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What a book! Pithy and profound. A dazzling examination of an event-
based theory of identity that many in the field will find extraordinarily 
useful in their work.      
                       — Juan C. Guerra, University of Washington at Seattle
 
Beginning with a basic question, “What does composition study?,” 
Sánchez explores the ongoing divide between the field’s empiricist 
leanings and its postmodern ethos, between writers and subjects, and 
between exteriority and textuality. In this bold, concise, and theoretically 
nuanced work, Sánchez shows us a way through those divides, offering 
an event-based theory of identity that challenges us to reimagine 
subjectivity in contemporary complex ecologies/technologies of writing.
                               — Jacqueline Rhodes, Michigan State University

This book develops a new theoretical approach to the study of writing by 
fusing key aspects of postmodern theory with the empirical sensibilities 
of composition studies and with that field’s long-standing investment in 
writerly agency. Specifically, Inside the Subject describes the act of writing 
in terms of the event, a concept for mapping relations between the 
symbolic and the nonsymbolic. In addition, the book casts writers as 
both locations and catalysts for these relations. And finally, it develops 
a theory of identity to describe these relations, and these locations, in 
more detail than the field currently has at its disposal.

Raúl Sánchez is associate professor of English at the University of 
Florida, where he teaches courses in advanced composition, technical 
writing, composition theory, rhetorical theory, critical theory, cultural 
studies, and postcolonial theory.
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In “trAcIng process: hoW texts come Into beIng,” Paul Prior 
claims that despite the great care we might take to analyze and de-
scribe the various factors that inform writing, there is “no way to 
get the whole story of any text” (172). And yet, despite the truth 
of this statement, we have come to know a great deal about what 
writing is, how it works, and how it might be taught. The field 
of composition studies has developed many valuable theories and 
methods with which to study what Prior refers to as “the intersec-
tion of the cognitive and the social in activity that is distributed 
across individual acts, collaborative interactions, and many socially 
and historically developed tools” (197). And, more and more, we 
understand that to study writing is precisely to attend to such in-
tersections and distributions, because we realize that the relation 
between writing and the rest of the world is, in a significant way, 
what defines writing itself.

Our field’s attention to writing’s relations has been especially 
acute over the last two decades or so. Russel Durst claims that by 
the late 1980s and early 1990s composition’s attention to individ-
ual writing activity had reached a saturation point. He notes that 
“composing process studies had gone as far as they could go in 
yielding useful, illuminating pictures of writers’ general approach-
es” and that, as a result, scholars in the field began looking at “other 
aspects of writing,” namely, its connections to other activities, in-
stitutions, and phenomena (80–81). This book proceeds from the 
various relational turns that the study of writing has taken. But I 
am motivated by the sense that, despite Durst’s claim, we may not 
have gone as far as possible toward describing the “individual acts” 
of writing to which Prior refers. In this sense, my argument coin-
cides with that of Janis Haswell and Richard Haswell, who identify 
a “dark synapse” between the inputs of “society and culture” and 

introduction: Acts of writing

ix1

a-fm-i-xxvi-Sanchez.indd   9 7/27/17   4:11 PM
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the outputs of “text and response” that have occupied our field’s 
theoretical, empirical, and pedagogical attention for decades (2). 
Likewise, my argument might be part of what Bruce McComis-
key has called the “integrationist movement,” an attempt by vari-
ous scholars to complicate James Berlin’s extraordinarily influential 
taxonomy of composition studies by combining various of its el-
ements, particularly the expressivist and social-epistemic “camps” 
(751).

But where Haswell and Haswell approach these individual acts 
phenomenologically, through a focus on authoring defined as “the 
inward act that triggers the outward act of writing,” I approach 
the question through what I see as the problematics inherent to 
writing itself. Like their book, Authoring, this book offers a con-
ceptual orientation that can begin to account for individual acts 
that are invariably situated within networks, ecologies, and other 
sets of relations. Like other studies we might consider integration-
ist—Thomas Newkirk’s The Performance of Self in Student Writing, 
Robert Yagelski’s Literacy Matters, and Donna LeCourt’s Identity 
Matters (which I discuss in Chapter 3)—this book tries to account 
for both the materiality and the discursivity that make up the indi-
vidual writer, that function within the writing agent, so to speak. 
In doing so, this book calls continuing attention to writing’s indis-
pensable role in producing the very notions of interiority and exte-
riority that inform our understandings of writing itself, and that we 
map onto writers’ bodies. Basically, I hope to provide a theoretical 
resource that helps account for the knotty difficulties of using writ-
ing to discuss the functions of writing.

