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Introduction 
Medial Bodies. Fictions, Facts and the Reinvention 
of Corporeality

Denisa Butnaru

The “body turn”, which started to develop in the 1980s and gave birth to what has 
been recently named body studies, is at present strongly challenged by achieve-
ments in the technological field. According to the philosopher Maurice Mer-
leau-Ponty, 

the body is our general medium for having a world. Sometimes it is restricted to 
the actions necessary for the conservation of life, and accordingly it posits us a bi-
ological world; at other times, elaborating upon these primary actions and moving 
from their literal to a figurative meaning, it manifests through them a core of new 
significance: this is true of such motor habits such as dancing. Sometimes, finally, 
the meaning aimed at cannot be achieved by the body’s natural means; it must 
then build itself an instrument, and it projects thereby around itself a cultural 
world (Merleau-Ponty, [1945] 1962, p. 169). 

Due to ongoing medical developments in information technologies (IT), together 
with recent theoretical interventions such as posthumanism (Bostrom & Savules-
cu, 2009; Hayles, 1999; Wallach & Allen, 2009; Wolfe, 2010) our understanding of 
corporeality is strongly challenged. Some of these views encourage an epistemolo-
gy of radical change of human nature while promoting a specific ideological form. 
Theoretical conceptualizations of the posthuman (Braidotti, 2006; Braidotti, 2013; 
Hayles, 1999) often engage with extensions, multiplicities, and reformulations of 
the human body’s biological and cultural boundaries, advancing new representa-
tions and materialities.  

As advances in the fields of bionics, biotechnology or genetics, performance 
art projects along the lines of Stelarc, or cyborg experiments such as those con-
ducted by Kevin Warwick or Neil Harbisson show, ideas of what constitutes the 
body are consistently being extended. Certainly, hybridity processes have con-
stantly marked the development of human beings. What is new, however, is that 
if various objects and technologies previously accompanied the human body from 
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the outside, at present, as the cyborg example shows, objects are incorporated in 
the biological structure of the body, challenging its biological consistency. 

In addition, the overgrowing presence of media technologies and hence of vir-
tual realities into our everyday lives questions our corporeal boundaries and rela-
tions to the material world further. Recent films such as Her (2014), Transcendence 
(2014), and Ex Machina (2015) or Blade Runner 2049 (2017) point for instance to the 
prominent position which the altering of bodily identity and the negotiation be-
tween human and other material forms hold in the popular imagination. And yet, 
despite the fictional content of these examples, the everyday reality of our bodies 
is gradually sliding towards these models of being.

The developments sketched above draw attention to a new phenomenon, 
namely that forms of corporeality which until recently were the subject of science 
fiction have entered the realm of the real, disputing such categories as identity 
or intersubjectivity, inseparable from corporeality. In some sociological theoret-
ical perspectives, the body was defined as being both a producer and a product of 
different social structures (Gugutzer, 2012). However, the development of med-
ical technologies and the virtual field supported by new media gadgets, such as 
smartphones (Frith, 2015), change the content of our experiences and consequent-
ly the functions of the body. Thus the body—both in its cultural and biological un-
derstanding—seems not to represent a guarantee for individual limits anymore. 
Instead, it disrupts them, affirming itself as plastic (Mansfield, 2017, p. 355) by its 
very incorporation of new material elements and constant expansion. Hence one 
may acknowledge it as a malleable texture with negotiable boundaries, a terrain 
to be newly charted and explored: in short, as medial. The aim of this volume is to 
address this aspect from a transdisciplinary perspective. The medial body shall 
be understood in the context of this volume as a transitional environment between 
fiction and faction.

