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READING DIALECTICALLY

Carolyn Lesjak

This, then, is the limit of common sense. What lies 
beyond involves a Leap of Faith, faith in lost Causes, 
Causes that, from within the space of skeptical wis-
dom, cannot but appear as crazy. And the present book 
speaks from within this Leap of Faith—but why? The 
problem, of course, is that, in a time of crisis and rup-
tures, skeptical empirical wisdom itself, constrained to 
the horizon of the dominant form of common sense, 
cannot provide the answers, so one must risk a Leap 
of Faith.

—Slavoj Žižek, In Defense of Lost Causes1

Fredric Jameson ends his recent book, Valences of the Dialectic (2009),2 
with a careful reading of Paul Ricoeur’s Time and Narrative (1990). On 
the face of it, a book about the dialectic in 2009 might seem destined for 
the remainder shelves, especially one that concludes with a long, final sec-
tion closely reading a work of narrative theory with which few scholars 
today would be familiar, in order to argue that the task of criticism is to 
“make time and history appear”—at a moment when, as Jameson him-
self diagnosed in Postmodernism, or, the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism 
(1991),3 our ability to think historically has all but disappeared. Against 
the specter of the dialectic’s obsolescence, I want to suggest however that 
Valences of the Dialectic in fact constitutes a timely polemic against the 
new disciplinary conservatism, and a spirited defense of theory, which is 
also a defense of reading.

Theory and reading: in the contemporary climate, these two en-
deavors, more often than not, tend to be pitted against each other. Sim-
ply put, theory is on its way out; reading is (back) in. Beleaguered by 
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post-structuralism and Michel Foucault, social constructionism, inter-
disciplinarity, cultural studies, and the like—all of which get collapsed 
under the umbrella bogeyman “theory”—a group of literary critics are 
once again arguing for an emphasis on the literary in literary criticism, 
and claiming, in essence, that reading literature is what we literary schol-
ars do best and hence what we ought to return to doing after having lost 
our way in the heady theory days of the 1960s–90s.4 As the former presi-
dent of the Modern Language Association, Marjorie Perloff, wrote in her 
2006 presidential address, “a specter is haunting the academy, the specter 
of literature.”5 “It is time,” she concludes,

to trust the literary instinct that brought us to this field 
in the first place and to recognize that, instead of lusting 
after those other disciplines that seem so exotic primar-
ily because we don’t really practice them, what we need 
is more theoretical, historical, and critical training in our 
own discipline. Rhapsodes [discussed in the context of her 
preceding argument regarding the absence of poetics in in-
terdisciplinary literary studies, which she renames “other-
disciplinary” to capture its total disregard for the literary6], 
it turns out, can and should serve a real function in our oral, 
print and digital culture.7

This claim echoes those made by New Formalists of various stripes, as 
well as by a slew of other new “isms” committed to “returns” of one sort 
or another, which are also presented as reclamations—the need to reclaim 
the aesthetic, or reading, human nature or pleasure, and so on. In her re-
view essay on New Formalism, Marjorie Levinson identifies two strains 
within the movement: normative and activist new formalism. She charac-
terizes the former as a “backlash new formalism” for its rejection of New 
Historicist claims and because it “assigns to the aesthetic norm-setting 
work that is cognitive and affective and therefore also cultural-political,” 
whereas activist formalism aims to restore the importance of form within 
historical reading, thereby positioning itself along the continuum of New 
Historicism rather than as a break with it.8 For our purposes here, nor-
mative new formalism most directly dramatizes the conservatism of these 
movements in its advocacy of a return to the pleasures of a kind of reading 
that theory has supposedly made impossible. (I will return to the status of 
New Historicism and its relationship to theory.) As Levinson notes, “[n]
ormative new formalism makes a strong claim for bringing back plea-
sure as what hooks us on and rewards us for reading.” Following a list of 
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such claims by critics such as Susan Wolfson, Denis Donoghue, Charles 
Al tieri, and George Levine, Levinson concludes, “Normative new for-
malism holds that to contextualize aesthetic experience is to expose its 
hedonic dimension as an illusion, distraction, or trap. It is hard not to hear 
in this worry a variant of the classic freshman complaint that analyzing 
literature destroys the experience of it.”9

Also arguing against the abuses that theory has propagated against 
contemporary readers, New Darwinism advocates for a return to the 
concept of human nature, a concept out of favor in a climate dominated 
by theories of social constructionism with their championing of the vir-
tually infinite malleability of human individuals, and the power, there-
fore, of social contexts, institutions, and cultural factors to change and 
mold individuals. One of New Darwinism’s main proponents, Steven 
Pinker, for example, argues against what he sees as an historical triad of 
ideas that have been used, sometimes erroneously, to discount the role 
of human nature in modern life: the “blank slate” (Locke), the “Noble 
Savage” (Rousseau), and the “Ghost in the Machine” (Descartes).10 
Given new developments in evolutionary psychology, cognitive science, 
and neuroscience, Pinker argues, there is ample evidence to prove that, 
within contemporary theory, social factors are unduly privileged over 
the biological imperatives of human nature. His motive for writing 
The Blank Slate: The Modern Denial of Human Nature (2002), he states, 
stemmed from his utter frustration with social constructivist models of 
human development:

I first had the idea of writing this book when I started a col-
lection of astonishing claims from pundits and social critics 
about the malleability of the human psyche: that little boys 
quarrel and fight because they are encouraged to do so; that 
children enjoy sweets because their parents use them as a 
reward for eating vegetables; that teenagers get the idea to 
compete in looks and fashion from spelling bees and aca-
demic prizes; that men think the goal of sex is an orgasm 
because of the way they were socialized.11

In the realm of the arts, specifically, Pinker suggests that an attentiveness 
to human nature would illuminate the false claims of both modernism 
and postmodernism and their shared allegiance to the constructedness of 
perception, formal innovation (the desire to “make it new”; the embrac-
ing of nonnarrative form), and relativism, all of which go against human 
nature’s privileging of beauty, pleasure, middlebrow realistic fiction, 
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narrative, and representational art. But Pinker also perceives progressive 
seeds of change in the humanities:

A revolt has begun. Museum-goers have become bored 
with the umpteenth exhibit on the female body featuring 
dismembered torsos or hundreds of pounds of lard chewed 
up and spat out by the artist. Graduate students in the hu-
manities are grumbling in emails and conference hallways 
about being locked out of the job market unless they write 
in gibberish while randomly dropping the names of au-
thorities like Foucault and Butler. Maverick scholars are 
doffing the blinders that prevented them from looking at 
exciting developments in the sciences of human nature. 
And younger artists are wondering how the art world got 
itself into the bizarre place in which beauty is a dirty word.12

Pinker provides a long list of other movements sympathetic to “these cur-
rents of discontent,” which are “coming together in a new philosophy of 
the arts, one that is consilient with the sciences and respectful of the minds 
and senses of human being,” and which include New Formalism, along 
with the artistic movement Derrière Guard (“which celebrates beauty, 
technique, and narrative”),13 the New Narrativism, Stuckism, and the 
Return of Beauty, as well as literary critics such as Joseph Carroll, Elaine 
Scarry, Wendy Steiner, and Frederick Turner, characterized as a “grow-
ing number of mavericks . . . looking to evolutionary psychology and 
cognitive science in an effort to reestablish human nature at the center of 
any understanding of the arts.”14

While these movements sound somewhat like the Tea Party contin-
gent of a new literary criticism—“Give us back our literature and our 
socially unencumbered aesthetic!” the rallying call in this case—less 
bombastic, more solidly centrist voices, to continue the analogy, also call 
for the renewal of formalist analyses, as well as other kinds of scientistic 
approaches to literature, more moderate and nuanced than Pinker’s and 
from within the humanities. In her call for a “strategic formalism,” for 
example, Victorian scholar Caroline Levine proposes a model of “social 
close reading” (a term borrowed from Herbert Tucker) that would allow 
critics to move more deftly and flexibly between the micro and macro 
levels of a text. “Formalism,” Levine writes,

emerges as an ideal set of methods for thinking about com-
peting modes of order, and it is particularly well suited to 
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the apprehension of subtle interactions among different or-
dering tactics. The point is not that societies are just like 
poems, but that literary critics, long practiced at articulat-
ing the subtle shaping patterns that both reinforce and de-
stabilize one another in a given textual object, are ideally 
suited to extend those reading practices to the analysis of 
cultural life more broadly, understanding cultural entities 
as sites where many conflicting ways of imposing order 
jostle one another, overlap, and collide.15

Despite the complexity of a formalism that is reservedly “strategic,” and 
thereby mirrors the knowingness of Gayatri Spivak’s notion of a “strategic 
essentialism” rather than the knee-jerk return of normative new formal-
ism, Levine’s less extreme and, on the face of it, utterly reasonable model 
of reading best captures, I want to suggest paradoxically, the increasingly 
conservative mood within literary criticism and its key theoretical ges-
tures. The overarching message seems to be: scale back, pare down, small 
aims met are better than grand ones unrealized, reclaim our disciplinary 
territory and hold on to it. Perloff even makes an instrumental case for 
such an approach: as she notes, the demand outside the academy, as wit-
nessed by the enthusiasm surrounding Samuel Beckett’s centennial, is for 
reading literature, not theory, so by returning to our roots, we will not 
only satisfy ourselves but the market, as well. And in the process, this line 
of reasoning implies, we can perhaps save our jobs as humanities profes-
sors by (cynically) complying with the instrumentalization of knowledge 
and thought driving the very educational and university policies that see 
the humanities as obsolete. (Again, this is an extreme version of what I 
will argue defines the status quo.) All of this is done in the name of getting 
back to basics, while seemingly forgetting that we have been there before 
and it is no longer the same place it used to be, if it ever was that place.16

