
3-4 members 
7,000 characters 
 

Impolite Rhetoric: Liminality and Uncomfortable Growth  
 

There are certain things we’ve all been taught not to talk about (because they’re not 
considered polite) but by avoiding these conversations our “politeness” functions as a 
refusal to engage that enables the status quo. This panel considers how impolite rhetoric 
functions to both affirm and resist cultural norms. Sometimes impolite rhetoric works to 
indoctrinate youth into normality, as with the language of American football. Other times, 
we use impolite rhetoric to discuss bodies; further, many activists and scholars see the 
benefit of reclaiming the negative language of bodies as a form of resistance to 
normative structures. Examining how we avoid impolite rhetorics when discussing other 
cultures helps us identify a lack of authentic engagement that maintains cultural 
difference. Finally, encouraging critical consideration of impolite topics in the classroom 
can help students interrogate the hierarchies of race (class, gender) in ways that, over 
time, help American culture grow. 
 

Presenter 1: The Story Told: Allowing Capitalism to Teach our Children (and Us) 
the Expectations of Masculinity 
Sport has a way of acting as a prism, helping us to have meaningful conversations about 
large, cumbersome, societal-shifting issues. It’s unsettling that American football, a 
game Michael Messner labels a “combat sport,” the game that Rich Cohen defines as 
“nothing but violence, controlled fury,” isn’t just played, but thrives by all capitalistic 
definitions. Additionally, when we speak of hate speech, shaming speech, or bullying, we 
often focus primarily on the two specific actants, the bully and the bullied. In this 
presentation, I explore how the environment, created through speech, contributes to the 
formation of this powerful normative narrative, and therefore to the cultural rhetoric 
taught to growing children, a cultural rhetoric that lulls many into complacency. This 
normative narrative of masculinity is one of the most powerfully protected forms of 
identity-forming coercion present in our contemporary dialectic. Contributing to and in 
many ways recycling this coercion, the NFL creates a product and a cultural rhetoric 
using the bodies, minds, and “controlled fury” of real human beings. This cultural 
rhetoric, created primarily by capitalistic entities with capitalistic aims, affects more than 
just the players on the field; the rhetorical moves, gestures, and rules are being learned 
by fans, schools, and by our children. How does the narrative of hetero-normative hyper-
masculinity that football so adeptly portrays contribute to the cycle of violence? 
 
Presenter 2: Celebrating not Shaming: Reclaiming the Language of Bodies: Body 
talk is part of our everyday vernacular. We talk about being too fat or too thin or our 
noses are too big or too small. We discuss how bodies are marked racially or how 
bodies fit or reject expectations of gender. While we talk about bodies everyday, some 
words related to size, ability, gender, and race are considered impolite. When we use 
terms like fat, crippled, transsexual, and black, they carry meaning that marks those 
bodies as others. But what happens when people reclaim those terms and resist the 
somatic norms of society? Does this reclamation serve as a form of transgression? How 
do the terms that we use mark bodies as others and how do we resist that marking? 
How we define ourselves also defines acceptance and/or resistance to these norms. In 



Gender Trouble, Judith Butler says: “The power of language to work on bodies is both 
the cause of sexual oppression and the way beyond that oppression.” Thus, we must 
use the language of oppression to challenge that oppression. This project explores how 
language, particularly terms used to mark bodies as others, affects the understanding of 
bodies that both fulfill and challenge somatic norms. In reclaiming the impolite language 
used on bodies, we open the possibility to celebrate all bodies. 
 

Presenter 3: Negotiating Ellipses: Cultural Engagement in the Global Classroom 
The classroom is often understood as a microcosm of the broader world, under the 
supposition that we think and speak based on the social norms we bring from the 
outside. In this way, classroom conversation can be considered a lens for examining 
how we construct - and deconstruct - culture via language. What we say might not be as 
important as what we can’t or won’t say, however. This presentation examines what it 
means to use polite rhetoric in discussing impolite topics; to replace “dirty language” with 
the genteel; to be “politically correct” in order to avoid offense;  to use ellipses or back 
away from difficult conversations out of fear. How do we inscribe difference and 
Otherness by avoiding impolite rhetoric altogether? Using as the primary example the 
discussion from a Global Novels course further complicate this question: thinking and 
talking about nations, cultures, and globalization brings the complex nature of the 
negotiation of cultural identity to the forefront. As Homi Bhabha suggests, cultural 
identities must be understood as liminal, always in a state of construction via cultural 
performance and interface. The spaces of cultural engagement do not merely reflect, but 
produce cultural meaning. When we read, we create a hybrid site of engagement. We 
cannot speak for other cultures, certainly, but when happens when we refuse to speak at 
all?   
 

Presenter 4: “Putting on our Listening Ears: FYC Students on Decolonial 
Pedagogy” 
While many of us in academe believe in doing the hard work of interrogating intersecting 
problems related to race, class, and gender in American culture, most of us are not well 
trained in such pedagogies. In fact, it has become dangerous for junior faculty to engage 
in these types of politically loaded conversations. Consequently, many wonder how to 
get started, and many more wonder whether they should even “go there.”  "While it is a 
delicate balance, the composition classroom can remain a brave space to challenge ideologies of 
oppression."  Presenter 4 will take you inside three first year composition classes 
designed to make students consider the ways in which rhetoric shapes culture by 
engaging in “impolite” conversations about gender, access, and race. These were 
difficult, uncomfortable discussions (for students and teacher), but worthwhile, even 
necessary. This multimodal presentation will share student voices (gathered through 
reflections written during the course, as well as a follow-up survey) and work to identify 
best practices for dealing with the surprises inherent in working towards decolonization 
and social justice in increasingly “trigger warning happy” campus environments.  
 
 
 
 
 

	


