
IT IS NO CRITICISM TO NOTE THAT RITA FELSKI’S PROVOCATIVE, FRANK, 

AND SPIRITED BOOK THE LIMITS OF CRITIQUE IS ITSELF A WORK OF 

critique, and a rhetorically powerful and persuasive one at that. 

While the hermeneutics of suspicion comes under considerable ana-

lytic pressure in the book, Felski does not hesitate to read for hidden 

meanings, tease out internal contradictions, or cast a skeptical eye 

on skepticism. Rather, she efectively engages in critique, without 

apology or embarrassment.

To highlight this fundamental irony is not to cast suspicion on 

the book. In he Limits of Critique, Felski is interested not in crudely 

jettisoning what she charges has become a default hermeneutics but 

in creatively expanding our interpretive options. Her complaint is 

not that critique has become a failed practice exactly but that it has 

become a ubiquitous and predictable one. “Why are we so hyper-

articulate about our adversaries and so excruciatingly tongue-tied 

about our loves?” (13). he problem with critique is that it highlights 

“the sphere of agon (conlict and domination) at the expense of eros 

(love and connection).” Felski grows especially weary of academic 

work focused on the question of power. “But what about love?” she 

challenges proponents of critique (17). “Where is your theory of at-

tachment?” (17–18).

To change the conversation—and change it we must, she argues, 

if the humanities are to remain relevant—requires several steps: 

shiting the tone of theoretical work, creating fresh critical vocabu-

laries, and reinventing our teaching methods. Such a paradigm shit 

also requires generating new ways of thinking and writing, cast pref-

erably in less pessimistic or judgmental styles than critique tends to 

ofer. Felski’s carefully considered wager is to dethrone “oppositional 

thought” in order to “explore other ways of reading less invested in 

inspection, interrogation, and the pursuit of the guilty” (116).

Ideology critique, with its practices of demystiication and expo-

sure, comes under the most scrutiny. Felski is disenchanted with ide-

ology critique when practiced as “a denunciation of error and a hunt 
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for mislaid truths” (130). She worries about 

critique’s “bleak-eyed assessment[s] of how 

things really are” (129). And she questions 

the necessity for “vehement acts of disputing 

and denouncing” (131). Critique’s seemingly 

endless and pervasive bad mood gives Felski 

particular pause. Isn’t it time to “expand our 

critical moods while embracing a richer array 

of critical methods” (13)?

I began reading The Limits of Critique 

with great interest and enthusiasm a few days 

before the 2016 presidential election. I fin-

ished reading the book a few days ater with 

considerably more unease. My mood, admit-

tedly, had darkened. he book I held in my 

hands, which at irst had seemed so right for 

the moment, felt suddenly and dramatically 

out of sync with the times, like a relic from 

the Obama era, striking themes of hope, op-

portunity, and optimism, when all I could feel 

was despair, disappointment, and dread. Even 

Felski’s own critical orientation, appealingly 

upbeat and practical, made me instantly nos-

talgic for America’s great pragmatist in chief.

In a new age of what can only be called 

outlandish indiference to truth—when un-

substantiated allegations, conspiracy theo-

ries, and fake news are embraced and abetted 

at the very highest level of government—

should we be actively working to demote cri-

tique, an interpretative method with a proven 

track record of calling out and calling to ac-

count purveyors of false and pernicious nar-

ratives? he dawn of a Trump presidency, a 

world order defined by cynical falsehoods 

and moral bankruptcy, seems like a remark-

ably inopportune moment to downgrade the 

percussive force and political utility of cri-

tique. While all paranoia is suspicious, not all 

suspicion is paranoid. If there was ever a time 

for “styles of suspicious reading that blend 

interpretation with moral judgment” (86), it’s 

now. Critique is not just the pragmatic thing 

to do; it’s the right thing to do.

Felski is well aware of the ethical value 

and political import of critique, especially 

in its strongest articulation of “negation,” 

defined here as “the explicit act of rebut-

tal, refusal, or rejection” (131). his form of 

critique, Felski acknowledges, “displays the 

bracing qualities of moral clarity and rhe-

torical force, demanding that we speak out 

against injustice, condemn prejudice, expose 

fallacious or meretricious lines of reason-

ing” (131–32). Nevertheless, she would pre-

fer to see “a politics of relation rather than 

negation” (147). Interrogating truth claims, 

cross-examining evidence, remaining ever 

vigilant—for Felski it is time to move on from 

these “shopworn” conventions (149) and give 

new critical idioms a chance, among them in-

spiration, solace, happiness, play, recognition, 

reparation, passion, engagement, enchant-

ment, wonder, absorption, incandescence, 

and rapture (e.g., 17, 151, 175, 180). Felski is 

“eager to back away from the rhetoric of de-

nunciation” (129–30), the “nay-saying” of the 

“glaring policeman” (130). Rather than a sus-

picious reader’s “digging down” or a surface 

reader’s “standing back” (52), she would like 

to see readers “forging links between things 

that were previously unconnected” and thus 

“creating something new” (173, 174).

Forging links, a helpful reading prac-

tice that could apply to any text or subject, 

provides no guarantee that the critical tone 

will be any less moody than other forms of 

reading. Much depends on what is being in-

terpreted. Reading the newspaper precisely 

to forge links and explore connections, I am 

reminded daily that some words and actions 

are so appalling that the only ethical response 

can or should be denunciation.

