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12 Jane Gallop

5. Ghost stories are of course a genre of popular entertainment. Although
I have been concentrating here on the laughter response (for reasons
perhaps of emotional preference), entertainment produces a variety of
scnsations, including the thrill of frigh.

6. Menand’s “educated people” can be connected with the Gelehrs in
Kant’s “What Is Enlightenment?” (see Warner and Spivak).

1
Uncritical Reading

Michael Warner

1 :

Students who come to my literature classes, I find, read in all the ways
they aren’t supposed to. They identify with characters. They fall in love
with authors. They mime what they take to be authorized sentiment.
They stock themselves with material for showing off, or for performing
class membership. They shop around among taste-publics, venturing
into social worlds of fanhood and geekdom. They warm with pride over
the national heritage. They thrill at the exotic and take reassurance in
the familiar. They condemn as boring whar they don’t already recognize.
They look for representations that will remediate stigma by giving them
“positive self-images.” They cultivate reverence and piety. They try to
anticipate what the teacher wants, and sometimes to one-up the other
students. They grope for the clichés that they are sure the text comes
down to. Their actention wanders; they skim; they skip around. They
mark pages with pink and yellow highlighters. They get caught up in
suspense. They laugh; they cry. They get aroused (and stay quiet about
it in class}). They lose themselves in books, distracting themselves from
everything else, especially homework like the reading I assign.

My work is cut out for me. My job is to teach them critical reading,
but all these modes of their actual reading—and one could list count-
less more—will tend to be classified as uncritical reading. Whart does it
mean to teach critical reading, as opposed to all other kinds of reading?
Are there any other kinds that can or should be taught? _

Different teachers might have different ideas of how to do critical read-
ing, but the axis of opposition is fundamental to our institutional role.
Whether we are propounding new criticism, deconstruction, or cultural
studies, our common enterprise is to discipline students our of their
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14 Michael Warner

uncritical habits into critical reading-—whatever we mean by thar.
Crirical reading is the folk ideology of a learned profession, so close to us
that we seldom feel the need to explain it. My own department requires
of all entering graduace students a course called “Critical Reading.” We
don't specify anything about what will be taught in the course; how could
we? The assumption is that any of our faculty can be trusted to convey
the general idea—and no one should be burdened with expressing it.
The Cornell English department webpage begins with whar I take to
be a typical mission statement: “The Department of English teaches
analytical and critical reading; lucid and effective writing; and studies in
the values and problems of human experience and culture.” Like most
institutional prose, this proclamation is so careful to avoid coneroversy
and kulturkampfthac it wraps itself in banality. True, it is 2 consequen-
tial banality: because the critical profession has come to understand
itself primarily as teaching “analytical and critical reading,” some other
justifications for the profession—norably the task of transmitting a
prestigious heritage or canon—have proven difficult to sustain, once
they have come to be seen as uncritical. But for the most part whar is
striking about this language is the apparent consensus behind ir. And
although the self-conception of the discipline seems perversely antago-
nistic to all the ways our students actually read, it has worked quite
well—at least throughout the twentieth century—to legitimare the pro-
fession. With very different inflections over the past century, the nor-
mative program of critical reading has allowed literature departments to
sell themselves as providing a basic element of education, despite a
widely felt disenchantment with the idea of literature, which students in
a technologically changing climate increasingly encounter as archaic.
Clearly, the idea resonates far beyond our own professional class. As we
never tire of demonstrating, modern literature is itself full of fables of bad
reading. Don't read like Quixote, like Emma Bovary, like Ginny Weasley.
The rich overdetermination of such fables in modernity allows us to imag-
ine ourselves as the bearers of a heroic pedagogy, the end of which is not
the transmission of a canon or the catechistic incorporation of facts and
pieties, but an open future of personal and collecrive liberation, of full cit-
izenship and historical belonging, To quote another revealingly bland
rallying ery: “Critical literacy means making one’s self present as part of a
moral and political project that links the production of meaning to the
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possibility for human agency, democratic community, and transformative
social action.”! We are here, we like to tell our students, to save you from
habits of uncritical reading that are naive, immature, unexamined—or
worse. Don’t read like children, like vacation readers on the beach, like
escapists, lilke fundamentalists, like nationalists, like antiquarians, like
consumers, like ideologues, like sexists, like tourists, like yourselves.
Critical reading is evidenty dense with social meaning; but its sig-
nificance for modernity seems difficult to pin on any empirically
describable practice of reading. Why is it apparently the case that any
style of actual reading that we can observe in the world counts as
uncritical? And how could it nevertheless seem that professors of liter-
ature regard the critical attitude as a necessary implication of reading
itself? A suspicion begins to suggest itself: Is critical reading really read-
ing at all? Is it an ideological description applied to people who are
properly socialized into a political culture, regardless of how (or
whether) they read? Or, granting a little more in charity: Is it not so
much a reading practice as a notional derivative from a prior, uncriti-
cal reading that it must posit in order to exist? Is it a style of rereading,
or discourse about reading, rather than reading per se?? Does it name
the kind of liberal openness to self-questioning and reflective explicita-
ton that could theoretically take any practice of reading as its occasion?
Or is it more like a discipline, secking to replace the raw and untrained
practices of the merely literate with a cultivated and habitual disposi-
tion to read by means of another set of practices? If so, can those styles
of reading be anatomized, or placed in a history of textual practice? If
the latter, is this reading culture one of the formal-historical conditions
of what counts as critical reason? A heroic pedagogy can be founded on
textual techniques because of an imputed relationship between the
practice of reading and critical reason, but what is that relationship?
The enormous shadow of uncritical reading suggests another set of
problems as well. Within the culture of critical reading it can seem that
all the forms of uncritical reading-—identification, self-forgetfulness,
reverie, sentimentality, enthusiasm, literalism, aversion, distraction—are
unsystematic and disorganized. Uncritical modes of reading, it would
seem, are by definiton neither reflective nor analytic. They must there-
fore prove untenable—i.e., transmute into the material of critical read-
ing—when summoned to the bar of examination. Uncritical reading, it
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would seem, is naive; by its nature ic cannor atrain the coherence of a
niormative program of reading. It cannot constitute a real rival to what is
called critical reading, Hence the ready consensus: If the choice is
berween critical and uncritical reading, who could be for the latter?

