
Blake Faulkner | Research Statement 

1 

 

Speaking truth to power is vital in our current political climate, but it is also a rhetorical 

art with a rich history and nuanced affective structures. My research studies such transgressive 

discourses across ancient and contemporary contexts. Why would someone say, for example, 

“I’m not very politically correct,” or “I am unapologetically…” or “I will not be silent”? All of 

these statements presume a conflict, particularly some kind of ethical, social, or political 

wrongdoing in the very act of speaking. Through Friedrich Nietzsche’s theory of resentment I 

argue in my dissertation that political (in)correctness creates a pleasurable binary by constantly 

transgressing the trope of “the university.” The most important rhetorical difference between 

saying, “I’m not politically correct” and “I speak frankly” is the enjoyment, rather than attending 

rational arguments or semantic contents.   

Although this interest began in my undergraduate rhetoric courses, most dominant 

communication theories simply failed to account for this kind of transgressive discourse. How 

could I explain this? Michel Foucault’s latest lectures had recently been published and several 

mentors suggested I consult them on this subject. After reading The Government of Self and 

Others and The Courage of Truth, my research focused on the concept of frank-speaking, a 

Greek practice dating back to the earliest thinkers in Western traditions, but still maintaining key 

contemporary relevance for Foucault. How could ancient thinkers speaking truth to power relate 

to our current circumstances? One year after asking this question, I presented an essay for the 

James L. Golden paper competition at the National Communication Association’s annual 

convention on the subject of a contemporary frank-speaking persona. I later learned Greek 

during my master of arts in religion program, and translated some of the texts I analyzed myself, 

some philosophical and others religious in nature, and applied those insights to current 

discourses. Evangelical Christian statements particularly interest me because of their frequent 

awareness of that controversial nature and how they capitalize on such a dynamic for their own 

purposes.  

In the beginning of my dissertation research, I presented two papers concerned with the 

simultaneous legitimacy and dangerous complications involved with frank-speaking. Why do 

discourses such as these arise in the first place? What interests do they serve? These questions 

afforded me the opportunity to locate transgressive discourse in concrete, empirical 

circumstances. The first paper, “Forming a Slave-Master's Soul: Mentorship and Bold Speaking 

in Paul's Letter to Philemon,” brought together my interests in interpersonal communication, 

religion, and rhetoric at the Religious Communication Association’s annual convention. I argue 

that Saint Paul’s letter functions as a nuanced form of frank-speaking such that it rejects the false 

choice between merely flattering or harshly rebuking the audience and he accomplishes this via 

mentorship as a discursive mode. I presented my second paper, “The Mythical Icon: A 

Rhetorical Criticism of David Foster Wallace’s Commencement Address,” at the National 

Communication Association’s annual convention. I assert that Wallace’s redemptive narrative 

creates a strong and coherent mythology, but ultimately one with an iconoclastic relationship 

with his context and occasion. Through these two projects, I gained understanding of the 

specificity inherent in rhetorics of conflict. In Paul’s case, frank-speaking literally liberated a 

slave from bondage and maneuvered within and around social cohesion. In Wallace’s case, 

frank-speaking utterly conflicted with social expectation and garnered nearly complete resistance 

and obscurity. Clearly not all frank-speaking functions identically, and contextual details make 

all the difference.  
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But what lies at the root of such abrasive messages? What emotive conditions set the 

stage for such provocative statements? These questions lead me to my dissertation research 

focusing on a current form of frank-speaking: the trope of political correctness and incorrectness. 

How can we explain the “polarization” of political discourse so often invoked in discursive 

analysis? How does the notion of speaking in a politically (in)correct manner facilitate caustic 

rhetorical environments? Upon re-reading Michel Foucault and his philosophical predecessors, I 

found that Friedrich Nietzsche’s theory of resentment provided a fitting answer to these 

inquiries.  

Through Nietzsche’s theory of resentment, I argue that political (in)correctness functions 

as a trope by which people manage their guilt and produce resentful environments. By 

discovering the ways in which, for example, Steven Crowder advances a rhetoric of 

victimization by saying “Change my mind,” Ben Shapiro and Turning Point USA troll 

universities by their mere presence for speaking engagements, or even how Donald Trump 

invokes his political (in)correctness for his executive orders, we gain access to the fundamental 

resentment driving such discourses, whatever their political alliances. Such texts thrive on 

negation, rejection, states of injury, and wounded identities in a fierce competition to configure 

the self as oppressed and the other as oppressor, one as slave and the other as master to be 

overthrown. As such, my research engages in ongoing debates about the relationship(s) between 

rhetoric, philosophy, ethics, and politics. If the personal is political, is everything political taken 

personally? What, if anything, can be done about these cycles of resentful exchange? Are these 

problems permanent? What are the descriptive and prescriptive implications of a rhetorical 

theory of political (in)correctness?  

     In response to these concerns I intend to advance my research in both pedagogical and 

theoretical directions. In my own experience teaching courses on argumentation, critical theory, 

and rhetorical acumen, I frequently observe the impacts of previous and current pedagogy on 

public participation. How students learn to argue from an early stage molds their tendencies to 

interact, engage, or dismiss different claims on their attention, resources, and votes. As such, I 

seek to write about the essential value of rhetoric as pedagogy. Simultaneously, however, I am 

committed to pursuing, in the form of a book, a theoretical relationship between rhetoric and 

modes of interpretation, particularly as they relate to Friedrich Nietzsche and Jon-Luc Marion’s 

philosophy. Does resentment permeate the interpretation of texts, and if so what resources can 

rhetoric offer to such a problematic? The nature of how we talk and read and why we do so lies 

at the heart of my ongoing research interests in an effort to enable both concrete pedagogical 

guidance and rigorous theoretical insight.  