It goes without saying that the sometimes catholic, at other times 
simple and purportedly neutral, imperatives (accounting for the multi-
plicity of discourses in any text, or “the many conflicting ways of impos-
ing order,” getting back to basics, respecting human nature) driving the 
spectrum of readings from normative new formalism to strategic formal-
ism to narratology and cognitive science studies are premised on a rejec-
tion of Marxist literary criticism, a point Levine makes explicit when she 
notes that her vision of “contests and encounters among different forms 
of order”17 holds true only if there is no single determining force among 
the colliding, overlapping forms: “When we are faced with the competing 
imperatives not only of race, class, and gender, but of imperial expansion, 
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nationality, sexuality, and disability, the result—unless one is seen as the 
root cause of all the others—is not an orderly political culture but a highly 
contestatory one.”18 Except in isolated instances,19 I think it’s fair to say 
that Marxism is not even part of the conversation, despite the continued 
popularity of critics like Slavoj Žižek (many of whose fans and readers 
seem perfectly capable of enjoying his work without adhering in any way 
to its Marxism).

By opening with a reference to the timeliness of Jameson’s Valences of the 
Dialectic, I mean to frame the argument to follow in the context of the on-
going necessity of a Marxist literary criticism and, in particular, of a dialecti-
cal Marxist criticism. Indeed, I hope to show why a Marxist critique is more 
necessary than ever, given the current crisis in the humanities and the 
turn against theory—two events that Vincent Leitch20 argues are deeply 
interconnected. Leitch identifies the close connection between theory and 
the university when he suggests that claims of theory’s demise are also 
signs of anxiety about what is to come: the so-called passing of theory 
equally reflects wider fears about the role or place of critical thinking 
within an increasingly corporatized university. In short, for Leitch, the 
status of theory in such debates is inseparable from the status or future 
of the university. But whereas Leitch ends up embracing the prolifera-
tion of theories and new fields—from affect and animal studies to white-
ness, fashion, and disability studies—as a sign of the continuing vitality 
of critical thinking, I want to make a case for narrowing the field: I want 
to suggest that the task the humanities need to set themselves now is akin 
to what Max Horkheimer claimed for critical theory in 1937: “[T]he task 
of the critical theoretician is to reduce the tension between his [sic] own 
insight and oppressed humanity in whose service he [sic] thinks.”21 What 
is counterintuitive here, obviously, is that an antihumanist, revitalized 
Marxism—itself supposedly dead, along with theory—offers the way for-
ward for humanist study, given how irreducibly bound to the economy 
the humanities are today.

Equally against the grain of mainstream dismissals of theory, Jameson 
in Valences of the Dialectic (as well as elsewhere) distinguishes between 
philosophy and theory and aligns reading with the latter, drawing on 
Ricoeur to characterize reading as “the momentary and ephemeral act 
of unification in which we hold multiple dimensions of time together for 
a glimpse that cannot prolong itself into the philosophical concept.”22 If 
philosophy tries to solve aporias, literature, in contrast, produces them. 
While Jameson will enlarge his frame of reading to historiographic texts 
such as Fernand Braudel’s, he nonetheless maintains an emphasis on the 
value of narrative (via Ricoeur’s notion of “narrative intelligence” and 
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Hayden White’s idea of “emplotment”) and its unique capacity to hold 
multiple temporalities together, in short, as noted earlier, to make time 
and history appear. Framed by Jameson’s plea that theory still matters, 
I want to examine more closely the role New Historicism has played in 
the production of two very specific articulations of what today constitutes 
reading, in order both to suggest what is missing from this conversation 
and to speculate on how we might better pose properly dialectical ques-
tions in response to the current, inseparably intertwined crises of literary 
criticism, the humanities, and the university.

Against Theory Redux

The backlash against theory has been gradual and fairly quiet. Refusing 
to be theory, or to have a methodology or to belong to a school of thought, 
the antitheory camp disavows itself as an event and positions itself as the 
Other to theory. Catherine Gallagher and Stephen Greenblatt’s introduc-
tion to Practicing New Historicism (2000) muses on this otherness; as they 
conclude their nonmission mission statement,

Writing the book has convinced us that new historicism is 
not a repeatable methodology or a literary critical program. 
Each time we approached that moment in the writing 
when it might have been appropriate to draw the “theoreti-
cal” lesson, to scold another school of criticism, or to point 
the way toward the paths of virtue, we stopped, not because 
we’re shy of controversy, but because we cannot bear to see 
the long chains of close analysis go up in a puff of abstrac-
tion. So we sincerely hope you will not be able to say what it 
all adds up to; if you could, we would have failed.23

I want to spend a little time with Gallagher and Greenblatt’s explicit ar-
ticulation of their antiprogrammatic principles in order to review their 
vision of reading, which, paradoxically, given their stated aims, has be-
come something of a new critical orthodoxy. Their essay plots a series 
of theoretical moves in which earlier, primarily Marxist terminology is 
supplanted by language meant to open up the “textual archive”: ideology 
critique is rejected in favor of discourse analysis; determinism is replaced 
by “an aesthetic appreciation of the individual instance”;24 and Johann 
Gottfried von Herder’s notion of diversification becomes the means to 
highlight “the singular, the specific, and the individual.”25 Throughout, 
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Herder provides the framework for properly encountering what they 
refer to, giddily, as the “vastness of the textual archive.”26 The coupling 
of the archive (a stand-in for the real) and the aesthetic (culture) alleviates 
Gallagher and Greenblatt’s discomfort with key Marxist concepts—base 
and superstructure, class consciousness, totality—and with any form of 
systematization whatsoever. Relieved of what they perceive as the prere-
hearsed protocols of Marxist literary criticism, they imagine themselves 
free to see cultural texts “independently”—in terms of “the single voice, 
the isolated scandal, the idiosyncratic vision, the transient sketch.”27 Only 
in this way, they claim, can the aesthetic qualities of culture as text be 
appreciated.

Despite espousing a new historicism, this reading of the archive is of 
a piece with what Alexander Kluge28 calls the “assault of the present on 
the rest of time”: the key is to grasp that these ostensible representations 
of the past emerge from within what Kluge has called a “universalized 
present”—a present that simultaneously forecloses horizons of the past 
and of the future, and that also colonizes our very understanding of the 
past so that representations of the past—like new historicist readings—
appear to us as little more than reflections or reaffirmations of the status 
quo and the given moment. (Kluge’s perspective is deeply Benjaminian; 
Gallagher and Greenblatt’s New Historicism must be distinguished from 
the liberatory historicism of which Benjamin spoke.) In its invocation of 
the “vastness of the archive,” New Historicism fantasizes about a pleni-
tude of the present cloaked in the artifacts of the past. (There are so many 
more objects available to be read and interpreted!) It gives new life to 
tired critics who have “never given up or turned [their] backs on the deep 
gratification that draws [them] in the first place to the study of litera-
ture and art”29—but in the benign form of a comfortable skepticism allied 
with appreciation, in which there are seemingly no limits to what culture 
can do. It is a materialism, that is to say, in which materiality conveniently 
never gets in the way. The sheer increase in reading material equates to 
a material reading that is, by dint of its expansiveness, “democratizing.”30 
Hierarchies and contradictions—between texts, between horizons of the 
social, between texts and contexts—are dissolved, replaced by a kind of 
ecumenical lateralness, in which the operative movement is outward or 
across surfaces rather than downward, as in surface/depth hermeneutical 
models.31

From critique to analysis, from revolutionary to democratizing, this 
pallid middle ground tends to define reading these days. Indeed, the 
smallness of new historical claims essentially puts literary scholarship on 
par with “middle-level research,” an identification so unremarkable in 
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the present climate that its coiner, David Bordwell,32 actively advocates 
for such a diminished critical project with no sense of chagrin or irony. 
But he is certainly not alone. As Žižek characterizes our age of cynical 
reason, “skeptical wisdom” both carries the day and “cannot provide the 
answers,” given that it is “constrained to the horizon of the dominant 
form of common sense.”33 The middle reader, like Žižek’s enlightened 
conservative liberal, accommodates herself to the given, to common sense, 
against the now discredited excesses of the theory years, with a kind of 
Blairite Third Way of reading which is neither New Criticism nor Marx-
ism but a nice compromise midway between them—a blend of cultural 
liberalism with a “minimally ‘authoritarian’ spirit of community (the em-
phasis on social stability, “values,” and so forth).”34 As the historian Caro-
lyn Steedman’s alternative analysis of the archive makes clear, though, 
small, pious claims are claims nonetheless. Reading the archive itself as a 
counter to this “middle way” and its fantasy of inclusiveness, she reminds 
us, that, pace Derrida, the archive has everything to do with state power 
and state authority:

The Archive is not potentially made up of everything, 
as is human memory. . . . In the Archive, you cannot be 
shocked at its exclusions, its emptinesses, at what is not 
catalogued. . . . Its condition of being deflects outrage: in 
its quiet folders and bundles is the neatest demonstration 
of how state power has operated, through ledgers and lists 
and indictments, and through what is missing from them.35