But what if it isn't true, as we suppose, that critical reading is the only
way to sutute textual practice with reflection, reason, and a normarive
discipline of subjectivity? If we begin to understand critical reading not
simply as the coming-into-reflexivity of reading, but as a very special set
of form relationships, then it might be easier to recognize rival modes of
reading and reflection on reading as something other than prerheareti-
cally uncritical. The most obvious candidates for such a program of
“uncritical” reading are various styles of religious reading, but they are
not the only ones. (An interesting point of comparison would be porno-
graphic reading, which becomes a developed and familiar practice in the
period of critical reading’s ascendancy.)?

We tend to assume thar critical reading is just a name for any self-con-
scious practice of reading, This assumption creates several kinds of fall-
out ac once: It tumns all reading into the uncritical material for an
ever-receding horizon of reflective self-positing; by naturalizing critical
reading as mere reflection it obscures from even our ow view the rather
elaborate forms and disciplines of subjectivity we practice and inculcate;
it universalizes the special form of modernity that unites philology with
the public sphere; and it blocks from view the existence of other cultures
of textualism. In these ways it could be called a mistake or an ideology,
but of course it is also the internal viewpoint of a culture with its own
productive intensities, its own distinctive paradoxes, enabling even this
essay, for better or worse,

Among the critics who have noticed the importance of what is usu-
ally lefr unthoughr as uncritical reading is Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick. In a
suggestive polemical essay published as the introduction ro Nowvel-
Gazing, she argues that the dominant modes of academic criticism have
drifted into an essencially paranoid suspicion of textual attachment.4
- Sedgwick’s polemic targets a specific set of academic movements; but [
suspect that most of what she excoriates as paranoid could be described
as an extreme case in which norms of the critical have hypertrophied
and become conspicuous. For reasons thar might be various—such as
the competitive positioning of professional discourse, which invites us
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to ensure that our own critical reflections will be more critical than
those of our anticipated, imaginary critics—the critic adop‘t'f a projec-
tively aggressive defensiveness in relation to the object.of eriticism.
Sedgwick identifies as the basic elements of paranoid rf:ad.tng {1) an
anticipatory aversion to surprise, taken as the Ofll:y security of k_no?ﬂvl—
edge; (2) a mimetic reflexivity in which the critic is seenl as r?lakmg
explicit a latent or hidden reflexivity in the text; (3) a strong 1n515'tence
on seeing everything in the terms of its central suspicions; (4) an inter-
est only in negative affects; and (5) an apparentdy b?undless fa1th. in the
efficacy of exposure. All of these can be seen as heightened versions of
one or another normative project of the critical per se, though the
degree of exaggeration is mote visible in some, such as (.4). Tlhe .ﬁrst, an
anxiously anticipatory knowingness, is often hard o dlstm.gulxsh in prac-
tice from ordinary critical distance—at least when distanciation is taken
as the necessary route to knowledge that is threatened by att?cbment,
incorporation, or involvement, and where the object of anz.Llyé.‘ls is crec‘i-
ited with some anticipation of the critic’s attempt to get distance on it.
'The second, an eliciting of a latent reflexivity attributed to the object,
is a close cousin of a Romantic critical assumption I will return to later
in connection with an observation by Walter Benjamin. The last, a faith
in criticism as an act of exposure or demystification, is an article of
faith in public-sphere forms, related to what I have elsewhere c:itlled a
principle of supervision. In paranoid criticism it has becoTne an imagi-
nary and unmediated exposure, a power of mere k.nowmgne:s's. This
faith in exposure is often implicit in what goes by the name erssigue.

In making her polemic against critical criticism, Sedgwick 9..150 seeks
to articulate, legitimate, and promote a loose array of alternative com-
mentary forms among queer academics, which she groups u‘rlder the -
name “reparative reading.” Reparative reading styles in her view have
in common a rhetoric of attachment, investment, and fantasy about
their textual occasions. For Sedgwick, thgse represent ways of reading
that have been avoided or stigmatized as uncritical. They are certainly
not preoccupied with critical distance toward their inter}_)rctive Obje'cts.
But is reparative reading a structured program of reading or explica-
tion? For the most part Sedgwick describes it as local, detall.ed, and
unsystematized. Even the patterns she singles out have this pam.al char-
acter, such as a willingness to describe fragments or passages without a
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total schematization of the texr. For this reason, Sedgwick’s reparative
teading seems to be defined less by any project of its own than by its
recoil from a manically programmatic intensification of the critical. Tt
is not so much a method as (principled?) avoidance of method.
A rather different picture of critical reading and its uncritical other

can be glimpsed in the work of anthropologist Saba Mahmood, even
though Mahmood is ot especially concerned with texts. Where
Sedgwick sees an exaggerated criticism being countered by partial proj-
ects of atrachment and reverie, Mahmood in a very different context
draws a contrast berween a critical ethic and another, rival system,
often deemed uncritical, but equally organized and methodized as an
ethical project. In a searching analysis of the women’s mosque move-
ment in Egypt, Mahmood shows its practical and ethical macrix is sys-
tematically misrecognized by feminists for whom the pursuit of
autonomized agency through critical reflection is taken to be the only
legitimate form of subjectivity. Mahmood works with women who
aspire to be “slaves of God.” This apparent abnegation of agency in fact
turns our to be pursued by an elaborate program of reflection, ricual
practice, mutual correction, commentary, reasoning, habit-formation,
and corporeal discipline—in shore, 2 cultivation of piety. Mahmood
argues that piety in this context cannor be Seen as an uncritical acri-

tude, or a survival of premodern tradition, or passivity, or unreflective
conformity; it must rather be seen as an ethical project (where “ethical”

is understood in the terms of the later Foucault) thar has as irs end a

particular conception of the human being. This conceprion is funda-

mentally incommensurable with that of critical citizenship. And here

Mahmood draws a further conclusion. It is nor enough to do a critique

or critical reading of the piety movement, for this leaves unquestioned

precisely what is at stake: namely, the way the enframing of knowledge
as crivical presupposes a project for being a certain kind of person. The
standard of the critical, Mahmood suggests, could and should be
parochialized in ruen as an ethijcal discipline of subjectivity rather than
as the transparent medium of knowledge.®

