
Prologue  

❈ ❈ ❈ ❈ ❈ ❈ 

I present to you, in condensed form, a story of a graduate student. This portfolio represents 

a culmination of my work as a Master of Arts student at Florida State University’s English, Rhetoric 

and Composition Program. More specifically, this portfolio explores several of my research 

interests—particularly narrative theory, visual rhetoric, critical race theory, and more—in the context 

of three compositions: a bibliographic essay on narrative theory, a revision of a seminar paper 

exploring rhetorical visions and visual argumentation, and finally, an original essay exploring 

dominant, cultural visual narratives and disaster. This story—not always linear, and not always 

tidy—contained within these papers and accompanying reflections represents two years dedicated to 

my immersion in and practice of the labor of this discipline. 

I initially intended to write a thesis to complete my graduation requirements but quickly 

discovered for a variety of reasons—the ever-lurking suspicion that I would not immediately enter a 

PhD program upon graduating, an issue of timing, a variety of linked yet diverging interests, to name 

a few—that I was better suited for the portfolio option. The portfolio, in place of a thesis, has 

provided a space for me to explore interrelated questions in rhetorical theory, compile materials 

representative of my professional development as I enter the job market, and capture a facet of my 

developing academic identity. This letter—the prologue of my narrative—welcomes you to this 

story and explains its components—or, as I will call them, chapters. 

Concept for Portfolio 

 As mentioned, before this portfolio was a portfolio, it was a thesis. I first entered Dr. 

Fleckenstein’s office with an idea and a question: first, I told Dr. Fleckenstein that I was interested in 

doing a thesis on “disaster rhetoric,” and I was going to focus on the rhetorical elements of the 



Hurricane Katrina disaster. Then, I asked if she would be willing to advise the project. But my story 

took a turn, and, months later, here we are with a different narrative path. 

I was initially interested in dipping my toes into a new theoretical framework that had been 

touched on in some of my coursework, but not fully developed: public memory. Soon, though, 

through talks with Dr. Fleckenstein, I realized that this project had always been a question of 

narrative. With that, my idea narrowed, but still felt uncontainable: the visual rhetorical narratives of 

a disaster, with Hurricane Katrina as the central element of study. 

After I began re-shaping this project into a portfolio, I found myself constraining my ideas 

further and further. So, while all entries of this portfolio deal with narrative theory as their central 

topic of inquiry, they are especially concerned with the development, maintenance, and countering 

of dominant cultural narratives. I also often consider narratives in relation to visuals. My interest in 

visual rhetoric began my first semester of graduate school. In Fall 2018, I took a special topics 

course in visual rhetoric taught by Dr. Fleckenstein. Unsurprisingly, it was the most rigorous theory 

course I have ever taken. Part of the rigor stemmed from a brimming, self-imposed imposter 

syndrome as I sat in a room of more seasoned PhDs; however, much of its rigor was due to the fact 

that I had never been immersed in theory so fully and richly before. I was taken by, frustrated by, 

and absorbed by the arguments we considered throughout the class and returned to them 

consistently throughout my coursework. For example, visuals became the topic of several seminar 

papers, including my work for Dr. Lathan’s Black Feminist Thought and Dr. Yancey’s Digital 

Revolution and Convergence Culture. Narrative emerged later. I had already studied Walter Fisher’s 

work during my undergraduate career, and one of the first full-length books I had read in rhetoric 

and composition was Dr. Jackie Grutsch-McKinney’s Peripheral Visions for Writing Centers, which 

explores the dominant institutional narratives of writing centers. Returning to narrative for my 



portfolio, then, felt like I was re-embracing some of my earliest roots and placing them in 

conversation with some of the new frameworks I have encountered at Florida State University. 

My time in Dr. Lathan’s Black Feminist Thought seminar, Dr. Neal’s e-portfolio workshop, 

and other coursework also supports these projects. In Black Feminist Thought, I was introduced to 

several texts that functioned, in some way, as counternarratives to dominant historical narratives. 