Middling and safe, the archival researcher adapts beautifully to the dic-
tates of the neoliberal university, enjoying “management’s designer cul-
ture” (Marc Bousquet’s term) and learning to live with and benefit from 
its empty slogans about “the culture of quality” and the “pursuit of ex-
cellence.”36 (Infusing academic culture with a competitive business ethos, 
this language offers equally good justification for market differentials—
the awarding of higher salaries to faculty who could otherwise work in 
the private sector, thus instituting marked income disparities among the 
faculty—and for a pervasive and willful blindness to the conditions of 
other university workers.37) Against middle reading, I will propose a 
form of what I’ll call extreme reading, which, as my title suggests, is also 
a form of dialectical reading. Again following Žižek, I’ll also argue for a 
fidelity to the failure of Marxist literary criticism, and for the need to “go 
on and fail better”38—or, in this context, read better (to borrow a phrase 
from Zadie Smith).
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The Middle Way

Initially delivered as part of the Tanner Lectures on Human Values in 
1998, and subsequently published as a book, Elaine Scarry’s On Beauty and 
Being Just (1999)39 performs a paean to beauty’s capaciousness in the face 
of its banishment from the humanities over the last twenty years. Against 
arguments that characterize beauty as meretricious or see it leading only 
to an empty materialism and possessiveness and/or dangerous forms of 
reification via the gaze, Scarry avers that beautiful things are not only 
generative, “[inciting] the desire to bring new things into the world,”40 
from infants to sonnets to laws and philosophical dialogues, but also “pre-
pare us for justice.”41 Scarry grants to beauty a pliancy or elasticity:42 it 
both moves us forward in its “impulse toward begetting”43 and backward 
when it compels us to rethink our assessment of whether something is 
beautiful. In other words, it teaches us about “being wrong,” making it a 
model for the very process of “consciousness in education.”44 Unlike the 
constraints of the material world, which compel us “to see each person 
and thing in its time and place, its historical context,”45 the mental pro-
cesses we undergo in the presence of beauty have a porousness, or limit-
lessness, that “ignites the desire for truth by giving us, with an electric 
blindness shared by almost no other uninvited, freely arriving perceptual 
event, the experience of conviction and the experience, as well, of error.”46

In the second part of the essay, Scarry directly links beauty to justice, 
suggesting that the very symmetry at the heart of beauty inspires a con-
sonant desire for symmetry or fairness in social arrangements. Etymo-
logically, she notes, “fairness” refers both to something being aesthetically 
pleasing to the eye and “fitting” or “joining,” as in making two things 
fair. In short, fair skies call out for fair legal arrangements,47 and those 
skies also have the advantage of being available to the senses, unlike legal 
arrangements. They, along with beautiful flowers, underground caves, 
music, and Matisse paintings, give sensory concreteness to otherwise ab-
stract notions of justice or equality and thus serve as moral prompts in 
times of inequality. In its call for distributive justice, buttressed by the 
 unself-interestedness it inspires in its beholder,48 beauty brings out the best 
in us: we wish for the existence of the beautiful whether or not we will be 
its beneficiary. These claims about beauty are anything but speculative for 
Scarry: “[T]he vote on blossoms has been taken (people over many cen-
turies have nurtured and carried the flowers from place to place, supple-
menting what was there)”; likewise, “the vote on the sky has been taken 
(the recent environmental movement)” and so on. “We are not guessing,” 
the last sentence of the essay definitively concludes, “the evidence is in.”49
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Like this final evidentiary claim, Scarry’s rhetoric throughout appeals 
to what is before us, to what is immediately apprehensible via the senses. 
Performing the aesthetic as much as arguing for it—beauty, after all, be-
gets beauty in the essay’s line of reasoning—Scarry lavishly appreciates 
individual objects, like Matisse’s palm fronds and Gallé vases, in order 
to enact a seemingly natural progression from particular individual ex-
periences of beauty to beauty’s universal claims. If, for Theodor Adorno, 
beauty holds out the promise of the nonidentical at the same time that it, 
as a consciously experienced phenomenon, denies it, for Scarry, beauty 
holds out the promise of more of the same—beauty has a bar code just 
like the Gallé vase; and one must suspect that the abstract equality that 
denies authentic equality lies at the heart of her notion of democracy. 
Herbert Marcuse would call this kind of culture Affirmative, with a capi-
tal A. Individual, class-based standards (what is a Gallé vase anyhow [this 
reader had to Google it] and how, Tony Soprano’s psychiatrist Jennifer 
Malfi might ask, does it compare to Murano glass?) are universalized 
in the surety of the concrete: “the evidence is in.” The essay therefore 
restores beauty’s humanizing effects by way of a categorical imperative, 
leaving the individual perceiver of beauty subject to and yet also not de-
termined in any way by a beauty that “comes to us, with no work of our 
own; then leaves us prepared to undergo a giant labor.”50 But laboring to-
ward what ends? The very terms requiring thought, debate, and struggle 
are contentless, reduced to the tautology “fair social arrangements,” in 
which fair means fair. Plenitude, capaciousness, the aspiration for truth: 
divorced from any social content whatsoever, beauty’s qualities have no 
meaning, and they’ve already been realized anyhow: “the evidence is in.” 
“Uninvited” and determined in advance, there’s really not much left for 
individual subjects to do but wait to be taken.

A kind of humanism with guarantees, Scarry’s enactment of beauty 
celebrates the transcendental nature of the beautiful soul. On its own, this 
is nothing new. But coming as it does in the wake of the theory years, 
and couched in the language of common sense, its willful disregard for 
the institutions and practices within which beauty exists and circulates 
signals something new. There’s a determination here to find plenitude 
in the present at all costs but with nothing really at stake. And, of course, 
this is exactly where its appeal lies: free of negative, ugly considerations, 
which all would only entail “imperfect [instances] of an otherwise posi-
tive”51 process, the institutional and social contexts and consequences of 
the aesthetic dissolve in the spirit, no less, of a professed inclusiveness. We 
can see beauty with our own eyes, there is nothing hidden, there are no 
Leonard Basts here: this is, in a word, cynical.
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But also par for the course. In its championing of a naïve empiricism, 
Scarry’s essay shares theoretical allegiances with the larger critical shift 
away from symptomatic readings or ideological critique that eschews 
models of depth, unveiling, and decoding in favor of a variety of sur-
face readings. In both cases, a hermeneutics of suspicion is replaced by 
a suspicion of hermeneutics, a disavowing of interpretation itself, which 
is part and parcel of the so-called death of theory. One starting point for 
this movement can be located in Eve Sedgwick’s 1995 essay “Shame in 
the Cybernetic Fold: Reading Silvan Tomkins,”52 in which she catalogs 
the routinized moves considered de rigueur within applied theory at the 
time. In addition to identifying a series of theoretical assumptions, which 
had become, in her view, dogmatic, Sedgwick also registered and fueled 
a sense of theoretical exhaustion within literary critical studies. Revela-
tions that earlier had prompted surprise now seemed stale and predict-
able, raising larger questions about the aims of literary criticism and the 
status and role of knowledge, which she continued to develop in her later 
essay on paranoid reading and in her work on Tomkins and theories of 
affect. As she comments in “Paranoid Reading and Reparative Reading,” 
“in a world where no one need be delusional to find evidence of systemic 
oppression, to theorize out of anything but a paranoid critical stance has 
come to seem naïve, pious, or complaisant.”53

Fast-forward fifteen years and compare this to Stephen Best and Sha-
ron Marcus’s introduction to “Surface Reading,” where they write,

The assumption that domination can only do its work 
when veiled, which may once have sounded almost para-
noid, now has a nostalgic, even utopian ring to it. Those 
of us who cut our intellectual teeth on deconstruction, 
ideology critique, and the hermeneutics of suspicion have 
often found these demystifying protocols superfluous in 
an era when images of torture at Abu Ghraib and else-
where were immediately circulated on the internet; the 
real-time coverage of Hurricane Katrina showed in ways 
that required little explication the state’s abandonment of 
its African American citizens; and many people instantly 
recognized as lies political statements such as “mission ac-
complished.” Eight years of the Bush regime may have 
hammered home the point that not all situations require 
the subtle ingenuity associated with symptomatic read-
ing, and they may also have inspired us to imagine that 
alongside nascent fascism there might be better ways of 
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thinking and being simply there for the taking, in both 
the past and the present.54