How could we extend Mahmood’s insight about the crirical to an

understanding of critical reading and its relation to other, putatively
uncritical modes of reading? Mahmood does not herself analyze the
textual arts. But she does note as germane to her analysis that the
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pietists’ preference for recitation as a mediation of Quranic text has to
do with the cultivation of a dilated temporality to interrupt mundane
time and reframe daily routine. Recitation and audition, in _other
words, are taken in this context to be techniques or arts for the incul-
cation of virtuous habits—not as a putatively primordial “oralicy” thflt
would be the residual other of literacy. The important point in
Mahmood’s analysis, though, is not just a different technique ?f text-
processing, or a different attitude about the text object, but a different
kind of subject to which the technique is oriented. .
Critical reading and uncritical reading, in this analysis, would nfeed
o be distinguished not so much on the basis of different technical
methods, nor as reflective and unreflective versions of the mere pro-
cessing of text artifacts, but as contrasting ways in ‘\?Vhlch various .tech—
niques and forms can be embedded in an ethical p.roblematlc of
subject-formation—in the case of critical reading, one oriented to freg—
dom and autonomous agency against the background of a fnoc[ern
social imaginary. In the contrast between critical liberal secularism and
the piety of the mosque movement, the difference can .b‘e very deep
indeed, in a way made newly salient by the current political climate.
But where cultures of textualism and their ethical projects are not
thrown into such vivid contrast by the context of englobing struggles,
i 'might be easy to miss the nuances by which reading pfact‘ices are
embedded within and organized by ethical projects for cultivating one
kind of person or another. The broad contrast Mahmf)od. drav.vs
between secular criticism and a specific tradition of Islamic piety, in
other words, might be only the beginning, leading us to recognize thz.zt
a great variety of text practices and ethical projects h?ve beer} consoli-
dated as, or assimilated to, the picture of critical reading—with every-
thing else being left unthought as uncritical. S .

To pose the problem of critical and uncritical readm.g 1n.thls way is to
ask new questions about what counts as critical, what it might be short-
hand for, whart distinct projects might be caught up in the tar of the
uncritical, and how different ethical orientations might inflect differ.e_nt
arts of commentary or practices of text-objectification and text-realiza-
tion. This of course is a vast project. It is not my intention to undertake
it here in any thorough way. I can neither give a full analysis of the k_inf:ls
of agency and subjectivity that have at various points been classed as crit-
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ical or uncritical, nor show in detail how they have been correlared with
different textual arts. But I can ty to suggest some ways that these ques-
tions can reframe existing scholarship in the history and theory of read-
ing. In the remainder of this essay | revisit some of the main topoi in
recent studies of the history of reading in order 1o pose, rather than
answer, this question: how have various arts of commentary and practices
of text-rendering come to be linked to the ethical projects organized on
the axis of the critical and the uncritical? And what might we see in chis
history if we did not take crirical reading as an invisible norm?

II
Surprisingly, given the volume of recent scholarship on the history of
reading, I have found no history of the protocols and norms for a disci-
pline of critical reading as such. Maybe this should not be surpiising,
Since literary critics tend to think of critical reading as the necessary form
of any self-conscious reading, they seldom imagine it as the kind of prac-
tice that might have—as | think it does—s history, an intergeneric
matrix of forms, a discipline. Histories of reading have been dominated
either by inquiries inco the material forms of rexts or by the sort of sim-
ple classifications that can be made by outside observers withour refer-
ence to the normative orientations of readers (e.g, “extensive” versus
“Intensive” reading, silent or vocalized, erc.). It is not immediately clear
how a history of what counts as critical reading might be imagined, or
what alternative reading disciplines might be misrecognized as uncritical.
Thanks to the energies of some very inventive historians of the
book, however, there is a large literature thac might be related to this
topic. These hiscorians have produced a new paradigm in which
reading is understood as a highly variable practice, intimately relac-
ed to the material organizarion of texts, They have denaturalized
many of our assumptions about what ir means o read. And this is
essential in grasping what critical or uncritical reading could mean,
since the mental image of crirical reading seems to require at mini-
mum 2 clear opposition between the rexe object and the reading sub-
ject—indeed, critical reading could be thought of as an jdeal for
maximizing that polarity, defining the reader’s freedom and agency
as an expression of distance from a texr thar must be objectified as a
benchmark of distanciation.

reading style capable of reading ‘through’_ a text and permit.ting att:n-
tive consideration, examination and probing of wh:at was being 1'.62;.. . )
The great libraty of Alexandria, they note, gives t.av1dence of s?ec1a ize
practices of entextualization and the rationalization of access:
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This is precisely the sort of assumption about what texts are.and hEW
readers approach them (including this if:lea that texts are.objects Tth at
readers “approach”) that the new historians of read1ng dllspute. f;y
have shown that centuries of innovations in the formalization of casily
navigable texts lie behind such a picrure. (.'J'ughelmo.Cavallo and R;)lger
Chartier, in their survey of the new histories of reading, n(.)te that t eie
is evidence from as early as the fourth or even fifth centuries BCE of “a

ng

Tt was universal because it was dedicated to the preservation of books of
all ages and from the entire known world; it was rational because the
books it conrained were to be reduced to order and to a system of clas-
sification . . . that enabled them to be arranged according te author,
work and content. Thatr universality and rationality, hlowcvcr, v&trcrc
directly dependent on writings that could be evaluated critically, copied,
put into a book, categorized and placed wich other books. (10)

Qur history might evidently be a long one, if we thi:lk of cr;ltxcai
reading this broadly. But what does “ev.aluated .c‘ntxca_lly rnealt:_ e.r;.‘
This story usefully emphasizes the material conditions for the o Jef:ctf ;1
cation and segmentation of discourse that are presupposed by. th:e ]:1) e N
of critical reading; and the contributors to Cavallo and Chz?mer s boo
add many more, such as the triumph of the codex .format in antiquity
to the elimination of scriptio continua in the late Mlldd.le Ages.

This scholarship has the great advantage of reminding us tl'.iat w‘hat
we call critical reading presupposes forms for texcual objlectlﬁcatlon
and a web of social relations around text objects. When ancient Graefks
appointed readers—in some cases slaves.——who‘se task was to voc ize
texts of laws or monuments so that auditors might reﬂect on them,'Lt
would not have seemed obvious that the act of reading 1_tseh.f had a crit-

ical orientation.” A great many techniques of entextuahza.u.on have to
be laminated together to enable the free movement c.)f critical evalua-
tion in relation to its objects.® But did critical evaluat.lon' appear as the
inevitable meaning of the new procedures of text-objectification? And
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could thar mean the same thing for the monks of Alexandria and for
modern students?