In The Function of Theory in Composition Studies, I criticized the 
idea that writing is best approached as a technology of representa-
tion, on the grounds that this perspective limits our field’s ability to 
account for the full range of writing’s cultural work—its relations 
with other parts of the world. I argued for greater understanding of 
writing’s relations by urging us to expand the range of interactions 
we can imagine between acts of writing and the world. Because of 
this, it might seem odd for me to now emphasize the individual act, 
to focus on the supposed interiority of the writer, to try to isolate a 
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moment that is deeply integrated with and inextricably related to 
things around it. But writing’s relationality is precisely what makes 
possible my attention to interiority and the individual act. In other 
words, it’s not that I want to separate writing from its many con-
texts. I don’t mean to argue against what is now common disciplin-
ary knowledge: that writing is profoundly and even essentially rela-
tional. But I do intend to trace and apply the consequences of that 
knowledge “down” to the most discrete and empirically available 
level: the moment of a text’s creation by a physical body. If multiple 
streams of discourse, data, and symbols can be said to inform an 
individual act of writing, and if that individual act of writing is car-
ried out by an agent, then this book offers terms for discussing that 
flow as it passes “through” that agent.

On the question of interiority, Prior’s distinction between “in-
scription” and “composing” prompts a useful bit of reflection 
(168). According to Prior, inscription describes the purely physi-
cal motion of “writing with pen in hand on paper or typing with 
keyboard on an electronic screen” while composing describes a cog-
nitive act, such as “when a person plans a text or even drafts out 
language mentally or in conversation with others” (168, 169). But 
I think the distinction is perhaps not so firm, particularly in light 
of what James Britton long ago referred to as “shaping at the point 
of utterance” (61), which suggests a complexity inherent in the act 
of writing that Prior’s terms ultimately may not be able to accom-
modate. We might say that to distinguish between inscription and 
composing is to reflect assumptions about writing that force us to 
look through rather than at it, to borrow terms from Richard Lan-
ham (Literacy 58). If inscription is what happens out there (as marks 
on a page or pixels on a screen) and composition happens in here 
(in mental states that are essentially private despite multiple input 
streams of text and information), then we are left, once again, with 
a conception of writing as fundamentally a technology of represen-
tation. We may have usefully complicated the contexts in which 
(and from which) writing acts happen, but those individual acts 
remain as mysterious as ever. And they remain mysterious because 
our conception assumes rather than describes a dynamic between 
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a supposed inside and a supposed outside of writing. It does not 
address the implicit theory that informs the empirical question, 
Prior’s question, of “how texts come into being.” In order to ex-
plore that theory, we must attend to the idea that a major part 
of what defines writing is its ability to function as if it represents 
something exterior to it—things, ideas, emotions, and so on—ir-
respective of our own thoughts about whether or how it actually 
represents such things. However, I am not concerned with exterior-
ity from an ontological perspective. Instead, I am interested in the 
functional aspect of exteriority, which I see as the idea that every act 
of writing depends upon and proceeds from the notion that there 
is something beyond or outside of it. For composition studies, this 
becomes an important issue when we connect that act of writing 
to an individual human body, at which point the question of inte-
riority—metaphorical and empirical—necessarily arises. I want to 
propose a set of terms that takes this complex relationship between 
exteriority and interiority into account as fully as possible when we 
consider the writers with whom we work every day.

T h e  O u T s I D e

While I prefer to avoid philosophical discourse, I must use some 
philosophical terminology in proposing this theory, if only to be as 
careful as possible about what I mean when I use terms that might 
carry or at least imply a philosophical dimension. I will explore this 
question in greater detail in Chapter 1, but for the moment I want 
to note that I will use the term outside as a synonym for exteriority. 
Both terms mark the idea that there are things beyond or different 
from symbols, and which we think of as being represented by sym-
bols. In the old deconstructive sense, I am referring to signifieds, 
which are said to be represented by signifiers within the formation 
of the sign.

Of course, deconstruction complicated existing descriptions of 
the relationship between signifier and signified, making the very 
idea of the signified a function of signification. In other words, 
if “signified” is itself a signifier, what signified does it represent? 
Likewise, what is the outside to which outside refers, and how could 
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we access it except through symbols? On the one hand, this is now 
a decades-old question whose answers we in composition studies 
have learned, perhaps even internalized depending on how much 
they impinge upon our own research and teaching practices. But 
to say that we know this question and its various answers—to say 
that we know the various terms (différance, supplementarity, the 
trace, and so on) that were developed to confront this question—is 
not to say that the question is less provocative now than when it 
was first articulated, or that it poses fewer challenges for the study 
of writing. In fact, I believe that despite our familiarity with the 
intricacies of symbolic action or signification, the idea of the out-
side—of exteriority—remains elusive and difficult, in part because 
we treat it as a philosophical rather than functional issue. I believe 
we inadvertently and especially treat it this way when we simply 
assume its existence—that is, when we take it for granted or do not 
see it as an important theoretical issue. In turn, this stealth philo-
sophical perspective informs our theories and methods for studying 
writing. For example, it informs Prior’s claim about there being “no 
way to get the whole story of any text.” Our disciplinary ideas and 
our commonsense notions about writing preserve a philosophical 
legacy.

