series of heuristics to be used to
investigate the nature of experience of digital technologies, by ‘interviewing objects’, also used in Gourlay (2021).
Adams has recently demonstrated in a study where she ‘interviews’ Al in education using these heuristic questions to
investigate teachers’ experiences of using GAls (Adams 2023). Marin (2021) analyses the study practices of the
university in terms of mediatic displacement, in which texts move between various modes of speech and text, taking a
phenomenological approach focusing on sensory configurations and the mediality of embodied gestures, drawing on
the work of Flusser (2011, 2014). Her analysis of interviews with students reveals what she calls the gestures of
academic writing as study practice. She identifies three categories: dis-assembling, assembling, and interlacing. This
paper will combine Adams and Thompson’s heuristics with Marin’s categories to conduct a phenomenological enquiry
into the gestures invoked by generative Als in higher education, focusing on mediatic displacement, authorship, and
the notion of posthuman texts. Implications for research and practice will be discussed.
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