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Dissertation

“Critical Rhetoric in the Age of Neuroscience”
Dissertation Committee: Stephen Olbrys Gencarella (chair), Briankle Chang, Randall Knoper

Although there has been an outpouring of scholarship on the “rhetorical body” in the last two
decades, nearly all analyzes and critiques discourses about the body. Very little work in
contemporary rhetorical studies addresses the ways in which rhetoric affects and alters the central
nervous system, and thereby exerts influence at a register of subjective experience prior to
cognitive apprehension. This dissertation surveys contributions from neuroscience that can help
us understand how rhetorical activities promote or inhibit subjects’ capacity to engage in critical
deliberation. As public culture and discourse becomes increasingly imagistic, non-rational, and
emotionally charged, rhetoricians must develop theoretical resources capable of recognizing and
responding to new varieties of constitutive phenomena, many of which are designed to
circumvent the critical faculties of the self-aware subject and “speak™ directly to the pre-linguistic
brain. As a corrective to critical approaches that implicitly rely on outdated understandings of the
relationship between consciousness and embodiment, this study outlines a critical neurorhetorical
theory that is attuned to the Sophistic and Burkean rhetorical traditions, informed by insights
generated by contemporary neuroscience, and responsive to the unique cultural and social
problems of the 21" century.
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Communication Association, 2011. New Orleans, LA.

“‘All we could wish to see’: Critical Rhetoric and the New Theater of Cruelty.” National
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“MTV’s Jackass, Sadomasochistic Masculinity, and the Comic Corrective.”
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