The modern idea of critical reading clearly draws on a very old tra-
dition that has gone under other names for most of its history. Martin
Irvine sees the textual culeure of Western Europe as having had a
remarkable continuity for more than 1,200 years in the artes gramma-
eae of the learned. Most of the forms of entexcualization that are now
simply taken for granred in the word zexs developed over this long his-
tory of grammatica, with its fourfold division of the seiensia interpretan-
dis lectio (rules for constwruing and reciting); enarratio (rules for
interpretation, including tropes, topics, syntax and semantics); emenda-
#o (rules for authenticating and correcting); and fudicium (evaluation).?
The modern idea of critical reading reorganizes this tradition, enfolding
the last three of the four categories. And there are many features of the
scholarly rextual culture that of course came to be paradigmatic of
uncritical reading. For example, the performance of critical reading as a
mode of free agency requires that it not be seen as a strict application of
rules, in the manner of grammazica. But because grammatica formalized
a fundamental relation between a systematized analytic metalanguage
and irs codified entextualized objects, critical reading could modify the
metapragmatic framework while mainraining most of the older forms of
rextual objectification. The modern idea also continued the pattern in
grarmmatica of imagining the specialized techniques of literacy as the
model of a much broader normarive program—the first of the liberal
arts. “Learning, interpretation, and religious understanding,” Irvine
writes, “were all defined in the terms of the large field of discourse thar
spread our from the practice of grammatica in schools, libraries and
scriptoria,”1?

What we mean by critical reading obviously has deep roots, some
phases of which (such as humanist philology) have been studied with
more actention than others.! The phrase critical reading itself, though
commonly taken by us to indicate a natural kind of reading—righr, rea-
sonable, free, and good, bur often not much more specific than thar—
is, however, a relatively recent coinage, its current sense being difficult
to find before the eighteenth century. It can be clearly seen in Romantic
aesthetic philosophy, where already it is fused with the concept of the
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wotk of art. This was demonstrated in a brilliant work by the young
Walter Benjamin:

The immanent tendency of the work and, accordingly, the standard for
its immanent criticism are the reflection that lies at its basis and is
imprinted in its form. Yet this is, in truth, not so much a standa{‘d of
judgment as, first and foremost, the foundation of a completely differ-
ent kind of criticism—one which is not concerned with judging, and
whose center of gravity lies not in the evaluation of the single work but
in demonstrating its relations to alf other works and, ultmately, to the
idea of arr. . . . Criticism of a work is, rather, its reflection, which can
enly, as is self-evident, unfold the germ of the reflection that is imma-
nent to the wotk. . . . For the value of 2 work depends solely on whether

.. .. ) 2
it makes its immanent critique possible or not.

‘With this conception of art, Romanticism deepened the idrf:al c?f
critical reading, as opposed to any other kind of reading, making it
seem like the unfolding of the necessity of art itself. From this point
the adjective eritical acquires a new salience.

This conception rests, however, on earlier developmen.ts, such a53 the
apparent universalization of the critical role in the pubhc‘ sphere.!? Tts
importance to our pedagogy almost certainly has to do with even latt?r
developments, in the late nineteenth and early twentdeth century, since it
explicares and makes possible the kind of discourse that consticues the
profession itself. The critical reading we teach, in other ‘words.,- r.n1'ght be
largely projected from our own circulatory practices. I suspect it is indeed
an essential element of critical reading that the reader be imagined as a
producer of discourse. Critical reading, in this context, means a discipl-ine
of commentary, projected as immanent to reading. But a rea_l ﬁ?xplanat‘lon
must go farcher; the self-interest of professionalized critics is _1nsufﬁc1.-‘:nt
to explain how a profession oriented 1o the teaching of critical reading
could justify itself as a necessity to nonprofessionals. '

Obviously, more is at stake than mere text-processing, at one
extreme, ot the virtuosic textualism of professional critics, at the other
extreme. Because the rechniques of distanciating knowledge are tied to
a subjectivity-forming ascesis toward freedom and have come to define
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agency in modern culture, a discipline of critical reading can draw on
the widest cultural-historical meanings of critical reason. We can see
this in Immanuel Kant’s “Whar is Enlightenment?,” which derives so
much from the idea of critical reading, “It is so easy to be immarure!”
he exclaims in the second paragraph. “If I have a book to have under-
standing in place of me . . . I need not make any efforts at all.” Kant
contrasts this immature, replicative reading with the public use of rea-
son, of which his supreme example is “a man of learning addressing the
entire reading public.” His assumption, evidently, is that the readers of
that public must read differently from the immarure person.

The effort that Kant thoughr readers should make in order to read
for themselves takes on, for him, the coloration of the rest of his proj-
ect; critical reading is an image of a certain kind of critical reason, And
that association has left its imprint. Kan's English translators used the
Freach word critigue to translate the German word kritik, thus creat-
ing within English a difference berween criticismz and critigue. This may
have been done to capture the special sense of 4ritif in Kant as (in
Walter Benjamin’s phrase) “an esoteric term for the incomparable and
completed philosophical standpoint™ but its subsequent usage is much
broader.' Ever since, critical reading has been identified with an ideal
of critique as a negative movement of distanciation, whether of disen-
gagement or repudiation. (Ironically this might be most true within
cultural studies, which often prides itself in anti-Kantianism.)

There is a great deal of continuity berween Kant's picture of critical
reading and dominant ideologies of reading in twentieth-century public
culture, as can be seen in such manuals as How to Read a Book, the 1940
classic by Mortimer Adler and Charles Van Doren, or more recently How
to Read and Why, by Harold Bloom. Adler and Van Doren call their
model “active reading,” and they make it clear thac they intend a whole
style of personality and culture to flow from the practices that they rec-
ommend. It is, quite clearly, a discipline. Just as Kant exclaims that, “If 1
have a book to have understanding in place of me . . . I need not make
any effores at all,” so Adler and Van Doren write thar “co pass from
understanding less to understanding more by your own intellectual efforc
in reading is something like pulling yourself up by your bootstraps.”!®
For Bloom as well, the problem of reading is essentially one of individ-
ual self-positing. His book opens with this declaration: “I marters, if
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individuals are to retain any capacity to form their own judgments and
opinions, that they continue to read for themselves.”!¢ .