Melissa Harris-Perry’s Sister Citizen: Shame, Stereotypes, and Black Women in America, for example, was 

formative in my development as a scholar. The text functions as a counternarrative unraveling the 

logics of misrecognition and Black women, arguing that the United States does not construct Black 

women as citizens, but, instead, it places them in a crooked room built on racist, stereotypical 

denigrating images. 

I enact themes of narrative in my portfolio’s design and supporting documents as well. Dr. 

Neal’s e-portfolio course taught me how to collect, select, and reflect. As such, each section of this 

portfolio is arranged as follows: Prologue (Introductory Letter); Chapter One (Bibliographic Essay); 

Chapter Two (Revisions Essay); Chapter Three (Original Essay); Chapter Four (Additional 

Materials); Epilogue (Position Statement). I structure my portfolio in this way to playfully recall its 

central theme through naming, but also, to better organize a reflective story of this portfolio’s 

creation and my development as a scholar. I also try to mimic the structure of a book with my 

portfolio. We begin with the “front cover,” complete with the title, a subtitle, an image, and a byline. 

The page instructs you to begin reading, prompting you to scroll down to the “Table of Contents.” 

A gallery tool allows you to click through each component of the portfolio, which is intended to 

evoke a turning page. Finally, my “back cover,” or the bottom of my webpage, displays an “About 

the Author” biography. In mirroring the conventions of a codex, even subliminal elements of this 

portfolio take advantage of the medium to conjure its theme. 

Selections for Portfolio 



 I’ve arranged my essays not only for my own purposes of constructing a narrative of my 

academic growth, but I’ve also arranged them to build an overarching argument within my portfolio. 

 In my bibliographic essay, I lay the groundwork—my exposition, if you will—for my key 

point as I explore several pivotal narrative theorists, three of whom are explicitly associated with 

rhetorical theory and communication studies. I trace the lineages throughout each scholars’ work, 

address some relevant critiques and expansions of this work, and conclude, asserting that narrative 

theory is relevant to rhetorical scholarship due to its reality-making and reality-breaking potential. 

 In my revision essay, I complicate the action by exploring the ways visual enthymematic 

argumentation impacts that construction of a rhetorical fantasy, per Ernest Bormann’s work in 

symbolic convergence theory. Here, I investigate the ways in which Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez and 

President Trump spin competing narratives of the detainment centers at the U.S.-Mexico border, 

made infamous in 2018 and 2019 for their controversial family separation policies. Specifically, I 

analyze the rhetorical fantasies of the detainment centers by both Ocasio-Cortez and the Trump 

White House: one that posits the detainment centers as concentration camps, and one that posits 

them as “summer camps.” Thus, I explore the ways in which these rhetorical fantasies are 

constructed, and then, look at the ways in which these fantasies, as narratives, are fulfilled 

enthymematically by the audience. This analysis, then, explores the dialectic that may occur between 

two rival rhetorical fantasies and the ways in which audiences respond to these fantasies, fulfilling 

the narrative through their own beliefs and assumptions. As such, I develop the foundations of a 

theory of narrative fulfillment achieved enthymematically. 

 My final essay is, I would argue, my narrative climax, its turning point. . In this paper, I 

establish that the United States—especially through mass media—has worked to construct and 

uphold a post-racial narrative, a narrative beginning long before President Obama’s inauguration. I 

use this foundation to explore dominant post-racial visual narratives of Hurricane Katrina. I argue 



that visuals of Hurricane Katrina embody the Kantian sublime, experienced by Americans through 

broadcast news. Kant’s sublime is inherently tied to the rapturing experience of nature’s violent 

grandeur, and he specifically cites hurricanes and their subsequent destruction as a sublime event. He 

also writes how emotions and self-reflection are intertwined in the sublime, especially when viewed 

from a safe distance. It is in this fearful imagery and critical reflection, I theorize, that allows 

audiences and media to create and consider counternarratives to the post-racist fiction. Therefore, I 

posit—through secondary survey data and research on narrative constructions of reality—that the 

sublime experience of Hurricane Katrina forced media to circulate and advocate for counternarratives 

that disrupted the media’s usual reification of post-racial narratives. I prove this through the analysis 

of three sublime documentary photographs that have since become canonical Katrina imagery. In 

this analysis, I situate the dominant narrative, the emergence of a counternarrative, and the ways in 

which image production and circulation create evidence for a counternarrative of institutionalized 

racism rather than a dominant narrative of post-raciality. 