Hitherto, various phenomena attendant on the transformation of bodily per-
spectives have been analyzed separately by disciplines such as cultural, media, 
literary or visual studies, or science and technology studies (STS), the philosophy 
of science (Allouche, 2009; Baertschi, 2009), or sociology and anthropology (Mol, 
2002; Schroer, 2005; Meloni, 2016). In the literary fiction and performance arts, 
the understanding of the body as a matter that can be transformed was advanced 
(Smith, 2005; Dixon, 2007). The emergence of social media, the growing impor-
tance of virtual reality and technology have also led to new forms and definitions 
of the body’s role in the configuration of our identities and our intersubjective re-
lations (Boler, 2007; Brophy, 2010; Shifman, 2014). Yet, what is missing are studies 
that highlight the interactive transfer between the construction of bodily models 
in fiction and their factual implementation in certain discourses and practices, an 
intention that the present collection intends to fulfill. The purpose is to provide 
a transdisciplinary perspective on the processes at stake in the emergence of the 



Introduction: Medial Bodies. Fictions, Facts and the Reinvention of Corporeality 9

medial body and the manner in which they change the more global understanding 
of corporeality, while defending a new epistemological category: that of faction.

To associate examples of fictional and factual nature shall provide a rich 
framework in order to understand the development of this relatively recent phe-
nomenon, but also to reformulate the category of faction on new epistemologi-
cal bases. Whereas fiction is a concept which has a long history and is often the 
object of studies in theory of literature (Genette, 2004; Cohn, 2000; Zipfel, 2014), 
faction is a concept occurring both in literary studies (Zander, 1999; Rubie, 2009) 
and sociological narrative analysis (Bury, 2001, p. 282). In literary studies, faction 
refers to how facts are appropriated in a fictional environment. In the second case, 
where the scientific object is represented by factual discourses, faction points out 
to how facts are artificially produced in narrative interviews carried in sociolo-
gy, anthropology or psychology. The latter conception evokes the idea of a choice 
which interviewees make in divulging the recounted details. The use of this term 
in the present collection shall refer neither to the quality of an entity as being in-
vented as it is assigned to fictional narratives (Genette, 2004; Abbott, 2008), nor to 
a factual objective description. The understanding of the term faction shall denote 
here the status of an intermediary imaginary within which the medial body pres-
ents itself as a semantic horizon of possibilities. More precisely, faction pertains 
to the shifts of meaning which endorse the body’s characteristic of “mediality”. 
What characterizes faction is the process of assimilation of a bodily imaginary 
which is initially fictionally or science-fictionally elaborated and then further ap-
propriated or acknowledged within factual structures of everyday life.  

If the body’s qualities of extensibility and malleability have been strongly 
highlighted in recent studies (Crawford, 2014; Durt, Fuchs & Tewes, 2017; de Vi-
gnemont, 2018), what is lacking in the context of contemporary debates is a focus 
on how imaginaries travel between fact and fiction, shaping novel conceptions of 
corporeality. Anthropologically, different levels of imaginaries (Castoriadis, 2005, 
p. 127) have steadily molded the history of humanity. The discussions referring 
to these changes restate what it means to be a body, and more specifically to be a 
body which reinvents its own corporeality. 

This phenomenon is relatively new, echoing the emergence of a posthuman 
body, which as Luna Dolezal notes, “is a body of possibility and often augmented 
capability, modified or enhanced by surgeries, genetics, prosthetics, implants and 
technologies which blur the lines between self and other, human and animal, man 
and machine” (Dolezal, 2017, p. 61). The body seems to constantly set boundaries 
and present itself as a site supporting the existence and co-existence of various 
forms of imaginary. In the following what is understood under the category of 
imaginary evokes such states 
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when we want to talk about something ‘invented’—whether this refers to a ‘sheer’ 
invention (‘a story entirely dreamed up’), or a slippage, a shif t of meaning in which 
available symbols are invested with other significations than their ‘normal’ or ca-
nonical significations (Castoriadis, 2005, p. 127). 

What is needed in the context of these transformations is an inquiry on the migra-
tion and interchange of various imaginaries generated by the material modifica-
tions of the body and the “shift of meaning” they produce. Such processes high-
light radically changed representations of the body, focusing on their translation 
from one stock-of-knowledge (Wissensvorrat) (Schütz, [2004] 1932) to another, or 
from one stock of experience to another. This translation ref lects changes pro-
duced by different discursive, experiential, and semantic spheres where such a 
transposition occurs. 