Kant suggests that the difference between his two models of readlmg
is that between a reliance on external authority and the marurity-
bestowing exercise of independent thought—a difference, in o.rher
words, within the individual. But if we were to inquire into the histo-
ry of this normarive program, surely we would want to cast our net a
litele wider than the individual reader. The new histories of reading
suggest that a vast cultural matrix is condensed into, am:i ta.ken for
granted as, critical reading: complex practices of ctntextuallzatlon and
explicit metadiscourse (archives, annotation, indices, debate ge‘nres,
commentary, summary and paraphrase; critical essays, professmr.lal
scholarship, research). These allow reading to be understood as rc?al'lz-
ing a set of normative stances (especially critical distar{ce, reflexivity,
and explicitness, but generally others as well, such as 1ndepe'nde.nc.:e,
irony, or subversiveness) that in turn produce kinds of subjectivity
{autonomy, individuality, freedom, citizenship, enlightenment) struc-
tured by a hierarchy of faculties.” §

One might be forgiven, given the derivation of the word erétic, for
thinking that critical reading is oriented to judgments of value,‘ to sort-
ing worth. Critical reading, one might think, would be re?dmg that
reflects on its own aesthetic- judgments. But one would evidently be
wrong. Professionalized literary criticism has for the most part given up
the business of taste-making; that has been turned over to unprofes-
sionalized book reviewers. Critical reading is very different, it seems,
from what the critic (in the usual sense) does. Indeed, someone who

. reads just to decide whether she /ikes something is more likely to be

counted by us as an uncritical reader. The critical posture seems not to
be the thumbs-up-thumbs-down decision of aesthetic judgment
(Benjamin notes this in the passage quoted above.) Aesth.etic judgment
is practiced in countless domains; but when was the last.time y'ou hc.eard
solemn injunctions to practice critical gardening, or critical hairstyling?

To some degree the separation of criticism from taste can be seen
already in the Aristotelian conception of the kritikos. Arist.otle method-
ically distinguishes his critical judgment from the taste Judgmer.lts of
audiences or the publics of popular contests. Criticism is the practice of
the few, not of the many. The critic’s work, as Andrew Ford summarizes
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it, “is not to evalyate the moral ot ethical value of particular poems, bur
to derive from an examination of alf forms of poetry the principles goy-
erning each kind and determining its proper pleasure.”® The critic
thus comes into being as the counterpart not only of the work, but of
the audience. Nevertheless Aristotle uses the term kritikos to describe a
man of judgment in general, and it is skill in judgment that makes lir.
erary criticism a mode of ethical life and citizenship. The modern ideal
of critical reading means something quite different, Like Aristotle’s, it
also entails—more explicitly in some cases than in others—-an ethical
personality and a model of citizenship. But it has to do less with habits
and skills of judgment than wich openness to criticism. Indeed, one of
its hallmarks is the reservarion of judgment,

Despite the differences between the ancient and modern under-
standings of the critical role, much can be learned about the nature of
critical reading from Ford’s historical account, The Origins of Criticism:
Literary Culture and Poetic Theary in Classical Greece. Ford's insight
is thar the main constituents of literary criticism-—the jdea of genre,
the conception of poesis as artifact-making, formal criteria of value—
reorganized the archaic song and performance practices that eriticism
purported merely to describe. Thus che earliest recorded judgments of
worth about song have to do with appropriateness to context, where
song is primarily understood as rityal performance in an ethical envi-
ronment of context-specific obligations. Gradually such performances
came to be reclassified as belonging not just o their immediate occa-
stons but also ro formally defined classes of comparable performances:
genres. The new mode of judgmentc entailed both gain and loss, since
the ethical context of judgment—in which assessing SOIZ Was a matter
of determining the nature of the socia occasion and one’s proper com-
portment in it—could now be provisionally ser aside.

For those who were willing, in cerrain contexts, to dispense alto-
gether with moral and ethical considerations in assessing artistic merit,
the loss of these criteria was compensated for by making linguistic form
expressive in itself. “Song” had become “poetry,” and poetry was a spe-
cial art of using language, the paradigmatic example of whar we have
called since the eighteenth century “literature,”!?

The process by which performances were objectified, classified,
entextualized, systematized as genre, and circulared (as, for example, in
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i i it resule-
contests) was long and conflicted. By the time of thc? sc.:hoo.lsh el
ed in a special mode of evaluation, systematically distinguis ¢ o

i i ice
ordinary judgments of ethical appropriateness or taste, pract : Xt}sr
. . o .
sophists and philosophers. The increasing use of WrmnlgCl fgr song :
i it would be extremely
i ole in the process, but i
obviously played some r : be cxtremely
ductive to think that the transformation could be explained by ic
i I ies as “oral” and “written.” The emergence of the critic
simple categories a ereer e e
i s of things
i f what a text was, whar clas
required new conceptions o : 8
resqernbled (skilled artifacts), how it was related to a ];n'oducﬁrl(peac)hi
i . In
how it might be classified apart from its perforrn:;nce contle{xt .
i i i to make room
i had to be displaced in order
case, earlier conceptions Inc ohe room fof
new, critic-friendly categories such as genre. “It is Roma;mc to kot
’ . ” .
some fall from pure unstructuredness into genres, For v:ljflt-esjal :
i ists di rm tradittonal reli-
theorists did was transfo :
the fourth-century literary ransiorm pal rel-
i or form into lit
i i that had had implications
ious and social structures implicati o into e
Erary and formal structures that had implications for society <
i ncre
religion.”® What Ford’s analysis helps us to undersrandhm o 1
‘ itic ing—that is, a rela-
detail is thar the role of the critic is not merely reading t1 ath-’ "
or
tion between a knower and a text. It presupposes a complex history
entextualization and a reordering of social occasions. N
Adler and Van Doren demonstrate this unwittingly througho -
i of four
to Read a Book. At one point, for example, they offer a summary

“rules” of analytical reading;

1. Classify the book according to kind and subject matter. ‘
2‘ State what the whole book is about with che utmost brevity. )
3. Enumerate its major parts in their order and relation, and outline
| ined the whole.
these parts as you have outlined t o y
4 Deﬁnz the problem or problems the author is trying to solve.