So it is not without a sense of irony that, by way of introduction, 
I turn to Jacques Derrida for an instructive meditation on the dif-
ficulties of exteriority. To me, Derrida’s work has always been valu-
able for its relentless attention to the importance and consequences 
of words, terminology, and writing. But this attention has placed 
him at the boundary of professional philosophy itself. In fact, I 
tend to think of him less as a philosopher than as someone who is 
marginal (in the best sense of the word) to a variety of disciplines 
and intellectual traditions, and who derives a unique perspective 
precisely from being on the margins.

In “The Deaths of Roland Barthes,” Derrida examines that 
writer’s notion of the punctum, a term Derrida describes as refer-
ring to “a point of singularity that punctuates the surface of the 
reproduction—and even the production—of analogies, likenesses, 
and codes” (269). It is a term, according to Derrida, for “the un-
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coded beyond,” or the outside (271). In Barthes’s writing, punctum 
stands in relation to studium, which represents the realm of codes 
(or symbols, or signifiers). In reference to photography, studium 
describes for Barthes, according to Derrida, “the homogeneous ob-
jectivity of the framed space” (271). For Derrida, the idea of the 
punctum makes sense only insofar as it can be rendered in terms of 
the studium. That is, while Barthes intends the punctum as a way 
to describe the unexpected intrusion of exteriority, and while he 
intends it as a way to discuss moments of intensity that are out-
side of language, the only way it can do this is by “lend[ing] itself 
to metonymy” (288). In other words, “the uncoded beyond” must 
already be, in effect, precoded—that is, it must already be available 
in the symbolic forms of the studium.

Derrida explains that, on the one hand, “[t]he heterogeneity of 
the punctum is rigorous; its originality can bear neither contami-
nation nor concession” (288). The experience of the punctum is 
always, by Barthes’s definition, completely unique. On the other 
hand, it “composes with the same, with its absolute other that is 
thus not its opposite, with the locus of the same and of the studi-
um” (288). That is, the idea of uniqueness is itself part of the code; 
it must be part of the code, or else we would not recognize anything 
as being either unique or commonplace. For Derrida, the very idea 
of something residing “outside all fields and all codes,” the very 
idea of a “place of irreplaceable singularity and of the unique refer-
ential,” necessarily requires “a network of substitutions” (288). So, 
the idea of the outside depends upon the work of the inside—the 
work of codes, symbols, signifiers—and vice versa. But the ques-
tion for the study of writing is how to think about and describe 
the particulars of this interdependency. I will argue that we should 
see the outside as operational or functional rather than philosophi-
cal, metaphysical, or even given. That is, I believe that in order to 
understand how writing works, we should understand what role 
the idea of the outside plays in writing’s workings. Once we do 
this, then we can inform our studies of writing with theories and 
methods that reflect our understanding.

6  /  Introduction: Acts of Writing
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T h e  O u T s I D e  O f  W r I T I n g

Obviously, I think we are not there yet, which is the reason for 
this book. I agree with Prior, and with Haswell and Haswell, that 
individual acts of writing remain relatively opaque even after de-
cades of theory and research in composition studies. I believe this 
is the case because acts of writing mark the very moment at which 
the idea of the outside is most relevant, and therefore most power-
ful. Of course, our field has a history with the outside, a history of 
working with the notion that ideas and meanings and so on come 
into writing from without. In 1980, when Ann Berthoff wrote that 
we make meanings “from the mysterious and unformed” (76), and 
when James Britton referred to “the moment by moment inter-
pretative process by which we make sense of what is happening 
around us” (63), both were conveying a sense that the act of writ-
ing brings forth what had previously been unavailable. Their key 
contribution, and that of their contemporaries, was to argue for the 
generative role of language. But they and other voices in the process 
movement shared a key assumption with the current-traditional 
paradigm they supplanted, namely, that writing’s main purpose 
and function was to represent. And so, the field continued—and 
continues—to talk about the act of writing as the bringing forth of 
something that had been elsewhere, outside. We still think of the 
outside as more of a realm or a place than a feature or a function.