Now there are some significant differences between Sedgwick’s subse-
quent work on reparative reading and the varied approaches taken by 
the contributors to “The Way We Read Now”—and I will return to 
these later to distinguish Sedgwick’s work, ultimately, from the aspira-
tions of surface reading, as Best and Marcus articulate them.55 For the 
time being, though, I want simply to note that both share the assump-
tion that ideological critique is primarily a practice of unveiling in which 
surface appearances are shown to be illusory, and the hidden or latent 
meaning beneath the surface the truth. And, crucially, the reader who 
practices such readings is assumed to be in a position of mastery over the 
text. (This point is specifically taken up by Jameson in “Making Time 
Appear” when he notes that the act of interpretation, contrary to populist 
bias, in no way asserts the superiority of the interpreter or reader over an 
assumed “plebeian readership,” in an aside noting that “in that sense, we 
are all plebeians when we read.” Rather, “it simply offers an interpretive 
hypotheses, which the reader or re-reader is free to explore or to abandon 
(as sterile, as far-fetched, or as mistaken).” But “what the reader is not free 
to abandon is the interpretive process itself.”56) Time and time again, in 
the many different surface readings offered and theorized, the language 
of heroism is invoked as part and parcel of the hermeneutics of suspi-
cion practiced in like fashion—it is implied—in Freudian psychoanalysis, 
Marxism, deconstruction, and various forms of cultural studies/multicul-
turalism: Mary Thomas Crane suggests that for Jameson the “the act of 
reading sounds almost heroic,” granting to the reader an agency that is 
“denied to other human actors”;57 Best and Marcus, in a similar key, state 
that Jameson “presented professional literary criticism as a strenuous and 
heroic endeavor, one more akin to activism and labor than to leisure, and 
therefore fully deserving of remuneration;”58 Apter and Freedgood re-
flect on Michael Warner’s notion of current reading practices as a “heroic 
pedagogy” of “critical reading” and how he “makes us wise to the ways in 
which critical reading silently endorses a Kantian program of individual 
autonomy, pure reason, human agency, and universal freedom;”59 and, as 
a critical counterposition, Margaret Cohen suggests that reading in the 
archive “entails humility before the vastness of the task and a retreat from 
totalizing ambitions,” echoing my earlier claims regarding the “middle” 
reader.60

To counter the model of false consciousness, which warns that you can-
not believe what you see, surface reading upends the binary, and claims—in 
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Best and Marcus’s rendering—that the truth is, in fact, readily available on 
the surface. Because we all watched the Twin Towers collapse or saw the 
Abu Ghraib photos, their meaning is “there for the taking.” But what can 
that even mean? If Errol Morris’s film Standard Operating Procedure (2008),61 
shows anything, it is that the meaning of the Abu Ghraib images—even as 
evidence of a malign power that seems unquestionable—are far from obvi-
ous, transparent, and “there for the taking.” In an editorial he wrote after 
the release of a videotape showing an Iraqi insurgent being killed by a US 
marine in Fallujah, Morris positions “pictures” as “a point around which 
other pieces of evidence collect. They are part of, but not a substitute for, 
an investigation. . . . Believing is seeing and not the other way around.”62 
Spectacular forms of domination, too, require interpretation.

To state the obvious, ideological critique, at its best, was never sim-
ply about unmasking, a recognition this collection of writers might have 
recalled, given that the conference where most of these papers were de-
livered commemorated the 25th anniversary of The Political Unconscious 
(1982), the most systematic articulation of Jameson’s twofold hermeneutic 
model in which the unmasking of determinant social relations is only half 
the story, the other half, of course, being the articulation of the positive 
Utopian impulses that lie along negative critique.63 But perhaps the more 
telling occlusion in dismissals of ideological critique is the disappearance 
of the dialectic. Surface reading hopes to freeze time, to stay in the present 
in its appeal to the commonsensical, to a thing’s face value. Sharon Mar-
cus, for example, in her work on women’s friendships, Between Women 
(2007), introduces the idea of “just reading”:

Just reading attends to what Jameson, in his pursuit of hid-
den master codes, dismisses as “the inert given and ma-
terials of a given text” (75). . . . Just reading strives to be 
adequate to a text conceived as complex and ample rather 
than as diminished by, or reduced to, what it has had to re-
press. Just reading accounts for what is in the text without 
construing presence as absence or affirmation as negation.64

Marcus does qualify her “just,” adding that her approach “recognizes that 
interpretation is inevitable: even when attending to the givens of a text, we 
are always only—or just—constructing a meaning.” Nor is it “to make an 
inevitably disingenuous claim to transparently reproduce a text’s unitary 
meaning,” nor to “dismiss symptomatic reading,” since surface reading 
itself inevitably relies on the absences of other theories of the novel, such 
as Jameson’s.65 But what “just reading” does not account for is the impact 
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these qualifications have on the very project of analyzing “what is in the 
text” or what “texts present on their surface.”66

The push and pull that Marcus attempts to be theoretically savvy 
about evokes, significantly, the language of dialectics, a language con-
spicuously absent from virtually all of the characterizations of ideo-
logical critique in “The Way We Read Now,” despite the centrality 
of dialectical thinking within Marxist analyses of ideology, both today 
(think Žižek and Jameson, perhaps the two most influential contempo-
rary Marxists) and within the Marxist tradition more broadly (Adorno 
as exemplar).67 The impulse to be affirmative, to talk about what texts 
do rather than what they don’t do, occludes the negation upon which 
such affirmation is based—in this example, the ontological assumptions 
structuring what appears “in the text”—but unlike a dialectical read-
ing, offers no way of actually registering or thinking the occlusion that 
structures the surfaces being privileged. “The fundamental lesson of 
Hegel,” Žižek writes in The Parallax View,

is that the key ontological problem is not that of reality, 
but that of appearance: not “are we condemned to the in-
terminable play of appearances, or can we penetrate their 
veil to the underlying true reality?” but “How could—in 
the middle of the flat, stupid reality which is just there—
something like appearance emerge?”68

In short, surface readings have no real capacity to understand them-
selves as symptoms even though they are, as Marcus confirms, at the very 
least symptoms of once-dominant hermeneutic models of interpretation. 
Given this, it is not clear why they might not also be symptoms of larger 
structures; why stop at the horizon of a genre when surely genres, too, 
constitute particular modes of historical thinking, simply at a different 
level of the social?

Seen in this light, surface reading entails a form of fetishistic disavowal 
in its insistence on the real surface of texts; as Žižek describes the function 
of the fetish, “[W]hat [it] gives body to is precisely my disavowal of knowl-
edge, my refusal to subjectively assume what I know.”69 Surface reading’s 
advocacy of neutrality, of “minimal critical agency,” of “objectivity, validity, 
[and] truth,”70 involves a fantasy of stepping outside the subject altogether; 
addressing the recent turn to computers and what their intelligence might 
provide in terms of new models of reading, Best and Marcus suggest that 
“[w]here the heroic critic corrects the text, a nonheroic critic might aim in-
stead to correct for her critical subjectivity, by using machines to bypass it, 
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in the hopes that doing so will produce more accurate knowledge about 
texts.”71 The ultimate aim, then, is toward more accurate descriptions in 
which subjectivity can seemingly come and go as needed: “Sometimes,” the 
essay concludes, “our subjectivity will help us see a text more clearly, and 
sometimes it will not.”72 Neutral, objective, self-effacing, humbled before 
the text: this reader is, above all, benign.

Going to Extremes

It is not enough to simply dismiss the new critical aspirations and ortho-
doxies as reactive, culturally conservative, or anti-Marxist, since, as the 
dialectic itself demonstrates, there is no value in taking the moral high 
ground, and nothing to be gained by simply repeating old methods. In-
deed, one of the reasons I have spent so much time on Scarry and surface 
reading is that, regardless of the paucity of their so-called solutions, their 
challenges to ideological critique do identify something of an impasse 
within Marxist literary and cultural criticism—namely, that the unearth-
ing of the so-called real processes behind surface phenomenon has not 
proved sufficient to substantially transform the material life to be inter-
preted. In his reading of commodity histories, Bruce Robbins identifies 
something similar when he asks, “Looking through a commodity to the 
human relations behind it, what exactly should one see? Capitalism? 
Class? Culture? The state? After all, what is the right way to describe a 
commodity?”73 The same might be asked of Marxist approaches to a text: 
What are we hoping to see behind it? What are we demystifying and 
why? What, after all, is the right way to describe or read a text?

Borrowing one of Gayatri Spivak’s formulations, I want to consider 
how, in the current debate around why and how we read, the extremes 
of surface reading and Marxist literary and cultural criticism bring each 
other into crisis. In Spivak’s version, “practice persistently brings the no-
tion of theory into crisis. And theory—just as persistently, and depending 
upon the situation—asymmetrically brings the vanguardism of practice 
into crisis as well.” In the more limited confines of reading, I want to 
think more about how notions of surface and depth can be seen in pro-
ductive tension or unease with each other, such that “neither one of the 
two can really take ‘first’ place.”74

Many of the ways in which ideological critique brings surface reading 
into crisis have already been either alluded to or enumerated. The most 
obvious, and as yet only indirectly stated, is that Marxist criticism, as a 
theory and a practice, makes clear that reading alone is never enough. 
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As Žižek articulates the consequences of a properly dialectical relation-
ship between theory and practice, “at its most radical, theory is the theory 
of a failed practice,”75 a description that nicely captures, as well, Steven 
Helmling’s description of Jameson’s thinking as driven by a self-imposed 
“failure imperative.”76 Žižek also underscores that to theorize out of fail-
ure “confronts us with the problem of fidelity: avoiding the twin trap of 
nostalgic attachment to the past and of all-too-slick accommodation to 
‘new circumstances.’”77 In their attempts to be affirmative, to counter the 
negativity of critique with analysis, surface readers not only belie their 
humility before texts (success has already been realized: “the evidence is 
in”), but also fall prey to nostalgia and accommodation.78 The very substi-
tution of reading for theory both harkens back to a more innocent time of 
ordinary, commonsensical reading (“just reading”) and, as we have seen, 
easily allows for a complacent accommodation to the given (“just” read-
ing, as in Scarry’s notion of “being just”). In this way, surface readers give 
up on reading as much as they give up on theory, its role reduced to stat-
ing the obvious, even as they continue to fetishize the text in their celebra-
tion of its surface. They embody in their particular practice what Žižek 
has said about the age of cynical reason more generally: just as “cynical 
reason, with all its ironic detachment, leaves untouched the fundamental 
level of ideological fantasy, the level on which ideology structures the so-
cial reality itself,”79 so, too, do surface readers leave untouched the level on 
which ideology structures the apparent contiguity and coherence of the 
surface of the text itself. In short, they proceed as though the age of cynical 
reason is synonymous with a postideological world.