But let me be clear. I see no reason not 

to take up Felski’s welcome invitation to 

consider alternatives to a hermeneutics of 

critique and to explore what “postcritique” 

has to ofer.1 Her call for interpretive inven-

tiveness is irresistible. It is also based on val-

ues I fully share. While I am not convinced 

that critique has become obligatory or com-

monplace (Felski and I may be reading very 
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 diferent books), I do think that experiment-

ing with ways of reading and writing is some-

thing we should always be doing, perhaps 

especially in times of political upheaval or 

cultural ferment. Our current moment de-

mands drawing on insightful practices of re-

sponsible critique as well as exploring fresh 

forms of intellectual engagement. There is 

indeed still much to be said for pragmatism.

It seems to me vital to refuse any simple 

opposition between critique and postcri-

tique. Postcritique will not have an easy time 

keeping its hands clean (of ideology, of pre-

scription, or of just bad temper). And classic 

works of critique, I would suggest, have never 

been afraid of “attaching, collating, negotiat-

ing, assembling” (173).2 Nor have they been 

devoid of positive afect. Might not many of 

the modes and moods of postcritique—“joy, 

hope, love, optimism” (152)—already be 

found inside critique, if we only cared to look?

Philosophical works of critique deserve a 

thoughtful second look, a point I think Felski 

might grant; ater all, her book begins by re-

covering alternatives to the “hermeneutics of 

suspicion” in the work of the philosopher who 

gave us the phrase, Paul Ricoeur. Mentioned 

only briely in his writing, his hermeneutics 

of suspicion, as Felski rightly notes, was never 

the only critical method Ricoeur identiied or 

for that matter practiced. Hermeneutics of 

trust, restoration, and recollection were al-

ways present in Ricoeur’s work but ultimately 

overlooked or cast aside by critics (perhaps 

because, Felski surmises, we are all afraid we 

will be perceived as “uncritical” [9]).

Felski’s reappraisal of Ricoeur demon-

strates not a new style of reading but arguably 

one of the oldest: the act of rereading. “Any 

text,” Felski observes, “is jammed thick with 

implications, connotations, conlicting mean-

ings, and associative echoes that will inevita-

bly exceed any reader’s immediate grasp. . . . 

here is always, as Ricoeur would say, a sur-

plus of meaning” (66). Rereading for surplus 

meaning is one very viable hermeneutic strat-

egy, and in fact one of the great interpretive 

strengths of Felski’s book. But what might 

happen if we apply this reading-for-surplus 

approach to earlier texts even more founda-

tional than Ricoeur’s in the history of suspi-

cious reading?

Consider “Ideology and Ideological State 

Apparatuses,” by Louis Althusser, Felski’s 

candidate for “the quintessential suspicious 

reader” (113). Althusser’s famous 1969 story 

of a policeman hailing a pedestrian on the 

street with the shout “Hey, you there!” has 

launched many a study of subjection and sub-

ject formation. Althusser’s “little theoretical 

theater” stages an everyday drama of suspi-

cion, guilt, and law. But it is not the only sce-

nario of interpellation Althusser brings before 

his audience. In the same essay we have the 

scene in which someone knocks on our door; 

we ask, “Who’s there?”; and the friend replies, 

“It’s me.” We also have the scene in which we 

recognize someone we know on the street; we 

say, “Hello, my friend”; and we shake hands 

(129–30). hese scenes of ideological recogni-

tion are stories not of suspicion but of friend-

ship, not of guilt but of anticipation, not of 

law but of love.3 hey are, in both mood and 

message, what Felski would call postcritical.

Or what of that other core text in the his-

tory of critique, Sigmund Freud’s 1911 case 

history of the troubled Daniel Paul Schreber, 

the brilliant judge separated from the world 

by his own paranoid delusions? Freud’s inter-

pretation of Schreber’s memoir would seem 

to be the perfect example of a strong suspi-

cious reading lacking any theory of attach-

ment or love. And yet, on careful rereading, 

the delusions sufered by Schreber turn out, 

for Freud, to be creative and constructive at-

tempts at recovery and relation, one man’s re-

storative and reparative eforts to live in the 

world again. What does it mean, Freud asks 

at the end of the Schreber case, to be “in the 

grip of an overpowering love” (65)? Transfer-

ence love and deep attachment are not mere 

footnotes in psychoanalysis. hey are bedrock 
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theories—places where conlict and connec-
tion, agon and eros, are never far apart.

Felski is much more pessimistic about 
critique than I am. While I will continue to 
explore diferent ways of thinking and writ-
ing, I have no plans to depreciate the value of 
critique, despite the enormous appeal of Fel-
ski’s dream of the yet to be thought. But we’re 
in luck. We can hardly go wrong by proceed-
ing on several fronts at once. Now is an excel-
lent time to lex our interpretive muscles and 
deploy an array of credible and conscientious 
reading styles. In this respect, Felski’s book is 
not in the least ill timed but very much of the 
moment. It offers us choices and ideas, en-
courages imagination and collaboration, and 
stimulates relection and conversation. Above 
all, it is an anthem to curiosity and creativity. 
Who doesn’t love that?

NOTES

1. Felski’s book is stronger on what postcritique is 
not than on what it is. But the fuzziness of postcritique, 
and the few pages devoted to it, can be explained by the 
nature of the concept, which Felski deines as a “place-
holder for emerging ideas and barely glimpsed possibili-

ties” (173). New ways of reading remain for her largely in 
the future and will only emerge when we stop assuming 
that critique is the only or best way to read. One example, 
however, of what a sustained postcritique reading might 
look like can be found in Felski’s previous book, Uses of 

Literature, especially the chapter “Enchantment” (51–76).

2. Such terms and concepts are especially prominent 
in Deleuze and Guattari, Anti-Oedipus and A housand 

Plateaus.

3. Even the “Hey, you there!” story can be read as “a 
strange scene of love,” as Butler nicely describes it in he 

Psychic Life of Power (128).
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