The problem has as much to do with our terms for studying 
writing as it does with the complexity of writing itself. By empha-
sizing terminology in this book, I will also be making a claim about 
the role of the theorist in composition studies. While it remains 
important for us to offer general statements that situate research 
and pedagogy, and while we should develop those statements in 
close relationship with research and pedagogy, we should also take 
a step back in order to contemplate the prospect that the terms we 
all use to study writing are as prescriptive as they are descriptive. I 
am informed by Kenneth Burke’s claim that “much that we take 
as observations about ‘reality’ may be but the spinning out of pos-
sibilities implicit in our particular choice of terms,” and I think the 
consequences of this claim are significant (Language 46). Further-
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more, I believe that the matter becomes even more difficult when 
we remove the element of choice. That is, while we do choose—in 
a very practical sense—the terms by which we study writing, we do 
so under historical, cultural, conceptual, rhetorical, and linguistic 
constraints. And even if we could choose our terms free from these 
constraints, we would not find terms that would not place us in a 
similar situation. This is because, as Burke explains, every term is 
part of a “nomenclature,” a coherent system that “directs the atten-
tion into some channels rather than others” (Language 45).

T h e  s T u D y  O f  W r I T I n g

So we habitually say that writing reflects, invokes, gestures toward, 
or otherwise represents what is outside of it. This means we believe, 
or at least assume, that an act of writing is an act of indexing, which 
is to say that the resulting marks represent things (such as objects, 
ideas, etc.). This is our commonsense belief about how writing 
works and what it does, and it is also our disciplinary understand-
ing of it. But I do not mean to accuse or indict the field. I think 
such an understanding is unavoidable, and we all share it. None-
theless, it meets a stiff challenge in Derrida’s claim that we never 
really “transgress the text toward something other than it, toward 
a referent . . . or toward a signified outside the text whose content 
could take place, could have taken place outside of language, that is 
to say . . . outside of writing in general” (Of Grammatology 158). In 
composition theory, we may agree with Derrida that the signified is 
perpetually elusive, that behind every instance of writing there are 
only ever more instances of writing. But even our ability to make 
and accept this claim—that it’s signifiers all the way down, so to 
speak—depends on writing’s ability to function as if this were not 
the case. So even when we accept a complex notion of significa-
tion, we necessarily work from a simpler one. We must assume an 
outside, even if we know or believe that the very idea of the outside 
is problematic.

Because of this complicated situation, it is especially important 
for those of us who study writing to understand and articulate how 
the outside of writing is assumed, evoked, and articulated, not just 
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by students and writers but by theorists, researchers, and teachers in 
our own field. If we think of composition studies as a nomenclature 
about writing, we might think of our work as that of choosing key 
terms and their functions, and of bringing assumed terms under 
careful scrutiny. I want to recognize how the outside functions in 
certain key terms and concepts in our field, and I want to bring 
that recognition into our theoretical conversations about writing, 
making it the part of our nomenclature that recognizes exteriority 
as a function of writing, rather than that which writing tries to 
represent or invoke. In order to do so, I want to retheorize identity, 
a term we already use, so that it describes the relationship between 
the inside and the outside of writing at the moment of a text’s cre-
ation—that is, during an individual act of writing.

I D e n T I T y ’ s  r e s O u r C e s

Identity is a term with some history in composition studies, but 
with even more history in other interdisciplinary areas, particularly 
cultural theory. There the term carries considerable theoretical bag-
gage, most of it laid on by poststructuralist theory in the 1980s 
and 1990s. According to cultural theorist Susan Hegeman, post-
structuralism attacked “some of the foundational assumptions of 
identity-based political movements” (67). She sees the encounter 
between theory and identity as having been “creative” in that it 
forced theorists and other proponents of identity to reexamine their 
notions of “subjectivity, social construction, language, and power” 
(68). However, she also notes that, even today, a “philosophically 
adequate meeting point between poststructuralist and identitarian 
positions” remains elusive (69). As a result, she claims, theorists of 
various kinds have simply dropped the question of the relationship 
between theory and identity: on the one hand, “there are plenty of 
people out there who are ready to argue that poststructuralism is a 
dead letter,” and on the other hand, “there have always been those 
who felt that too much time was spent worrying over categories like 
race and gender” (72). Well into the twenty-first century, then, it 
seems that the question of identity in cultural theory is as contested 
as ever, and that the basic issues have remained in place since the 
late 1980s.