It is widely acknowledged that aesthetic processes and more globally hu-
man experience are often based on shifts of meaning. However, what is crucial 
to observe in the case of a transition between fictional bodily produced models 
and factual ones is how this transition justifies the change in our experience and 
our stocks-of-knowledge-at-hand (Schütz, 1970). Furthermore, since some of the 
contributions refer explicitly to the reformulation of a disabled body by means of 
introduction of technologies into a new body (Butnaru, Dolezal, Guttzeit, Pack-
ard), a body which can be defined as too-abled, the shifts of meaning are also an-
alyzed in practical terms. Fiction and fact meet therefore at the level of praxis, 
their encounter being especially recognizable in some examples developed in the 
posthuman movement but also in examples which can be spotted in contempo-
rary societies. One of these examples refers, for instance, to the appropriation of 
an exceptional model or a corporeal model that was thought to be inaccessible or 
simply a fancy project and which later becomes concretized and accepted as an 
everyday structure. Disability or inability transformed by technologies belongs 
to this category. An interesting point of inquiry in these transitions are those re-
sources mobilized in the transfer from fiction to fact or from science-fiction to 
science-fact and the role this transition plays for the medial body. In fact, a crucial 
part in the acceptance of this transition may be held by art performances, literary 
narratives or media discourses of transformed bodies, since they have a clear con-
tribution to the reformulation of factual imaginaries. Along with these, one may 
mention current representations advanced by newly developed technologies on 
the production and often (re)production of corporeality (Baldi, 2001) in such fields 
as bionics or genetics.

Using an interdisciplinary background, the aim of the present collection is to 
elaborate on the concept of “medial body”. Examples such as prosthetics, bodily 
composition(s) in a literary narrative or bodily translation into a virtual environ-
ment, more generally the topics of hybridization or augmentation, and last but 
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not least perspectives associated with a transhumanist or posthumanist episte-
mological perspective (Bostrom & Sandberg, 2011; Hughes, 2004; Kurzweil, 2005) 
are central in defining this concept as highly relevant for contemporary interdis-
ciplinary research (Bloustien & Wood, 2013; Sobchak, 2004; Westermann, 2012).

The medial quality of the body has been defended very often in performance 
arts or media studies. Artists such as Orlan, Stelarc or Gina Pane are known 
worldwide for their work in which they use their own body as a material for the 
realization of their performances. In addition, the development of biotechnolo-
gies, prosthetics (Smith & Morra, 2006), neurosciences and the revolution created 
by social media contributes to a further reformulation of our bodily limits. And 
yet, the body’s property of realizing a transition from fictional to factual models of 
experience and knowledge in a cross-disciplinary perspective, combining literary 
studies, virtual and cinematographic examples or philosophical and sociological 
discourses, is missing. The intention of this volume is precisely to address how 
such a transition is realized and how it contributes to the definition of a medial 
body. 

The analyzed cases intend to show how through the migration between fic-
tion and fact the body supports the production of faction while translating, trans-
forming, and blending imaginaries. The originality of this volume resides in that 
it does not intend to show that the formation of the medial body is a result of blur-
ring semantic reservoirs of knowledge, as the poststructuralist orientation has 
often stressed (Deleuze & Guattari, 1972). The intention is rather to point out how 
the body in being an environment allows for the transfer of a meaning license 
from fiction to fact.

By a movement between a “body image” (Gallagher& Zahavi, 2008, p. 146) oc-
curring in a fictional story and a body image emerging factually as a response to 
a scientific or social set of meanings, the contributions in this volume question 
semantic transposition mechanisms that are at stake in the circularity between 
fiction and factuality leading to faction. If in literary studies some scholars defend 
a clear separation between fiction and reality (Kablitz, 2003, p. 258), or fiction and 
factuality (Cohn, 2000, pp. 35-36), with the development of new media forms and 
their corresponding narratives (digital, interactive) the correlation fact-fiction 
that is applied to bodily representations has acquired new levels of semantization. 
Furthermore, bio-art or bionics show that the body has become an experimental 
field which acknowledges the articulation of parallel epistemological orders, defy-
ing such categories as “natural” or “unnatural” corporeality forms.