i f
in crid ce.on a text by means o
Anyone who attempts to gain cr1t1<l:1al d.(lis.tfand pa text by means
ipped with well-codified noti
such rules must be equippe : : : "
“author” d realm of discourse in which things are classi
and “author”; an assume ! e case
k i kind and subject matter”; genres of propositio
fied “according to kind and subj : eoies e
mary (“state what the whole book is about with the utmo.
lary guage ideology in which such derivative genres can be seen n(i;l as
a lan : »
the same meaning,
wholly separate texts but restatements of
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abstracting meaning from textual form; a vigorously delineared sense of
torality (“outline these parts as you have outlined the whole”); an
assumption that the text-object was created by the same canons of organ-
ization; and so on. Each of these steps posits a prior stage of reading, as
the source of the comprehension that equips us to do all these things.
(You must read the book before you can classify it by subject matter, for
example.) The rules themselves are not about teading per se, but about
the manipulation of a whole battery of entextualizing frames and form
relationships. All of this appararus must exist at least notionally as means
to establish precisely a gap between critical knowledge and the prior,
uncritical reading it posits, while also asserting that what is achieved is
just “reading”—albeit of an especially rewarding and useful kind.

The more we learn about the history of reading, the more we learn how
peculiar this formation is. For example, the culture of reading thar rests
on the idea of grasping the totality of a text might turn out to be a refa-
tively minor episode in the overall history of reading, In a remarkable
recent essay, Peter Stallybrass describes the importance of various styles of
discontinuous reading. Like the idea of the text as totality, these frag-
menting practices were enabled by the codex format, which allows read-
es to jump around in texts fairly freely, with indices and bookmarks and
fingers wedged between pages. One very prestigious example would be
the reading of scripture. John Locke once complained (in 4 Paraphrase
and Notes on the Epistles of St. Paul) that the custom of printing scripture
in verse/chapter divisions prevented common readers from grasping the
sacred textas a whole.2 But Stallybrass shows that Locke’s idea was some-
thing of an innovation, and one that ran counter to the institutional prac-
tice of bible reading in church services. During the heyday of the genre of
the novel, he suggests, the continuous paging through of a single text
came to be taken as the normal way of reading, but this was not the case
in earlier periods, and in the current development of screen literacies it
may no longer be true. “When cultural critics nostalgically recall an imag-
ined past in which readers unscrolled their books continuously from
beginning to end, they are reversing the long history of the codex and the
printed book as indexical forms. The novel has only been a brilliantly per-
verse interlude in the Jong history of discontinuous reading,”??

In imagining that one might try to grasp the Bible as a textual whole,
the better to position oneself as its understanding reader, Locke was
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extending some recent innovations in scriptural commenta_ry_—thc
beginnings of what would eventually come to be called the Higher
Criticism. (See Amy Hollywood’s essay in this volume for an account of
how classical scholarship and scriptural exegesis converged in thatt
history.) He was probably influenced in some measure by Spinoza’s
Theological-Political Treatise, published in 1670.* Spinoza was Well. aware
of the novelty of the method he there proposed for reading the Bible:

Now to put it briefly, T hold that the method of interpreting Scriptuf:e
is no different from the method of interpreting Nature, and is in fact in
complete accord with it, For the method of interpreting Nature c-onsists
essentially in composing a detailed study of Nature from w‘h-1ch, as
being the source of our assured darta, we can deduce the deﬁnm‘ons of
the things of Nature. Now in exactly the same way the task of Scr{ptural
incerpreration requires us to make a straightforward study of Scriprure,
and from this, as the source of our fixed data and principles, to deduce

by logical inference the meaning of the auchors of Scripture.?®

Text can be assimilated to natural objects, and thus become data for
the detached analysis that is here explicitly modeled on scientific
method. As Spinoza continues, it_ becomes clear that the codex fo.rmat
is necessary to his method. His second rule (following the necessity of
philological understanding of ancient languages) is as follows:

The pronouncements made in each book should be assembled and list-
ed under headings, so that we can thus have to hand all the texts that
treat of the same subject. Next, we should note zll those that are
ambiguous or obscure, or that appear to contradict one anothet. Now
here I term a pronouncement obscure or clear according to the degree
of difficulty with which the meaning can be elicited from the context,
and not according to the degree of difficulty with which its truth can be

perceived by reason. For the point at issue is merely the meaning of the

texts, not their truth. {(88)

The ensuing analysis demonstrates vividly the sort of athletic colla-
tion necessary to analyze the contradictions; discrepancies, figurational -
patterns, shifts of address and pronomial usage, narrative redundancies
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and digressions, and other textual features that become the “data” of

understanding. He does dwell on particular passages—worrying over
what could be meant by the expression “God is fire,” for example—but
the agency of interpretacion is everywhere manifested by movement
berween passages, like the movement necessary to realize that “God is
fire” contradicts other claims and must be understood in a special
sense. Spinoza’s method thus foregrounds his own (critical) agility of
movement, including a physical movement back and forch among
numbered and indexed pages in a fixed sequence, at the same time thar
it backgrounds an ideal of (uncritical} concinuous reading.

In his reading of Jeremiah, chat backgrounded ideal is the standard

against which the text can be shown to fail, since

Jeremiah begins nar-
ratives, drops them,

gives multiple versions of the same story, loops
back in apparent self-forgetfulness, “continuing to pile up prophecies
with no regard of chronological order, until jn chapter 38 he resumes
what he began to relate in chapter 21, as if the intervening fifreen chap-
ters were a parenthesis,” and so on. This is the sort of thing you can say
abour a rext given the case of discontinuous textual checking needed ro
discover the text’s apparent corruption. A grear deal of page-turning
and note-taking must have been involved in this project of evaluating
the sacred text as a whole. It is the method of 4 scholar provided with
ample learning, time, industry, paper, and finding aids.