Introduction: Acts of Writing  /  9
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For composition studies, I think neither of these long-standing 
positions is useful, nor is an ongoing state of undecidability be-
tween them. For reasons I will discuss in Chapter 2, I think we can-
not disregard the insights of poststructural theory on questions of 
identity and agency. But neither can we discard identity, precisely 
because we are invested—historically and pedagogically—in agents 
and agency. Writing’s agents are, after all, our field’s reason for be-
ing. Writers have been our most urgent and consistent objects of in-
quiry, despite significant theoretical and methodological differences 
in how we approach them. A writer of some sort abides, implicitly 
or explicitly, in most of composition’s theories, research studies, 
and practices. Because identity is a term historically and conceptu-
ally connected to agents (in composition studies and elsewhere), 
we might arrive at some interesting and useful theoretical insights 
that can inform future inquiries if we can articulate identity with 
some of our field’s other terms and concepts for studying writers. 
As I see it, the challenge for our field, in a sense, is to resolve what 
cultural theory has been unable to resolve: this impasse between the 
postmodern critique of identity and identity’s continuing currency. 
Regarding poststructuralist theory, I follow a path clearly marked 
by such compositionists as Jasper Neel and Sharon Crowley, who 
see in Derrida’s work a powerful set of terms for thinking about 
and studying writing. Furthermore, I think his work is especially 
valuable for contemporary scenes of writing. Regarding identity 
theory, I follow our field’s valuing of the empirical, and our history 
of seeing the political dimensions of writing research and writing 
instruction. In so doing, I recognize that identity can provide the 
material specificity that poststructuralist theory lacks on its own. 
Finally, I believe identity’s connection to agency makes it relevant 
to our field’s mission to know the vicissitudes of writing so that we 
may help empower as many people—as many writers—as possible.

It seems clear to me, then, that identity can affect current conver-
sations in the field and perhaps start new ones. These include ques-
tions about how and where an act of writing begins. Prior notes 
that “many accounts of writing processes bracket off the task [of 
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inquiring about beginnings], taking it as a given” despite the fact 
that “all the elements of initiation and motivation—the emergence 
of some text as write-able in some context—are central to tracing 
the process” (168). If we want to know as much as possible about 
writing, we should know something of how it begins. I think iden-
tity can help us answer such questions because, when theorized a 
certain way, it raises fundamental questions about the relationship 
between the outside and the inside, which also happen to be ques-
tions about invention, as I will discuss in Chapters 4 and 5. This 
book is my attempt to theorize identity in this certain way.

Finally, I think there is a larger reason for reckoning with iden-
tity and bringing it more explicitly into our theories and method-
ologies. Regardless of what any of us might think about identity 
as a term or concept, it has enduring descriptive value outside of 
composition studies. According to sociologist Manuel Castells, 
people seek stability in an increasingly complex world: “When 
the world becomes too large to be controlled, social actors aim to 
shrink it back to their size and reach. When networks dissolve time 
and space, people anchor themselves in places, and recall their his-
toric memory” (69). Castells argues that to avoid being “lost in 
the whirlwind of information flows and cross-organizational net-
works,” we create identities that “provide refuge, solace, certainty, 
and protection” (69, 70). These identities are narratives about who 
we are, where we come from, and what we believe in. According 
to Castells, “the (re)construction of meaning by defensive identi-
ties breaks away from the institutions of society, and promises to 
rebuild from the bottom up” (70). This process “may be the main 
potential source of social change in the network society,” though 
this is not “an historical necessity,” and its outcomes—positive or 
negative—are far from certain (70). But if Castells is right, then it 
seems undeniable that in increasingly deterritorialized information 
and material environments, people will keep searching for ways to 
define themselves socially, culturally, politically, and individually. 
And they will do this by making texts of all kinds. They will do this 
by writing.

Introduction: Acts of Writing  /  11
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T h e  e v e n T

Another term for describing the relation between the outside and 
inside of writing is the event. In certain strands of contemporary 
theory, it is a term for describing the emergence of novelty. Alain 
Badiou refers to the event as that “which brings to pass ‘something 
other’ than the situation, opinions, instituted knowledges” that ob-
tain (Ethics 67). Bill Readings calls it a “radically singular happen-
ing which cannot be represented within a general history without 
the loss of its singularity” (57). Phillip Wegner defines it as “the in-
auguration of that which was unexpected, unknown, and uncount-
ed” (23). And according to Gilles Deleuze, an event is that which 
establishes a “line-frontier between things and propositions” (Logic 
209). If we grant that things exist outside or independent of the 
representations of them that we receive and produce, then events 
are occasions when these things first appear. Not surprisingly, part 
of the event’s enduring interest to theory—when conceived in this 
way—is its paradoxical quality. For example, if there are things 
(objects, ideas, situations) outside and independent of their repre-
sentation in symbol systems, how can we know about them before 
they become represented? After all, terms such as object, idea, and 
situation are already representations. A disconnect between the idea 
of the event and the idea of representation (or, more precisely, the 
iterability that makes up representation) sits at the heart of post-
structural theory and its critique of philosophical discourse.