As Mireille Lévy argues, “corporeity is involved in the narrative quest of identi-
ty” (Lévy, 2008, p. 112). Thus from the mythological figure of Prometheus to fictive 
characters in literary works, such as the monster in Mary Shelley’s novel Franken-
stein or the machine-woman in Villiers de l’Isle-Adam’s Eve future which found a 
visual correspondent in Fritz Lang’s well known film Metropolis (1927), the body 
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represents a point which challenges notions of identity and, on a larger scale, the 
status of the human condition. Those patterns coming from a literary fictional 
milieu, but also some others that are connected to the virtual world of information 
technologies, robotics or medical research, are necessary in order to capture the 
richness of the translational movement, which occurs between fictional and vir-
tual imaginaries (may they be in literary narratives, visual art or computer soft-
ware) in which hybrid or materially altered bodies are present. These imaginaries 
of fictional provenience may sometimes interfere with projects which are factual/
real in their nature and consequences. As the individual case studies included in 
this volume show, the body supports the production of faction through the migra-
tion of imaginaries between fact and fiction: the medial body blends, transforms, 
and translates imaginaries, spotting the echo of fictional scenarios in factuality, 
and contributing to a process in which what has been thought to be extraordinary 
(Bröckling et al., 2015), becomes real, and therefore ordinary. 

Among the central questions that the contributions address are the following: 
Which mechanisms qualify the body as medial in literary narratives, virtual, cin-
ematographic or sociological discourses? How does the reception process of some 
fictional or factual bodies produce a second form of mediality by the resonance 
which is intrinsic to the reading, watching or even interviewing process as is the 
case in sociological research? How do the transition between fiction and fact and 
their reciprocal incorporation contribute to the emergence of the medial body? 
What kind of body images develop in this transition and how do they support the 
circularity between fictional imaginaries and factual imaginaries? What kind of 
corporeality is produced by recent prosthetic technologies in the context of dis-
ability? How are these technologies appropriated and what is their role in refor-
mulating corporeality in general? 

Overview of the volume

The essays which follow seek to address various aspects of the medial body, while 
discussing both fictional as well as fact related examples. The first part of the vol-
ume—Hybrid Bodies and Bodies in Creation—includes contributions which analyze 
various hybridity forms. Stephan Packard and Bianca Westermann focus upon 
bodies which are technologically invented, while stressing the ideas of malleabil-
ity and expansion of corporeality. They explicitly refer to the figure of the cyborg 
and the category of hybridity. Whereas Packard focuses upon examples from 
comics, such as Superior Iron Man, Westermann discusses the impact of art proj-
ects, such as MEART of the artistic laboratory SymbioticA on the conception of a 
medial body and its challenges to rethink its cultural and biological conceptual-
izations. Mathias Hausmann provides a literary analysis of fictional examples in 
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the works of Villiers de L’Isle-Adam and Ricardo Piglia in which the main intent is 
the production of a perfect female body. The last text in this section, that of Ursula 
Kluwick, stresses processes of corporeal metamorphosis (from human body into 
water, or from human body into animal forms) as well as of invention of humanoid 
corporealities while focusing on further fictional examples: the novels The Water 
Babies (1863) by Charles Kingsley and Dracula (1897) by Bram Stoker, and a very 
recent TV series, Real Humans (2012, 2013). 