 Chapter four contains my denoument—my (temporary) resolution—by displaying additional 

materials that include my teaching philosophy—conjoining elements of my online teaching 

philosophy with my face-to-face philosophy— my curriculum vitae, samples of my instructional 

materials (syllabi, assignment sheets, and online tutorials), excerpts from student evaluations, a 

postcard archive exhibit I built examining visual narratives of Midwestern iconography, and 

examples of my administrative and service work; that is, labor from my masthead position at the 

Southeast Review, materials exemplifying the work I did in putting together the 11th Annual Digital 

Symposium, a statement on my tenure in the Graduate English Student Organization, and more. I 

include teaching materials—a philosophy, instructional materials, and evaluations—as evidence of 

my development as a competent, passionate, and dedicated composition instructor. I include my 

curriculum vitae—both in my additional materials and my About the Author section—to provide 



easy access to a holistic gloss of my scholarly and teacherly identity. As I will soon discuss in my 

position statement, I am positioning myself as scholar, administrator, educator, and multimodal 

editor. As such, I include an example of a digital composition I completed in coursework, the poster 

design I completed for the Digital Symposium, samples of my work in the Southeast Review, and 

contextualizing statements for my administrative work. 

 As noted, the epilogue of this text—my position statement—positions me as a scholar-

administrator-educator-multimodal editor. While this is a fragmented identity, it is also a 

representative one. I wrote that my narrative is not tidy. Throughout graduate school, I threw myself 

into as many experiences and roles as I could—often to my benefit, but sometimes to the point of 

burnout. In my position statement, then, I want to honor each of these identities, arguing for my 

competency in each role. I then discuss the trajectory that led me to pursue two career paths—

administrator or multimodal editor—until  I return to my graduate studies.. 

 Through these texts, then, I present myself as a scholar interested in the disruption of 

harmful cultural narratives, specifically in terms of human rights abuses. I provide frameworks for 

understanding the ways these narratives are constructed, consider their visual elements, consider 

means of rewriting these narratives, and lastly, position myself as a professional who intends to use 

these theories as guiding frames in my own labor moving forward. 

 While this portfolio centers my voice, narrative, and identity, I could not have composed it 

alone. First, I am thankful to my friends and family. To Maria and Ellen-Claire: thank you for the 

constant support, the unending friendship, the writing sessions, the chai lattes, and the much needed 

breaks. You helped me remain true to myself throughout an incredibly demanding two years. To 

Laura, Patrick, Dorothy, David, Pat, Sidney, KK, and Gabi: thank you for the Poor Paul’s trivia 

nights, the writing meet-ups at Panera, and the never-faltering friendship. To Mom and Dad: You 

never once doubted my choice to become an English major, and you made your pride in me known. 



I hope this accomplishment continues to do you proud. Finally, to my outstanding committee: Dr. 

Fleckenstein—though our personal schedules are like ships crossing in the night, I could not 

imagine another person guiding me through this process. You helped me become a better, more 

confident writer. You pushed me to find and use my voice, you helped me adjust my timelines when 

things got tough, and you demanded my best. I hope I delivered. Drs. Lathan and Neal: Thank you 

for your guidance, your instruction, your support, your enthusiastic reading, your criticism, and your 

insight. What I’ve learned from all of you will continue to be foundational in my identities and 

practices as a citizen and my work as a professional. I take none of it for granted. Everyone named 

here, and even more who are not, are quite simply, the best. 

 

  