But I am concerned with issues that brush up against philosophy 
only to the extent that they help shed light on writing. The idea of 
something called the event is interesting to me because, like iden-
tity, it speaks to the idea of beginnings, and to the idea of novelty’s 
emergence. As a result, it can help describe what happens at Brit-
ton’s “point of utterance,” at the part of writing that Prior correctly 
claims we take for granted. In fact, every act of writing is evental. 
If a text is a representation, or a series of representations, then we 
might describe its making as evental insofar as we suppose these 
representations stand in for things. In this sense, the act of writ-
ing materializes Deleuze’s “line-frontier.” More important, to say 
that acts of writing are events is to define theoretically what every 
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teacher knows from practice: that to write is to do something more 
complex and complicated than simply representing the outside on 
the inside.

My specific theoretical goal, then, is to use identity as event to 
refine our field’s ways of thinking about what is happening when 
individuals write. Like most people in our field, I work from the as-
sumption that acts of writing are irreducibly complex. Furthermore, 
I believe that this complexity cannot be usefully “boiled down” for 
purposes of research, pedagogy, or more theory. On the contrary, 
our terms and concepts for studying writing should be rich and 
flexible enough to shed light on this complexity in productive ways.

The first chapter examines in detail the issue of exteriority, or 
the outside. Specifically, I propose exteriority as a constitutive fea-
ture of writing, one that postmodern theory treats with insufficient 
seriousness—or at least not with the kind of seriousness that com-
position studies requires due to its abiding concern with writing’s 
agents. I argue that because exteriority is built into writing (and 
any other kind of symbol system), the essentialism that postmodern 
theory rejects is inevitable and unavoidable. Because exteriority is 
built into writing and because our field attends to writing’s agents, 
I argue that composition studies is not and never has been in a posi-
tion to either accept or reject the idea of empiricism. Furthermore, 
many of our field’s past debates about the value and uses of empiri-
cism have since been obviated by new scenes and technologies of 
writing. We can now pool previous methodological and ideological 
differences, intermingling and applying them to the core question 
of what happens when a text is made by an agent. And this inter-
mingling can take place within the framework of identity.

Toward this end, I examine two perspectives that recognize and 
try to work through the apparent impasse generated by, on the one 
hand, postmodern critiques of identity and, on the other hand, the 
exigencies of materiality that seem to endure despite these critiques. 
First, I examine Mark Hansen’s and N. Katherine Hayles’s attempts 
to theorize technology and bodies—two ostensible components of 
exteriority—in light of postmodern theory. Then, I look at Satya 
Mohanty’s and Linda Martin Alcoff ’s efforts to establish a viable 
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theory of identity in light of the many antiessentialist critiques of 
that concept. Each of these perspectives sheds light on the question 
of exteriority, and each offers ways to think about it seriously with-
out rejecting postmodern theories.

In the context of composition studies, to take exteriority se-
riously is to recognize that it gives voice to the idea that acts of 
agency—including acts of writing—start. It is to acknowledge the 
persistence of origin stories within discourse itself, as part of dis-
course’s very mechanism. In treating exteriority this way, I establish 
the exigency on which the rest of the book is based: the need for 
composition studies to develop an approach—apart from specific 
theories, research methodologies, and pedagogies—to writing’s 
agents in technologized scenes of contemporary writing, scenes 
that increasingly distribute, attenuate, or otherwise diminish the 
role of agents. My goal is not only to “rescue the subject” but to 
underscore that subject’s inevitability and to provide an appropriate 
vocabulary for describing that inevitability.