Compare Spinoza’s reading of Jeremiah to that of his close conrem-
porary, Mary Rowlandson. She, too, manipulated the codex format of
the Bible in a way that she understood as enjoined upon her in the
sincere effort at understanding. While held captive by an Amerindian
war party in the woods of New England in the winter of 1676, she
took up the Bible that had been given her by one of the Indians,

opened its pages at random, and read what she understood to be the
passages presented to her eye by Providence:

T opened my Bibie to read, and the Lord brought thar precious scrip-

 ture to me, Jeremiah 31.16. Thus saith the Lord, refrain thy voice from
weeping, and thine eyes from tears, for thy work shall be rewarded, and
they shall come again from the land of the enemy. This was a sweet cor-
dial to me, when I was ready to faint, many and many a time have I sat
down, and wept sweetly over this scripture,*6
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Rowlandson is just the sort of reader about whom Ijocke.com—
plained; the sense of the whole is not an aim o.f her realldmg.' Smf:f:fe=
underseanding, for her, does not require analytic collanor;, hniuist;
comparison, contextual framing, or any otlllef' effort at Te;:?c me t
from the rheroric of address. The relevant unit is the verse. This mlg}l;l
have something to do with the practice of memorization, since the
vetse divisions of scripture were convenient gobbets for 1nternahzam§.1.
But there is a richer normative program behind this apparently arbi-
trary selection as well. Her way of reading is enframed by thedass.umg
tion that the text is everywhere uniformly addressed by God, in the

* vernacular, to the believer. Rowlandson performs the same ritual

repeatedly throughout her captivity, and makes it clear thlat oger;utlg
the Bible and lighting on a passage is, for her, the way to allow bo :
direcr her reading. The apparently random movements offercd' y :i
codex format are the medium not of critical agency but of prov1denlt11
direction. The chance opening of the pages helps to ensure that her
reading will 7oz be an expression of h‘er_ agency. - ]
Of course, that does not mean that it is passive, e1tl‘1€r. Quite the cglrll
erary: it requires repetition, incorporation, and affective reg_u_lauon. ti
sits down and weeps, and within the framework of l}e‘r readlngdprotocz
this way of taking the text to heart is a necessary activity of un erstznb—
ing. Nor was Rowlandson’s method entirely naive. It was supporte hy
an extensive and self-conscious literature of devotional mariuals. on the
reading of scripture. As one scholar of that literature notes, Gomgfov;r
the same biblical passages, putting oneself thrc?ugh the stages (‘):l t 3
redemprive order, rereading favorite manuals again and aggm,lprofajlllcc
a cumulative effect that our twentieth-century desire for novelry ils to
comprehend.” An elaborate edifice of theology, of type and Zz;tityp.e,
lies behind che (to us) unfathomable idea that se_cond—p'erson address in
the verses of Jeremiah could be taken as C'til‘f:f.?tﬁd immediately to a weep-
ing hostage in the woods of an Anglo-American colony. o of
Rowlandsor’s reading of Jeremiah foregrounds. the .elern_enta. yad :)h
God and the soul as the situation of address. .It is a situation r1‘ch w1h
activity. Recognition of the text by the reader is among other th;ng; ;:1 e
medium of God’s agency in comforting a.r}d reviving her, and of her
agency in obeying, placing trust, suppressing self, etc. She.const&uc?s
the text as immediate demand upon her, and upon her emotions. (It is
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sometimes argued that chis kind of ethicalization of address is typical
of manuscript culture, but quite apart from the facr that Rowlandson
was reading a printed Bible it would be hard to sustain the causal
clatms implied in that analysis.)

Spinoza, too, sees existential demands being placed on the reader by
divine truch. But for him the situation of address in which divinity dis-
closes itself to the soul requires that he objectify the rext’s situation of
address, its orientation to context, its historical occasion, the limited
capacities of its original addressees, and so on. The critical reader must
be prepared to extract the text from a conrext deemed to be jts primary
situation; in extreme versions texts can be judged in what is taken to
be a context of no context, At any rare, the critic’s judgment is not in
the first instance about context-appropriateness. Interpretarion has
been in this limited sense de-cthicalized; though in Spinoza’s case only
by introducing a new ethical agency of interpretive objectification.
Paradoxically, Spinoza’s reader becomes more responsible by consider-
ing himself less directly addressed.

To readers in the discipline of modernity, one of these ways of reading
Jeremiah will count as critical, the other as uncritical. Whar is the differ-
ence? The answer to that question must have to do not just wich the
maerial object—though the physical Bibles in question already objecti-
fy a great many assumptions about text, held in common by both read-
ers—bur with the enframing, metapragmatic construal of the situation
of reading, including the agency and affective subjectivity of the reader,
the ends and means of reading, and the encompassing relationships of
reading practice, the way the text is organized indexically around its read-
ing. All of this is immanent to reading, an imaginary and therefore par-
tially unconscious grasping of the situation of reading icself.

Scholars of literature are however seldom prepared to recognize in
their own materials anything that they would have to describe as
uncritical reading. So the ritual gesture, when confronted with a
Rowlandson, is to show tha chis apparently uncritical reading really
was critical in some sense or another. Thus Rowlandson can be said to
read the way she does as a strategy for subverting ministerial authority,
o1 as a means of self-positing.?® When critical reading is established as
a global language of value, such maneuvers become necessary to tescue
texts for any canon, even the anticanonical canon. We are very good at
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assimilating texts and authors to the normative ideals of our own cr.it~
ical activity. But those normative dimensions of her reading practice
that cultivate piety—precisely in the suppression of what we would call
critical distance or agency—must be ignored or explained away.

So one of the deepest challenges posed by rival, uncritical frame-
works of reading is recognizing that they are just that, rival frame-
works. The very specific culture of critical reading is not tht.‘. only
normatively or reflexively organized method of reading, to which all
others should be assimilated. Because the historiography is still emerg-
ing, and because the tendency to project critical reading as the neces-
sary implication of reason or agency is so great, we do not even know
as much as we would like about what the alternative frameworks .h.awe
been, are, or might become in a future of screen literacies. Uncritical
reading is the unconscious of the profession; whatex'rejr worlds are
organized around frameworks of reading other than critical protocols
remain, for the most part, terra incognita.?’

Any attempt to trace the history, extent, and limits ‘of the culture of
critical reading will face methodological issues that will force us to go
beyond the current state of the history of the book.. The new history of
reading usefully defamiliarizes the picture of readu.'lg as the mere pro-
cessing of preconstituted text, and leads us to consider the practices of
entextualization. The “materiality of the text” has become something
of a slogan for this project. But what needs to be defamiliarized is not
just the materiality of the text. The history of reading encompasses the
normative construal of the reading situation—including the agency of
the reader—as an element of that reading situation. A history of “crit-
ical reading” in particular, cherefore, would have to inc‘:lucle rathc%' more
than the protocols of text-processing, cross-referencing, and citation
that Spinoza so beautifully exemplifies; it would have to descrl.be the
way in which reading subjects can be imagine'd to assert their own
agency and freedom in relation to maximally obJectllﬁcc‘l texes.