Žižek’s distinction helps to illuminate the central point of contention 
between surface and symptomatic readers—namely, the very status of the 
object of reading. Surface readers claim, in essence, that Marxist reading 
practices “dematerialize” the text—recall Marcus’s claim that Jameson 
“dismisses the inert given and materials of a given text”—whereas Marx-
ists argue that surface readers falsely materialize texts, thereby enhanc-
ing their inertness and forgetting about the real things and real people 
behind them. In the former reading, surfaces seem to promise solidity, 
or an affirmative inertness that would render them unsusceptible to the 
vagaries of self-reflective thought; in the latter, surfaces are what we have 
to be wary about.80 Clearly, no simple averaging of the two extremes will 
do. But again, neither will simply choosing one or the other. Instead, it is 
the gap between them that creates what Spivak refers to as a productive 
unease that cannot settle on either side—a tension rather than a balance in 
which each side, she ventriloquizes, calls out, “Look here, you know you 
are dependent upon me and you’re ignoring it.”81
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But, for a moment, let us reify the sides again and return briefly to 
the issue of how surface reading brings ideological critique to crisis by 
asking what the good of sheer negativity is when ideology critique has 
no leverage and when we already know what will be revealed. In other 
words, and against its own aims, surface reading can bring ideology cri-
tique into crisis precisely via its crude claims about the “obviousness” of 
domination: that is, this obviousness in some ways points to the fact that 
even very effective ideology critique does nothing to prevent the power 
of ideology. (In his survey of commodity histories, for example, Robbins 
comments that “re-attaching the lives of the producers to the commod-
ity they produce”—that is, getting behind a commodity to its “concealed 
social relations”82—“is by no means a guarantee that the commodity will 
be either criticized or shorn of its power.”83) It is important here to re-
call that the equation of ideology critique with Marxism is itself reduc-
tive; as already noted, little, if anything, is said about the centrality of 
the Utopian within Jameson’s particular form of Marxism, let alone any 
meaningful differentiation offered regarding various forms of dialecti-
cal Marxism far more sophisticated in their method than the shorthand 
of “ideology critique” or a “hermeneutics of suspicion” can capture. But 
the very traction of this equation, despite, or because of, the misreadings 
it entails, only underscores—rather than mitigates—the impasse that 
Marxism, and political criticism, in general, currently faces.84 At heart, 
this claim captures the way in which Marxist critique can fall prey to 
reified protocols of reading. The very fact that Eve Sedgwick can cata-
log these protocols as she does (and I recognize that not all of them 
pertain directly or only to Marxist criticism) registers their failure to be 
properly dialectical, as well as their attachment to old lessons already 
learned.85 They succumb to a success regarding method, whose failure 
surface reading aims to correct. Or, as Bruno Latour frames the criti-
cal exhaustion such routinized reading signals, “Are we not like those 
mechanical toys that endlessly make the same gesture when everything 
else has changed around them?”86

There is a deeper pressure here, though, regarding the sufficiency 
of negativity, which resonates with recent remarks by both Žižek and 
Jameson. Commenting on Adorno’s “implacable negative dialectic,” 
Jameson writes,

[His] desperate attempt to avoid positivities, which he in-
stinctively felt always to be ideological, by embracing a 
resolutely negative equipollence, is a prophetic but unsat-
isfying response to our historical situation, which might 
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better be characterized by varying Žižek’s famous title to 
“they know what they are doing (but they do it anyway).”87

Likewise, Žižek suggests the need to distinguish between the sympto-
mal mode of ideology under attack in surface reading and the fetishistic 
mode, which, he argues, predominates today. If the symptom marks the 
return of the repressed, that which disrupts the ideological lie, the fetish 
is the symptom turned inside out, as it were, “the embodiment of the lie 
which enables us to sustain the unbearable truth.”88 The fetish, that is to 
say, does its work in plain sight, but remains ideological.89 “Fetishists,” 
Žižek notes, “are not dreamers lost in their private worlds, they are thor-
oughly ‘realist,’ able to accept the way things effectively are—since they 
have their fetish to which they can cling in order to cancel the full impact 
of reality.”90 It is hard not to read this as an utterly apt characterization 
of surface readers. With the text as their fetish, surface readers are unen-
cumbered by the “full impact of reality”—hence, perhaps the sense that 
you can easily hear their claims about texts coming out of the mouths of 
university deans. But this recognition does not negate their critique of 
negativity per se, a critique that can be found within contemporary Marx-
ism itself and is, as Žižek suggests, a sign of the times.

Nor does it dissipate, to my mind, the demand they make to give an ac-
count of the surface. But what is needed is a better way of reading surfaces 
as perverse rather than as obvious, as never identical to themselves in their 
“thereness,” and always found within and constitutive of complex spatial 
relations, both seen and not seen, deep and lateral, material and figural—
all of which requires a more rather than less expansive reading practice: 
more interpretation, more dialectical complexity, a more rather than less 
invested critical position, because relations, after all, cannot be seen in any 
solely literal sense. By taking surfaces literally, at “face value,”91 as “true 
and visible,”92 as “what is evident, perceptible, apprehensible in texts,”93 
Best and Marcus immobilize them rather than putting them in motion in 
three-dimensional space. (“[W]e take surface to mean . . . what is neither 
hidden nor hiding; what, in the geometrical sense, has length and breadth 
but no thickness, and therefore covers no depth.”94) To borrow again from 
Latour, surface reading, in its desire for a kind of neutral knowingness, 
fantasizes that surfaces can be “matters of fact” rather than “matters of 
concern.”95

Given these limitations, it is important, as I noted earlier, to distinguish 
between surface readers and the work of Eve Sedgwick, for even as they 
share a suspicion of hermeneutics, Sedgwick’s work on reparative read-
ing and touch offers a substantive and affectively powerful demonstration 
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of the spatial relations missing from surface reading—the challenges of 
which Marxist literary criticism would do well to heed, given its inat-
tentiveness, too often, to the felt or experienced as opposed to the thought 
or known (what will be distinguished in Sedgwick as “realizing” versus 
“knowing”). In particular, Sedgwick’s attentiveness to the sensory aspects 
of experience can, I believe, help us rethink what in Marxist thought 
has been formulated, in one version of this challenge, as the relationship 
between lived experience and structure, itself a recoding of the relation-
ship between immanence and transcendence, or event and system—all 
attempts to conceptualize, as Jameson notes in his preface to Marxism and 
Form, the new spatial relations within what he then termed industrial 
capitalism and then more fully developed in his work on postmodern-
ism as the cultural logic of late capitalism.96 In other words, against the 
Marxist tendency to unequally weight structure over lived experience, 
Sedgwick’s work prompts a “productive unease,” to recall Spivak’s for-
mulation, between the two.

Ultimately, I aim to show how the spatial dialectic that Jameson 
gestures toward in Valences of the Dialectic and Sedgwick’s emphasis 
on touch as opposed to sight share a desire to reimagine the livedness 
of contemporary social relations by way of their spatiality. (Whereas 
Jameson, in the face of the radical transformation of space within post-
modernity, invoked the need to grow new organs, Sedgwick turns to 
different, already available but neglected sensory modes such as touch 
to capture this same space.) These distinct perspectives—a Hegelian 
Marxism, on the one hand, and a nondualistic queer/affect theory, on 
the other—together define the challenge of conceptualizing lived expe-
rience and structure in dialectical relation to each other, which, in turn, 
constitutes the challenge of how to think space dialectically. In tandem, 
they suggest that such an endeavor depends at once on an understand-
ing of the perversity of the nonidentical, and on what I would like to call 
“seeing what we know,” rather than knowing what we see, as surface 
readers would have it.

Extreme or Perverse Reading

In her introduction to Touching Feeling, a book whose central project 
is “to explore promising tools and techniques for nondualistic thought 
and pedagogy,”97 Sedgwick invokes a set of spatial concepts as one av-
enue through which to understand and feel (literally to come up next to) 
the deeply textured, often nonlinguistic nature of knowledge and social 
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relations. Specifically, she places the spatial concept of “beside” in rela-
tion to “beneath” and “beyond,” and suggests that “invoking a Deleuzian 
interest in planar relations, the irreducibly spatial positionality of beside 
also seems to offer some useful resistance to the ease with which beneath 
and beyond turn from spatial descriptors into implicit narratives of, re-
spectively, origin and telos.”98 Trying to stop the emptying out of space 
(the “air of neutrality or indifference with regard to its contents”99) that 
temporal narratives enact, Sedgwick hopes to allow for the possibility of 
the reverse: halting linear, causal narratives, which flatten out lived mate-
rial experience, and instead feeling the difference space makes. (In a dif-
ferent context, Zadie Smith characterizes the emphasis on the former as 
the “fill[ing of] space with time,” which she links to “realism’s obsession” 
with “convincing us that time has passed” and the latter as “fill[ing] time 
up with space.”100) Moreover, as Sedgwick imagines the meaning of beside,

a number of elements may lie alongside one another, 
though not an infinity of them. Beside permits a spacious 
agnosticism about several of the linear logics that enforce 
dualistic thinking: noncontradiction or the law of the ex-
cluded middle, cause versus effect, subject versus object.