The second chapter asks what it means to say that individuals 
write—that they exercise agency—in contexts of networked subjec-
tivity and distributed agency. I examine key theories of rhetoric and 
writing for contemporary technological spaces and environments. I 
explore consequences of the idea that writing serves purposes other 
than to communicate messages or represent information. I exam-
ine the viability of imagining writing as the context in which such 
notions as communication and representation become intelligible in 
the first place. In the context of contemporary technology, writing’s 
iterability becomes ever more prominent, and this prominence in 
turn raises questions about writing acts and writing’s agents. Spe-
cifically, to what extent does it make sense to see an act of writing 
as a collage of previously available symbols and ideas governed by 
the strict conventionality of words, sounds, and images? Follow-
ing Haswell and Haswell, might we instead imagine that every act 
of writing contains or enacts something irreducible and singular, 
an event that intrudes, erupts, or emerges into representation and 
therefore into the conventions that define writing as a technology? 
This irreducibility is not something that a concept such as iterabili-
ty can accommodate, at least not to the extent required by our field.
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What I mean is that iterability alone does not account for—was 
never meant to account for—the moment of inscription, the point 
of written utterance. It must be supplemented with a theory of the 
event. And here is where identity, understood in terms of the event, 
can contribute to theoretical perspectives on writing acts: we can 
use identity to mark exteriority’s necessary role in producing—not 
just distributing—texts. Similarly to that of exteriority, the status of 
identity as a feature of writing gives us a way into a discourse that is 
otherwise indifferent or even hostile to the question of production: 
the question of what is involved when a text is made.

 The third chapter articulates this event-based theory of iden-
tity. I begin with an overview of the problems that have attended 
to the concept of identity outside the field since the 1980s and 
1990s. I explain as well some of the uses to which identity has 
been put during this time. In acknowledging identity’s turbulent 
history in cultural studies and critical theory, I hope to underscore 
the fact that its political and pedagogical usefulness, its theoreti-
cal difficulty, and the various discussions about its usefulness and 
difficulty all indicate how central it should be to any discussion of 
writing’s agents in contexts that contemporary technologies have 
affected profoundly. Even though over time there may not have 
been widespread agreement about the role or value of identity as a 
concept, the very fact that it resurfaces in discussions about agency 
suggests that it speaks to a sense that there ought to be something 
else outside of or beyond textuality, discursivity, or symbolic ac-
tion. For my purposes, then, identity is not something to be for or 
against. Rather, it names a necessary function of writing.

This chapter examines how identity has been used within com-
position studies as well. I focus on the difference between identity 
and identities, showing how scholars’ use of one or the other—or 
both—tells us something about their theoretical orientation. In 
composition studies, identity usually refers to a theoretical con-
cept, while identities indicates a lived experience. The difference 
between these is not absolute, and of course the terms are related, 
but when we conflate them we create certain conceptual problems 
that manifest themselves at levels of theory, research, and ultimately 
pedagogy. After raising this theoretical or methodological caution, I 
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turn to recent work in composition studies that tackles the concept 
of identity directly.

If our field’s concern with writing’s agents necessarily leads to 
questions about how writing begins, then the search for such be-
ginnings necessarily leads back to questions about exteriority—that 
is, about the notion that something comes from the outside at the 
moment of inscription, at the point of written utterance. By focus-
ing on Donna LeCourt’s Identity Matters, I look at how theories of 
identity as performative have been brought to bear on this question. 
The main issue, in LeCourt’s book and elsewhere, is one that we 
might expect in composition studies: a question of how material-
ity intersects with the textuality or discursivity that student writers 
necessarily inhabit, mainly through academic discourse. LeCourt 
borrows Stuart Hall’s concept of suture to discuss this intersection, 
and she urges the field to pay more careful attention to the impacts 
and consequences of embodiment on the writing lives of students. 
In effect, she sees the student body as one precise location of su-
ture, and asks composition studies to take this into account as it 
exercises its prevailing performative notions of identity. LeCourt’s 
study helpfully articulates one aspect of the theoretical question I 
am trying to address: as it tries to shed light on how texts begin, 
how should an agent-oriented field such as composition studies 
articulate the idea of exteriority in contexts of technologized and 
textualized postmodernity?

If LeCourt points to this question, Dana Anderson’s Identity’s 
Strategy tries to answer it, at least with regard to rhetorical theory, 
and so I turn to it next. Anderson tries to extend the performative 
theory of identity often associated with postmodern theories by ar-
guing, via Kenneth Burke, that any human activity (performative 
or otherwise) is dialectical at its core because it involves the use of 
symbols. In this sense, identity is indeed “performed,” but the per-
formance is implicit in language itself rather than in the conscious 
intention or even the unconscious motivation of any particular 
agent. Of course, Judith Butler’s performative theory of identity 
acknowledges the central role of language, particularly in its refer-
ence to “the grammatical time of the subject” (Psychic 117), but An-
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derson’s framework is explicitly rhetorical, and explicitly concerned 
with rhetorical theory. This means that, to a certain extent, its ap-
proach to exteriority is less encumbered by philosophical concerns 
than it might otherwise be. In the end, I believe we do not need 
to accept or deny anything in particular about this exteriority, not 
even, philosophically speaking, its existence. All we need is a no-
menclature that lets us talk about the fact that it seems to endure, 
that it seems to be a built-in feature of symbol use itself.