The common denominator of the contributions in the second part of the vol-
ume—Bodies Unbound—is the categorical tension between corporeal disability 
and corporeal enhancement. This tension further challenges the more general 
conception of bodily ability. While considering the example of prosthesis, Valen-
tine Gourinat and Luna Dolezal question the possibilities of bodily mediality in 
concrete factual cases. Gourinat turns to media discourses on amputees’ repre-
sentations of cyborgs, while Dolezal questions the commercial and artistic rep-
resentations of the well-known athlete and fashion model, Aimee Mullins, while 
correlating it to the phenomenological heritage of the French philosopher Mau-
rice Merleau-Ponty. In a similar vein, the tension that deficiency creates in terms 
of something missing which needs to be filled in or corrected, respectively aug-
mented, is addressed in the contributions of Denisa Butnaru and Gero Guttzeit. 
Whereas Butnaru inquires into the acceptance of rehabilitative technologies such 
as exoskeletons in narrative interviews in sociology and their potential to modify 
conceptions of self, Guttzeit’s essay focuses on the intersection between factu-
al narratives of preimplantation genetic diagnosis (PGD) and detective fiction in 
three motion pictures: Gattaca (1997), Code 46 (2003), and Predestination (2014). Thus 
factual and fictional examples are mobilized in order to draw attention to possi-
bilities of disclosing new forms of human corporeality. 

Finally, the third part of the collection—Corporeal Interfaces—comprises essays 
addressing the idea of a resonating body, a body which finds itself at the inter-
section of various discourses and practices, such as film, literary studies, social 
network sites or performative art projects. Similarly to Luna Dolezal’s approach, 
some essays in this part of the volume rely on philosophical concepts from Mau-
rice Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology of the body. Marco Caracciolo for instance 
uses the background of the phenomenology of the body in order to stress “how—
via literary interpretation—characters’ bodies can be reabsorbed into the every-
day experience” (this volume), defending the idea of a body as an important site 
of negotiation of a fictional narrative’s meanings. Another phenomenological 
concept at the core of further essays in this part of the volume is intercorporeal-
ity. This serves for instance as a basis for Stefan Kristensen’s analysis of the role 
of a cinematic body and for Martin Dornberg and Daniel Fetzner’s presentation 
of art performances in which Skype is used. Kristensen’s contribution focuses 
on the structure of the filmic apparatus and its relation to the perceiving body 
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while analyzing Jean-Luc Godard and Anne-Marie Miéville’s Here and Elsewhere 
(1974) and discussing Gilles Deleuze’s reading of this film. His intention is to show 
how a cinematographic experience is extended at the factual level, transforming 
the structure of our sentient body. Dornberg and Fetzner rely on Gilles Deleuze’s 
concepts of “assemblage”, “fold” or “rhizomatics”, on Michel Serrres’s category of 

“parasite”, and on the contemporary enactive phenomenology orientation defend-
ed by Thomas Fuchs & Hanne de Jaegher in order to support a transdisciplinary 
perspective of a medial body. Their focus is on reactions that improvisation artists 
provoke to show how the body gains new dimensions through artistic practices. 
Addressing a very contemporary phenomenon, namely the display of self-harm 
body images on social network sites, Julius Erdmann focuses on how the perfor-
mance and transformation of these deviant body images redefine the user’s online 
and off line persona, showing how the virtual realm contributes to new under-
standings of the “medial body”. 

If there are numerous monographs and collective volumes treating of fiction 
(Pavel, 1989; Lamarque & Stein, 1994; Sainsbury, 2010; Sauerberg, 1991) media or 
mediality (Kilborn, 2003; Ryan, 2001; Ryan, 2004; Ryan, 2006), the concern with 
the transition of imaginary models developed in a fictional environment and fur-
ther identified at the level of everyday life has not yet been addressed. The contri-
butions in this edited volume aim to give a transdisciplinary account of the notion 
of “medial body” and to show its genuine character by means of a multiplicity of 
perspectives. While defending the heuristic potential of the category of “faction” 
and using concrete examples coming from literary fiction, media studies, philos-
ophy, performance arts, and social sciences the intention is to point at how bodily 
models thought not long ago to be only fictional products have become at present 
a part of our concrete reality.
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