Sedgwick is quick to note that, at the same time, “its interest does not, 
however, depend on a fantasy of metonymically egalitarian or even pacific 
relations, as any child knows who’s shared a bed with siblings.”101 These 
side-by-side, lateral relations, for her, are “tensile” and “proximate”; they 
feel or register the recalcitrance of the material and acknowledge what 
Jonathan Goldberg—referencing a 1999 talk of Sedgwick’s, “Reality and 
Realization,” where she describes the difference between thinking your 
cancer is in remission and learning that it is incurable—calls the “mental 
shuttle-pass between knowing and realizing,”102 another way perhaps for 
articulating the need to redeem the failure of ideological critique by read-
ing better. Is this not in some sense a project that begins to read lateral 
relations as at once material and figural, of time and space, but that fol-
lows neither the protocols of surface reading nor of ideological critique 
alone? Whereas the latter two protocols might be characterized as “ways 
of knowing what we see,” the kind of reading that Sedgwick practices 
here entails “ways of seeing what we know.” As with Žižek’s descrip-
tion of the fetishistic mode of ideology, no accumulation of documents, 
however large, can do this kind of interpretive work: the problem isn’t a 
dearth of knowledge but the gap between knowing and realizing or act-
ing.103 Against the archive piety of New Historicists, the recognition or 
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realization involved in seeing what we know is one of qualitative differ-
ence rather than quantitative sameness, of perverse relations rather than 
commonsensical surfaces, in which the status of the real is an interpretive 
problem rather than a given.104

A perverse reader, Sedgwick suggests in an earlier essay, “Queer and 
Now” (1993), is an ardent reader. Looking back on the development of her 
own reading practices, she situates them in the context of a broader field 
of passional investments in and deep attachments to cultural objects more 
generally, which became for her (and, she imagines, for many queer writ-
ers and teachers), “a prime resource for survival,” a way of reading that is 
at one and the same time a way of being in the world—so much so, she 
adds, that “[i]t’s almost hard for me to imagine another way of coming to 
care enough about literature to give a lifetime to it.”105 Reading is by ne-
cessity overreading: intense rather than cool (as in “just reading”); political 
rather than scientistic; highly interpretive rather than descriptive.106 Rather 
than the less-is-more logic of surface reading, perverse or ardent reading 
requires more reading, at once close, given our attachments, and distant, 
given the reach of perverse relations. “The demands on both the text and 
the reader from so intent an attachment,” Sedgwick writes, “can be mul-
tiple, even paradoxical”—and be engaged, no less, by a formalist invest-
ment in texts, which Sedgwick characterizes, in her own case, as a “visceral 
near-identification with the writing [she] cared for, at the level of sentence 
structure, metrical pattern, rhyme,” all a “way of trying to appropriate what 
seemed the numinous and resistant power of the objects.”107

Formalism need not be dispassionate nor eschew the political and the 
world outside the text:

For me, this strong formalist investment didn’t imply (as 
formalism is generally taken to imply) an evacuation of in-
terest from the passional, the imagistic, the ethical dimen-
sions of the texts, but quite the contrary: the need I brought 
to books and poems was hardly to be circumscribed, and 
I felt I knew I would have to struggle to wrest from them 
sustaining news of the world, ideas, myself, and (in vari-
ous senses) my kind. The reading practices founded on 
such basic demands and intuitions had necessarily to run 
against the grain of the most patent available formulae for 
young people’s reading and life. . . . At any rate, becoming 
a perverse reader was never a matter of my condescension 
to texts, rather of the surplus charge of my trust in them to 
remain powerful, refractory, and exemplary.108
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In this articulation of reading, texts are both fully here in their “resistant 
power” (and akin to the recalcitrance of the material she will later evoke 
in lateral relations), and wholly elsewhere, in their “numinous power.” 
They produce a “near-identification” that is neither a loss of the self nor 
an affirmation of an autonomous self, nor, significantly, some kind of 
compromise between the two. Instead, such reading relations embody the 
perversity of the nonidentical.

In Sedgwick’s earlier work, the catalog or list illustrates and enacts the 
potential richness of relations of nonidentity. As she asks in “Queer and 
Now,” in the context of a list of all the different meanings of “the fam-
ily,” which, within the constraints of dominant ideology, are “meant to 
line up perfectly with each other,” “What if . . . there were a practice of 
valuing the ways in which meanings and institutions can be at loose ends 
with each other? What if the richest junctures weren’t the ones where 
everything means the same thing?”109 Sedgwick’s later attention to touch 
specifically highlights the spatial nature of (non)identity, the way, as Ju-
dith Butler frames it, that we live “beside ourselves,”110 that being “be-
side oneself” (with grief or rage) and hence profoundly vulnerable to and 
“implicated in lives that are not our own”111 illuminates identity itself as 
a state of dispossession. In a similar vein, Jameson, in his analysis of the 
“Three Names of the Dialectic,” suggests that older equations of identity, 
such as Hegel’s I = I to denote self-consciousness, are by nature spatial.112 
For Sedgwick, tarrying with the space of “besideness” is not only a way 
“around the topos of depth or hiddenness, typically followed by a drama 
of exposure,”113 which she identifies with a hermeneutics of suspicion, but 
a way of thinking nondualistically and ecologically. In a word, it allows 
the paranoid and reparative, or “strong” and “weak” theory, to “inter-
digitate.”114 It also prompts, importantly, new forms of recognition or re-
alization and alternate conceptions of pedagogy, inspired, in particular, 
by Buddhist practices. Here the “near-identification” Sedgwick describes 
with texts finds something like its corollary in the “near-miss pedagogy” 
of what in Buddhist writing is called “pointing at the moon,” an example 
of which is the mundane and oft-repeated exchange familiar to cat owners 
in which, wanting a cat to look at something, we point, and the cat, rather 
than looking where we want it to, sniffs our finger instead. Spatial and 
pedagogical relations both offer new forms of relationality that help to 
refigure the relationship between lived experience and structure, which, 
in a somewhat different language, Sedgwick refers to when she states, 
“Spatializing disciplines such as geography and anthropology . . . have 
the advantage of permitting ecological or systems approaches to such is-
sues as identity and performance.”115 As Sedgwick’s sustained meditations 
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on space and pedagogy also demonstrate, the two are inextricably linked, 
much like the finger pointing at the moon and the moon itself turn out to 
be inseparable within Buddhism.

Anthropologist Esther Newton’s work on drag clubs in Mother Camp 
(1972) makes visible, in a most concrete way, the gains for Sedgwick of an 
“ecological attention to space.”116 In her analysis of drag, Newton focuses 
not just on the drag performance and performers but also on the floor plans 
of two drag clubs, thereby including in drag a set of spatial relations com-
prising “a heterogeneous system, an ecological field whose intensive and 
defining relationality is internal as much as it is directed toward the norms 
it may challenge.”117 Judith Butler’s reading of drag, which draws on New-
ton’s work, dramatizes this difference for Sedgwick. By omitting Newton’s 
incorporation of space, Butler’s account stresses instead the temporal aspects 
of drag: “With the loss of its spatiality, the internally complex field of drag 
performance suffers a seemingly unavoidable simplification and reification. 
In fact,” Sedgwick surmises, “I think this loss of dimension may explain 
why many early readers, wrongly, interpreted Butler’s discussion as pre-
scribing a simplistic voluntarity.”118 With the shift from space to time, not 
only are the transindividual relations within drag lost, thereby making it 
into a solo or “single act,” but also lost are the ways in which space is pro-
ductive: that it produces us as much as we produce it.119

But, importantly, the converse shift from single act to heterogeneous 
system is not a disavowal of lived experience in the interests of structure—
a loss of the livedness of the diachronic or of narrative, which Ricoeur 
feared in synchronic or structuralist models of the social—but rather a 
recognition of identity as in proximity, a different articulation of which 
Sedgwick traces in the pedagogy of Buddhism. In the opening of Sogyal 
Rinpoche’s The Tibetan Book of Living and Dying (1993), Sedgwick sees 
Rinpoche’s mode of teaching as at once intensely personal and emotional 
and a “mysteriously powerful solvent of individual identity.”120 Begin-
ning with his own disorienting initiation as an infant into the monastery, 
a result of being chosen as a reincarnation of one of the great masters, 
Rinpoche initiates the reader into the text through a series of pedagogi-
cal scenes in which his identity as student (grateful to “[his] master”) and 
teacher (he is now a master himself, indeed has been “‘recognized’ as an 
incarnation of his master’s own teacher”121) become indistinguishable—
or, more accurately, the idea of choosing between student and master is 
rendered moot:

Rather than into “Buddhism,” a reader who begins this 
book is, by means of her disorientation, interpellated into 
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a rich yet dissolvent relationality of pedagogy itself. In this 
world it is as though relation could only be pedagogical—
and for that reason, radically transindividual.122

To learn within such a pedagogical relation radically alters not only 
how one learns but what exactly is to be learned. As a process of recog-
nition, learning is unabashedly tautological: we learn what we already 
know. What in Western modes of knowing constitutes a problem, in 
Buddhism becomes a “deliberate defining practice;”123 instead of being a 
“paradox/impasse/scandal,” the tautological nature of learning, “of being 
able to learn only versions of what you already know or find only what 
you are have already learned to look for,”124 is for Buddhism a complex 
process of recognition. Recognition in this sense is a “dense process and 
active practice,”125 it makes no distinction between means and ends, and 
can take a lifetime. Integral to the process and practice of recognition is an 
ongoing scrutiny of the very mental categories with which we know; Bud-
dhist practice dissolves the stability of a series of distinctions— perceiver 
and perceived, teacher and student, learning and knowing, finger and 
moon—and the scandal these dissolutions occasion, I think, offers an-
other way of thinking the perversity of Žižek’s formulation of ideology 
as “they know it, but they are doing it anyway.” Both realizations have 
at their center the matter of “saving appearances,” as Žižek phrases it, or 
of recognizing the paradox of “objective appearance” (which I return to 
later). In both, as well, the idea of choosing between the initially opposed 
terms loses all meaning.