For such a nomenclature, this chapter returns to the question of 
the event. Despite extensive writing on the subject by philosophers, 
I focus on Derrida’s discussion in a posthumously published essay. 
Again, his scrupulous attention to terms and to writing situates 
his discourse rather differently than that of more widely acknowl-
edged theorists of the event, such as Badiou and Deleuze. In their 
writing (particularly Badiou’s), one identifies a very philosophical 
desire to get past the problem of language, while for Derrida seeing 
language as a problem is the mistake philosophy has been mak-
ing for centuries. Consequently, Derrida’s perspective on event casts 
the relationship between exteriority and textuality in terms that we 
might call rhetorical (though he does not use that word) rather than 
philosophical.

The fourth chapter brings event-based identity to bear upon 
contemporary theories of invention, extending the ecological sensi-
bilities of these theories to the point of utterance itself. Contempo-
rary theories of invention offer sophisticated conceptual accounts 
of the contemporary scenes of writing, especially those mediated 
so thoroughly by networked technologies. They theorize invention 
via metaphors of intricacy and relation such as genre, complexity, 
ambience, and the interface. As a result, our field’s image of the 
scene of writing is more detailed than ever before, allowing us to 
see invention as a distributed property rather than as the work of a 
singular, intentional agent. But singular agents remain a part of the 
landscape, even if we no longer give them ontological or epistemo-
logical pride of place. And while we can now discuss in greater con-
ceptual detail their interactions with other parts of writing’s scene, 
their interior functions remain, in Haswell and Haswell’s words, “a 
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remarkably black box” (2). I use this book’s event-based theory of 
identity to illuminate that black box, as it were, by providing a ter-
minology for talking about the boundary between exteriority and 
textuality as it occurs “within” the writing subject.

The fifth chapter performs a similar action with the canon of 
style, though it argues that style is perhaps better equipped to ac-
commodate the question of interiority in a nonphilosophical way. I 
begin by looking at recent theories of style, which reflect a general 
dissatisfaction with what they see as that canon’s history of exces-
sive formalism and textualism, and which try to arrive at relational, 
contextual, and performative approaches to style that are more in 
keeping with contemporary scenes of writing. I examine as well 
the most detailed recent study of this canon, Paul Butler’s Out of 
Style, focusing on its argument for a more “inventional” approach 
to the canon that will establish its standing as a viable avenue for 
the study and teaching of writing. In addressing Butler’s text, I 
question whether it is necessary to peg style’s fortunes so closely to 
invention in order to achieve the status Butler desires. On the one 
hand, mimicking invention is intellectually appealing and political-
ly sensible. After all, invention is associated with concepts our field 
values, such as ideas and novelty. On the other hand, style has its 
own resources—resources of the surface, as it were, rather than the 
depths—that actually might shed different light than invention on 
the questions of interiority that I will have been examining in the 
previous chapters. Furthermore, invention itself is not what it used 
to be. The fourth chapter will have suggested as much, but in this 
chapter I turn to John Muckelbauer’s Future of Invention to show 
how this canon can be usefully transformed into an ongoing theo-
retical problem, and to indicate the consequences of this change for 
the study of writing. Muckelbauer is concerned with rhetoric more 
than with writing, so I turn his argument more directly toward 
writing in order to show how the issues he raises are reflected in the 
questions of interiority that I will have tried to elaborate through 
an event-based theory of identity that can be of use to composition 
studies.
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What a book! Pithy and profound. A dazzling examination of an event-
based theory of identity that many in the field will find extraordinarily 
useful in their work.      
                       — Juan C. Guerra, University of Washington at Seattle
 
Beginning with a basic question, “What does composition study?,” 
Sánchez explores the ongoing divide between the field’s empiricist 
leanings and its postmodern ethos, between writers and subjects, and 
between exteriority and textuality. In this bold, concise, and theoretically 
nuanced work, Sánchez shows us a way through those divides, offering 
an event-based theory of identity that challenges us to reimagine 
subjectivity in contemporary complex ecologies/technologies of writing.
                               — Jacqueline Rhodes, Michigan State University

This book develops a new theoretical approach to the study of writing by 
fusing key aspects of postmodern theory with the empirical sensibilities 
of composition studies and with that field’s long-standing investment in 
writerly agency. Specifically, Inside the Subject describes the act of writing 
in terms of the event, a concept for mapping relations between the 
symbolic and the nonsymbolic. In addition, the book casts writers as 
both locations and catalysts for these relations. And finally, it develops 
a theory of identity to describe these relations, and these locations, in 
more detail than the field currently has at its disposal.
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