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The exigency of my dissertation is catastrophic environmental change and the disproportionate 

injustices that manifest globally at the expense of the poor, women and children, the disabled, the global 
south, and other marginalized communities—human and beyond. My dissertation expands rhetoric’s 
sensorium to take in a wider array of sensation and embodied experience in a given environment. How we 
participate in conversations about our environment—peaceful or otherwise—is directly affected by our 
embodiment, our sensate understanding of the places and spaces in which we live, and our ability to 
persuade through or be persuaded by our senses in ways that inform us about material conditions in shared 
ecological systems. 

There is no doubt that we engage in selective perception to filter information, and yet, feminist 
sensory rhetorics enables us to re-think how nondiscursive sensation manifests rhetorically. Multimodal 
composition technologies such as video, image, and audio editing, and digital composing tools enable users 
to augment and control visual and audio content in ways that were not possible for the ordinary person 
prior to the Information Age. While these rhetorical tools provide opportunities for teaching visual, audio, 
and digital rhetorics in privileged settings, they also reify a hierarchical sensorium that lauds vison and 
hearing in ways that limit our perceptual acuity relative to other sensations (e.g., touch, scent, taste, 
proprioception, balance). The aim of my dissertation is to offer a feminist sensory-rhetorical methodology 
that supports environmental and social justice, reconfigures how we pay attention to sensation, and assists 
students’ and rhetors efforts to build rhetorical approaches to composing that extend beyond the visual and 
auditory realms to expand their perception and sensitivity toward life on Earth writ large. 

In partisan debates about the impact of climate change, climate change deniers often focus on short-
term economic risk rather than take a long view that includes catastrophic risk, and climate scientists speak 
in ways that hedge because they are trained to avoid absolutist rhetoric. In my dissertation I argue that 
nondiscursive sensation shapes environmental policy and that rhetors can use sensory rhetorics to foster 
more equitable responses to environmental injustices across modes of perception and composition. 
Drawing on the concepts of relationality and embodiment, I argue that how we orient ourselves to the 
environment and to one another defines how we think about environmental change and our capacity to do 
anything about it. A feminist sensory–rhetorical framework supports efforts of rhetoric and composition 
and technical communication scholars to consider the complexity of environmental change as it is tied to 
neoliberal policies that marginalize risk to bodies that are disabled, gendered, racialized, animalized, or 
otherwise deemed expendable in a colonialist, capitalist society. The goal is to develop proactive 
ecorhetoric(s) that foster our ability to sustain life on Earth. Facts surrounding environmental change need 
to be sensible across a number of cultural, embodied perceptual modes/frames in order to create change in 
public response and action (social mobilization) regarding the risks inherent in the denial of catastrophic 
environmental change. I argue that olfactory rhetoric, and sensory rhetorics more broadly, can make such 
change possible and can foster social movements, building political pressure to redress ecological damage. 
 

Chapter 1, “Sensory Rhetorics Relevant to Environmental Policy,” examines and reconfigures 
categorization of the senses in Western contexts to consider a cultural re-training of attention. The chapter 
introduces and defines olfactory rhetoric as a theoretical and rhetorical framework we can to use to analyze how 
smell and odor is characterized through language in different situations and for diverse purposes. Olfactory 



rhetoric entails a nondiscursive pursuit that exceeds the domain of language because it tendrils around 
considerations of embodiment. The concept enables us to analyze how environments, peoples, institutions, 
genders, and others are reductively written through signifiers referencing scent. 

 
In Chapter 2, “Assembling a Feminist Sensory-Rhetorical Methodology to Disrupt Social 

and Environmental Injustices,” I draw on two key concepts—relationality and embodiment—to build a 
methodology to analyze the complex materiality of sensation in environmental rhetoric so that we can 
address and reverse the “dulling and deskilling of the senses” in various contexts (Jay 311). I build a 
methodical approach to evaluate sensory rhetorics as emergent phenomena to understand why some 
sensations may be more persuasive than others in a particular setting. The chapter maps interdisciplinary 
tactics that support teacher-scholars interested in environmental and social justice issues find common 
(albeit differently located) ground to understand how sensory rhetorics/rhetorics of sensation are enmeshed 
in language pertaining to environmental hazards and risk assessment. 

 
Chapter 3, “Actualizing Feminist Sensory-Rhetorical Analysis,” provides two rhetorical studies 

wherein I demonstrate how to use a feminist sensory–rhetorical framework to consider complex geopolitical 
places that expose public policy rhetoric about environmental injustices through sensory rhetoric. I focus 
specifically on olfactory rhetoric in my explication of “The Sriracha Sauce Factory Controversy” and “The 
Salton Sea Ruptures.” Though public policy surrounding environmental change and my theoretical 
framework suggest how environmental policy is influenced by political and economic pressures, the 
chapter’s examples show why and how the broader context of environmental change is felt through 
sensation to demonstrate how rhetors use sensory rhetorics to communicate the need for change. The 
studies demonstrate how human and nonhuman agents and agency are interdependent. I use olfactory 
rhetoric as a conceptual apparatus to consider how environmental crises (e.g., climate change, drought, 
catastrophic flooding, mass extinctions) and human-induced accelerations of these crises are structurally 
embedded in economic and institutional oppression of marginalized populations. 

 
In Chapter 4, “Modeling a Feminist Sensory-Rhetorical Pedagogy,” I survey how a feminist 

sensory–rhetorical methodology can inform pedagogy to serve teachers interested in environmental and 
social justice goals. A feminist sensory–rhetorical pedagogy specifically addresses ethical concerns about the 
status and equity of women world-wide; interrupts inequities tied to race, sexual orientation, and (dis)ability; 
and sensitizes practioners to systemic, ecological emplacements and enmeshments. The chapter’s case study 
section illustrates how I employ this inherently multimodal, multi-sensory pedagogy in a rhetorical theory 
classroom so that students expose and redress tacit environmental racism, sexism, and ableism. In the 
chapter’s last section, I theorize course happenings, provide my interpretation of events, actions, and 
student uptake and explain what this means to feminist sensory–rhetorical pedagogy. 
 

Chapter 5, “Research Openings for Feminist Sensory-Rhetorics,” 1) assembles 
transdisciplinary ecorhetorical alliances; 2) recaps the goals of my methodology and discusses affordances of 
my research; 3) introduces a rhetorical study to emphasize how this research could flourish other 
disciplinary contexts; and 4) describes some limitations of the project and suggests areas for future research. 
I also illustrate how my scholarly work informs my activist work in my community’s effort to fight a massive 
confined animal feeding operation (CAFO). 
 
 