Just as Sedgwick finds in Buddhism, and in the attentiveness to the 
spatial dimensions of identity, a rich, transindividual relationality that 
is at once profoundly pedagogical in nature and “textured,” so too does 
Jameson find in the possibility of a spatial dialectic new ways of conceiv-
ing of identity and the social better able to capture the lived reality of 
contemporary late capitalism—and hence to change it. For Jameson, the 
reading of space unsettles the “lightning flash of simultaneity of self and 
world” privileged by temporal models of identity and their concomitant 
“ideologies of self-consciousness or reflection.”126 Spatial relations, as in 
Sedgwick’s reading of them, embody the nonidentical; Jameson wagers 
that “space . . . is the source of difference and time . . . that of identity.127

To be sure, Sedgwick and Jameson occupy divergent affective regis-
ters and accent their respective accounts differently. While Sedgwick, for 
example, characterizes relations of besideness as tensile and proximate, 
her emphasis ultimately on a reparative reading (to counter what she sees 
as the deficiencies of ideological critique) leads her to stress the creative 



258 CAROLYN LESJAK

richness of nonidentical relations. Hers is a pedagogy of cerebral “felt-
ness”; of touch and textiles that, like Rinpoche’s initiatory “opening,” initi-
ates her readers into alternate relations without herself being at the center 
in any way.128 Jameson, on the other hand, working explicitly within the 
tradition of Hegelian dialectics, emphasizes the dissonance, violence, or 
negativity among the multiple horizons of the social, which alone enable 
us to perceive time and change (key features of any dialectic)—and with-
out which a Marxist politics is impossible.

In his account, then, the pedagogical need for a spatial dialectic arises 
in response to the twin narratives of the “end of history” and globaliza-
tion, which, together, express the coordinates of late capitalism in terms, 
respectively, of time and space. The gesture toward a spatial dialectic not 
only speaks to the lost sense of historicity within the present—the sense 
that it has become increasingly difficult to imagine an other to capitalism 
in temporal terms (either as a memory of a not yet fully commodified 
before or past, or the possibility of an uncommodified after or future)—
but more pointedly aims to recognize space as newly “dominant” within 
globalization and to register this dominance in theory and practice. This 
shift, Jameson clarifies,

is obviously meant not to suggest that one dimension [within 
the “spatio-temporal continuum”] somehow replaces the 
other but rather to convey the fact that their ratios have 
been modified, or in other words that there has been a shift 
in the structure of their “form of appearance.”129

“Saving appearances” within this changed structure will therefore entail 
learning to read space in dialectical relation to time, which, in turn, pre-
supposes new constructions of consciousness or seeing. In this light, the 
proposal for a spatial dialectic can be seen as an extension or enlargement 
of Jameson’s notion of cognitive mapping in which cognition itself under-
goes a further dialectical twist.

Perhaps the most dramatic example of the difference an attentiveness 
to space can make comes in Jameson’s analysis of Fernand Braudel’s his-
tory of the Mediterranean. This analysis develops by way of Jameson’s 
close reading of Ricoeur’s Time and Narrative, in which, as Jameson dem-
onstrates, Ricoeur makes existential time in modernist novels such as Vir-
ginia Woolf ’s Mrs. Dalloway and Thomas Mann’s The Magic Mountain 
appear “in the intersection of multiple kinds of temporality.”130 The fact of 
multiple temporalities is not in of and of itself, however, to be celebrated. 
Indeed, Jameson’s polemic against contemporary humanist invocations of 
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difference and multiplicity rests on his distinction between the mere exis-
tence of multiple temporalities and the intersection of them, in which the 
gaps or aporia between temporalities are made evident. Ricoeur, in this 
context, figures for Jameson as an exemplar of humanism and its limits, 
then and now. “The appearance of Time or History as such,” Jameson 
underscores,

depends not on the multiplicity and variety of these tra-
jectories, but rather on their interference with each other, 
with their intersection now understood as dissonance and 
as incommensurability rather than as a conjuncture which 
augments them all, in the fashion of a synthesis, by the cen-
tral space of some harmonious meeting and combination.131

These intersections are often violent—and necessary “in order for this 
dissonant conjunction to count as an Event, and in particular as that 
Event which is the ephemeral rising up and coming to appearance of 
Time and History as such.”132 Like Alain Badiou’s notion of the Event, 
in other words, this process entails something like a cut into the social, 
which Žižek describes as a “subtraction from the hegemonic field which, 
simultaneously, forcefully intervenes into this field, reducing it to its oc-
cluded minimal difference.”133

One way of seeing these intersecting gaps or incommensurabilities is 
by extending the very frame of time, as Braudel does when he attends to 
three temporalities in his study of the Mediterranean: the long durée of 
geological time, the middle time of institutional practices, and the short 
durée of historical events. Humanists err in looking only at the short durée, 
equivalent to existential time. In their reading, history remains the his-
tory of the individual; the only “real event” for Ricoeur, is the “existential 
one.”134 But geological time fundamentally challenges Ricoeur’s human-
ism in its Darwinian rebuke to human consciousness and understand-
ing; it is, Jameson writes, “a temporality so deep the human senses and 
even human storytelling, historical memory, the records and the archives, 
cannot register it.” Which is not to say, however, that it does not never-
theless have “its own temporality and its own narrative possibilities, just 
as the solar system does, or the galaxies.”135 The incommensurability be-
tween different temporalities, between geological and subjective time, the 
cosmological and the existential, marks the site, or rather, lack of a site, 
where time itself, which is also now seen to be inseparably connected to 
space, is expressed. (Jameson hazards the term “synchronicity” to reflect 
this connectedness.) These discordances also point to one of the dialectic’s 
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basic forms: namely, “the way that success brings failure, winner loses, 
and good fortune brings all kinds of new problems which in the end may 
well prove fatal.”136

In Braudel’s historiography, this dialectical reversal occurs when the suc-
cess of the Mediterranean meets its limit in its own geography—in its in-
ability to bring in enough people to ply its trade—and world trade moves on 
and forms a new center in the Atlantic and Northern Europe.137 This story 
differs from the story told when Philip II is at the center of the narrative; 
in that version of history, the story of the Mediterranean ends with Philip’s 
death in 1598 rather than decades later, as it does in geographical time. It 
is precisely the gap between the two stories—the way the two deaths, as it 
were, do not meet up—that needs to be retained because it is only in the dis-
parity between them, in “their interference with each other,”138 that Time 
or History can be apprehended. A holding open of negativity, a refusal to 
close the gap or synthesize the differences, constitutes reading here—what 
Ricoeur, describing the structure of narrative, refers to as “discordant con-
cordance,” and which Jameson likes for its ability to remind us of the ac-
tive rather than reflective nature of mimesis, of emplotment as an act and a 
process,139 but which he also crucially modifies to allow for a theorization of 
“agency on the level of the collective.”140

Braudel’s historiography also implies a kind of knowing that no lon-
ger relies on self-reflexivity as the means toward the apprehension of his-
tory. In place of self-consciousness, which Jameson argues we must see as 
integrally linked to a “temporal thematics,” a spatial dialectic refigures 
the coming to consciousness associated with self-consciousness as a “mode 
of quasi-spatial enlargement: to the old non-reflexive I or ordinary con-
sciousness there is added something else, which allows us to grasp that 
former non-reflexive self as itself an object within a larger field.”141 See-
ing what we know entails seeing not only larger sociotemporal relations 
spatially, but our very identity, as well. “It is an operation structurally 
analogous,” Jameson suggests, “to the way in which two distinct spatial 
objects are set in relationship to each other by perception as such (what 
I have called ‘difference relates’).”142 The ability to think the world and 
ourselves spatially is thus in a sense a response to the need to “grow new 
organs” referenced earlier.

