
 
Aristotle is not our father: conversations in cultural rhetorics 
 
Cultural rhetorics is a newly emerging field in the discipline of rhetoric & writing 
studies that engages diverse interdisciplinary frames of interest to many MLA 
members & convention participants. 
 
In this roundtable, we use the term “cultural rhetorics” to emphasize an orientation 
to a set of constellating methodological and theoretical practices that emerge from 
our scholarship and teaching. Those frames draw from and across Rhetoric & 
Composition Studies, various Ethnic Studies fields, Postcolonial Studies, Decolonial 
Studies, Gender Studies, Performance Studies, Cultural Studies, and others. 
 
The project of cultural rhetorics is, generally, to emphasize rhetorics as cultural and 
cultures as persistently rhetorical. In practice, cultural rhetorics scholars investigate 
and understand meaning-making as it is situated in very specific cultural 
communities. By “cultural communities,” we mean any place/space where groups 
organize under a set of shared beliefs and practices -- American Indian 
communities, workplace communities, digital communities, crafting communities, 
etc. 
 
Cultural Rhetorics scholars study meaning-making practices and, sometimes, the 
things produced through those practices like baskets, books, dances, poems, web-
sites, buildings, landscapes. In doing so, we ask particular kinds of questions: 
 

 How does meaning-making work in specific cultures and/or communities of 
practice? What are the rhetorical affordances of understanding those 
practices? What situates those practices discursively? Historically? 

 
 How are communities made? What rhetorical practices sustain them? How 

do communities constitute themselves in relation to specific geographies or 
in relation to imagined spatialities? 

 
 What structures and/or forces have impacted the production of meaning in a 

particular culture or community of practice? 
 

 What are the rhetorical markers of specific cultural practices? How do those 
markers constellate with other rhetorical practices? 

 
 How do theoretical ideas like “contact zones,” “use,” or “borderlands” 

rhetoricize cultural practices? 
 

 How is the relationship between maker, meaning, and community of practice 
important in a given context? 

 



 How is a discipline like Rhetoric Studies also a community? A culture? What 
practices sustain it? What cultural norms are part of being disciplined into it? 

 
 How do these stories and findings map onto on another and across 

communities of practice? 
 
Participants in this roundtable will offer brief (5 minute) provocations, pointing to 
core aspects of individual research projects in relation to one another.  The 
accumulation of these provocations will show how cultural rhetorics frameworks 
form a web of scholarly relations in which work that challenges the hegemony of the 
Western Code in traditional rhetoric studies can flourish. 
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The five doctoral students included in this roundtable are all members of the 
Cultural Rhetorics Theory Lab at Michigan State University, a research center that 
supports theoretical work designed to lead the discipline of Rhetoric & Writing 
Studies into a decolonial future.  
 