Numerous examples in the last section of Valences of the Dialectic at-
test to the representational potency of an attentiveness to space, from the 
Greimasian boxes that illustrate the presence of hitherto unseen but pres-
ent historical actors, such as the “formerly employed,” to the spatial en-
largements that are part of the process of anagnorisis (one of the three 
Aristotelian narrative categories Jameson adapts from Ricoeur to “open 
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up new perspectives on the narrative structure history shares with fic-
tion”).143 In his discussion of anagnorisis, commonly understood as “recog-
nition,” for example, Jameson notes that an alternate translation renders 
anagnorisis as “discovery.” In this light, the recognition, historically, of a 
new class, for instance, becomes something more like an “enlargement of 
historical knowledge which is then at one with practical political conse-
quences”144 than the kind of recognition advocated within liberal political 
thought and assimilable within bourgeois society. In Subaltern Studies, 
for example, this discovery involves the radical reconstitution of the peas-
antry by way of the notion of “the subaltern” into a “genuine ‘subject of 
history,’ whose acts and interventions are not simply blind and spontane-
ous reflexes of jacquerie and irrational mob behavior, but rather know 
an intentionality of a kind not hitherto recognized or acknowledged,” 
thereby effecting a “kind of anagnorisis . . . in which History can itself be 
glimpsed in a new and more energizing way.”145

Like the space of besideness, to which Sedgwick is drawn for its 
potency to read relations as pedagogical, the enlarged scope of a spatial 
dialectic and the processes of reversal and recognition it allows on a his-
torical scale represent the possibility of a Marxist pedagogy attuned to the 
geography of globalization: the contradictions between the positive and 
negative aspects of capitalist development play out spatially, be it in the 
disparity between developed and underdeveloped economies, between 
capitalist and failed states, or between those in the thick of history and 
those who have “fallen out of history.”146 But, how, exactly is this differ-
ent from older recognitions of capitalism’s drive to colonize more and 
more of the globe, dramatized by Marx in the Communist Manifesto as 
giving “a cosmopolitan character to production and consumption in every 
country”?147 Classical Marxist models produce two contending classes, the 
bourgeoisie and the proletariat, both of which are positively determined 
in the sense that they are produced by the movement of capitalism and 
its dynamic of exploitation and development. But, as Žižek highlights, 
the problem today is “how are we to think the singular universality of 
the emancipatory subject as not purely formal, that is, as objectively- 
materially determined, but without the working class as its substantial 
base?”148 His answer is to say that

the solution is a negative one: it is capitalism itself which 
offers a negative substantial determination, for the global 
capitalist system is the substantial “base” which mediates 
and generates the excesses (slums, ecological threats, and so 
on) that open up sites of resistance.149
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In other words, the excesses or exclusions of the global capitalist system 
become the object of inquiry, along with those individuals and groups 
who are negatively rather than positively determined by capitalism—
namely, the slum dwellers, the excluded, those who are, along with the 
spaces they inhabit, the detritus or waste left in capitalism’s wake.

Closest to the lumpenproletariat whom Marx deemed inconsequential 
to the class struggle, these negatively determined subjects differ in being 
formerly employed rather than chronically unemployed. The significance 
of this distinction, the discovery, to use Jameson’s language, that it prompts, 
arises directly from a reading of capitalist development in spatial rather 
than temporal terms. For, as Jameson underlines, the “closure of the world 
market” when seen from the vantage point of these excluded spaces and 
workers, can no longer be understood as the “filling up of an empty con-
tainer” or the complete colonization and homogenization of space. Instead, 
capitalism needs to be understood as “the progress of an epidemic,”150—in 
which the excluded or slum dweller, whom Žižek refers to as “a homo sacer, 
the systemically generated ‘living dead’ of global capitalism,”151 becomes 
newly visible as the inevitable “product” or subject of capitalist exploitation. 
While this distinction would seem to give the lie to the possibility ever of the 
real subsumption of all social relations and labor processes under capital, 
it in fact proves the opposite. “Abandoned by capital in its fuite en avant,” 
Jameson writes, these spaces are “now fully commodified at the same time 
that they are blighted and devastated.”152 “Seeing what we know” here en-
tails seeing those who have “fallen out of history” as integral rather than ex-
trinsic to global capitalism—a discovery grounded, crucially, in an analysis 
of economic exploitation rather than political domination, given the differ-
ent programs each prompts: as Jameson underscores in Representing Capital 
(2011), “an emphasis on exploitation is a socialist program, while that of an 
emphasis on domination is a democratic one, a program and a language 
only too easily and often coopted by the capitalist state.”153

Of course, this view of global spatial relations is not an end point, but 
only a beginning, defining a contemporary Marxist politics explicitly in 
terms of globalization: “The ‘destructured’ masses, poor and deprived of 
everything, situated in a non-proletarianized urban environment, consti-
tute one of the principal horizons of the politics to come,” according to 
Žižek; they occupy a proletarian position, the position of the ‘part of no-
part.’”154 In his view, then, a “genuine form of globalization, today, would 
be found in the organization of these masses—on a worldwide scale, 
if possible—whose conditions of existence are essentially the same.”155 
Jameson, likewise, speculates on the necessity of such a transformation 
from a subject negatively determined by the global capitalist system to a 
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positively determined subject or social agent capable of opposing capital-
ism. But his interest here also rests in understanding the narrative pro-
cesses themselves that are employed to conceptualize or theorize such 
transformations—namely, “the inseparability of the figurative process 
from any more properly cognitive mapping as such.”156 At the same time 
that we must recognize the descriptions used to distinguish between the 
filling of a container and an epidemic as figures, with “specific disadvan-
tages and constitutive distortions,” the very repositionings that take place 
as a result are theoretically—and potentially politically—productive. 
Phrased as a thought experiment, Jameson writes,

[T]he unlikely possibility of the industrialization of the aban-
doned populations of the postmodern world nonetheless 
allows us to reconceptualize, and cognitively remap, their 
structural positions within the world system, and to re-create 
actants, agents, narrative characters, in a far more inclusive 
narrative about late capitalism or globalization, than the ones 
in which this whole range of debates has hitherto moved. 
Here, in other words, we grasp anagnorisis as an act of theo-
retical production, in which new characters are produced for 
our collective and political discovery and recognition.157

Whether in the vision of a primary antagonism between the Included 
and the Excluded, or the enlargement of space that permits us to see that 
“there is no difference between consciousness and self-consciousness,” 
both Žižek and Jameson illustrate the persistence of the dialectic within 
a fully global capitalism given its unique capacity to read space relation-
ally, which, to return to where we began, can never be only read “on the 
surface,” given the paradoxical nature of “objective appearance.” To re-
main at the level of appearance, as surface readers advocate, is the most 
ideological of positions in its refusal to distinguish between that which is 
constituted and that which is constitutive; in the different context of the 
claims of democracy, Žižek asserts that “while democracy can more or 
less eliminate constituted violence, it still has to rely continuously on con-
stitutive violence.”158 Likewise, without a means of reading ourselves into 
the equation, as it were, and thereby responding to the challenge to read 
lived experience and structure dialectically, in proximate relationship to 
each other, we are left with variants of empirical thinking, whose limita-
tions Martin Heidegger bluntly captures when he warns, “Science doesn’t 
think.” Ill-equipped to capture the livedness of space as an individual and 
transindividual process and structure, social scientific accounts miss the 
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pedagogical aspect of cognitive mapping or a spatial dialectic, which, like 
Sedgwick’s reading of pedagogy, relies on a notion of recognition rather 
than an abstract conceptual mastery of the real.159 How to see the real’s 
“aching gaps,” to borrow one of Sedgwick’s phrases, if we only fetishize 
its surfaces? Or, as the epigraph that begins this essay puts this declara-
tively, “in a time of crisis and ruptures, skeptical empirical wisdom itself, 
constrained to the horizon of the dominant form of common sense, can-
not provide the answers, so one must risk a Leap of Faith.”

Remaining on the surface, in other words, is simply not an option, at 
least if reading is about something other than the performance of reading. 
“The very concept of objective appearance,” Jameson cautions, “warns us 
that any such resolution of the contradiction in favor of either essence or ap-
pearance, truth or falsehood, is tantamount to doing away with the ambigu-
ous reality itself. The dialectic stands as an imperative to hold the opposites 
together.”160 The particular challenge of a spatial dialectic is to hold together 
the visceral, affective, and local textures of experience and the global, vir-
tual, derivative-driven flows of capital. For, as Adorno reminds us, “dia-
lectical mediation is not a recourse to the more abstract, but a process of 
resolution of the concrete in itself.”161 A fidelity to the lost cause of reading 
dialectically, in other words, is the only way to keep faith with history.

If, in an earlier moment, we could perhaps still envision enclaves (es-
pecially intellectual ones) seemingly protected from a not yet fully global 
capitalism, local crises today, such as those of theory, the humanities, and 
the university, dispel such myths and set in motion the kind of mental 
shuttle-pass that Sedgwick identifies between knowing and realizing. 
The neoliberalization of the university has made talk of the death of the 
humanities a reality—and one more and more directly felt on the ground, 
as it were.162 Once the idea of the humanities (or the university or theory) 
as an enclave becomes impossible to sustain, saving the university has no 
meaning if divorced from a larger, systemic politics. What then becomes 
indistinguishable is reading and a fidelity to revolution.

Carolyn Lesjak is associate professor of English at Simon Fraser University and is the author 
of Working Fictions: A Genealogy of the Victorian Novel (Duke University Press, 2006), 
as well as numerous articles on nineteenth-century British literature and culture and Marxist 
theory.
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