In Spinoza’s case a significant part of that situation is n-ght on the
surface; he himself makes it clear that the basic interpretive posture
behind his analysis is one that he expects not just of the eruc.:hte
philosopher, and not just of the reader of scripture, but of the s‘ub)ect
in a society of mutual benefit. He imagines a social order that is con-
stituted out of individual acts of judgment, from the bottom up. Texts
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considered as quasi-natural objects serve as the foil for readers who can
~extract themselves from the immediate situation of address, exerting
their own agency. Those readers are in refation to each other by means
of derivative discourses of argument and analysis, so their reading can
be at once the medium of internal differentiation and the common ref-
erence points in a world of difference. The Theological-Political Treatise
is indeed remarkable for the clarity with which its exegetical method is
explicitly linked to a picture of a market-based republican social order.
That, of course, should not prevent us from seeing that in other ways
the picture of agentialized subjectivity in critical reading is a structur-
ing element in the social imaginary behind the treatise,3
Indeed, treatise form itself—as exemplified in the Theological-
Political Treatise—presupposes a certain reading culture, in which
book-length texrs are taken as systematized arguments to be attributed
in toto to their authors as intellectual property, such that we can say, “In
Spinoza we find x, ”; or, “Spinoza holds thac x," and so on.?' As Pierre
Hadort has recently pointed our, this conception of treatise form repre-
sents a watershed in the metaconception of philosophizing. As philos-
ophy catme to be more and more identified with this specialized textual
form following Descartes, philosophy came to stand less and less for a
counternormative way of living and became more and more an archi-
tecture of propositional property.3 The texis of philosophy came less
and less to be artifacts of dialogue or scripts of spiritual exercise, and
came instead to be models of objectifiable systematicity. In this role
they began to serve as the ideal self-image of philosophizing—though
of course philosophical writing could only play this role once texts had
been conceived as intellecrual property and as navigable toralicies
offered to readers for the performance of their own critical agency. In
countless such ways, the entextualizing activity of the critical reader
always lies beyond the grasp of critical reading.

A systematic inquiry into the form-relationships of critical reading,
in addition to opening up inquiry into che alternatives currently
glossed as uneritical, might also help to break through a number of
impasses in contemporary thinking. The discipline of subjectivity
enjoined upon the critical reader, for example, is one thing chat is often
missed in contemporary critiques of the Kantian tradition, or of the
critical reason that he is thought to exemplify. Perhaps the miseake here
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is to identify a Kantian metalanguage with the cul‘ture he sought to
codify, crediting him with too much. There is certainly a‘tendency in
the liberal tradition to identify critical reason with something that can-
not be given content, that is not a cultural form in itself, but that is
conceived as mere negative potential, a kind of perperual openness to
further criticism. By the same token, critical reading can bellmagmc.ed
in negative terms as well, as reading thar is open to reﬂec.non onlLts
own presuppositions, for example. The importancfe of t.hlS receding
horizon of critique to the culture of critical reading migl’ft hel‘p. to
explain why it seems so difficult for anyone to define or co_d.1f.y critical
reading; to do so would be to expose oneself to further criticism, and
thus fail to exhaust its meaning. This normative language is conse-
quential and not to be waved away as wrivial. But it' dist‘racts attention
from the equally important reality thac critical read{ng_ is 2 hxstorlc?lly
and formally mediated practice, with an elaborate d15c‘1p11ne of subjec-
tivity, and one that now confronts rivals as it has c.lone in the past. That
pracrice—as the example of Spinoza suggests—is by no means coex-
tensive with the Kantian or neoKantian glossings of it. And the rich
intensities it affords are obscured both by its own normative self-con-
ception and by the most common criticisms of it. ' .

For example, Bernard Williams faults the Kanrian conce:pnon of
critical reason for what he sees as its essentially characterless disengage-
ment. His comments would apply, mutatis mutandis, to some of the
most powerful self-conceptions of critical reading:

This ideal involves an idea of ultimate freedom, according to which I
am not entirely free so long as there is any ethically significant aspe.ct of
myself chat belongs to me simply as a result of the process by '?vhlch I
was contingently formed. If my values are mine simply in virtue of
social and psychological processes to which I have been exposed, then
(the argument goes) it is as though I had been brainwashed: I cannot be
a fully free, rational, and responsible agent. Of course, no om? can con-
trol their upbringing as they receive it, except perhaps marginally and
in its later stages, What the ideal demands, racher, is that my whole oT.Lt—
look should in principle be exposed to a critique, as a result of .V\'rhlch
every value that T hold can become a consideration for me, critically

accepted, and should not remain merely something thar happens to be
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part of me. It presupposes a Platonic idea of the moral self as character-
less. : irati
ess. . . . If the aspiration makes sense, then the criticising self can be

se%)arated from everything that a petson contingently is~—in itself, the
crivicising self is simply the perspective of reason or morality.53

Whether this is an accurate objection 1o liberal philosophy I leave to
ot.hfers. What interests me here is that the endlessly receding ideal of
critical reason described by Williams arises from a historically rich cul-
ture of reading in which the critical activity is anything but em
characterless, or unmediated. The rigorous extraction of oneself frzrxflj
the c?thical demands of direct textual address, for example, requires a
maniputation of intergeneric relationships that can only seem charac-
terfess once they have become second nature-—as to most of us che
have. Crirical reading is the pious labor of a historically unusual .sort o)fi
peeson. If we are going ro inculcare its pieties and techniques, we might
begin by recognizing chat thar is whac they are. , i
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Reading as
Self-Annihilation

Amy Hollywood

Beloved, what will beguines

and religious people say

When they hear the excellence

of your divine song?

Beguines, priests, clerks, and preachers,
Augustinians, and Carmelites,

And the Friars Minor will say that [ err,
Because I write of the being

Of purified Love/the one purified by Love.
T do not work to save their Reason,

Who makes them say this to me. (Mirouer, Ch. 122, p. 344)

For Germany, the eriticism of religion has been largely completed; and

the criticism of religion is the premise of all criticism.

—-Karl Marx, “Contribution to the Critique of Hegel’s
Philosophy of Right: Introduction

Critical Reading

When I first read Michael Warner’s proposal that scholars begin to con-
sider the nature and importance of “uncritical reading,” I immed{atclly
began to wonder what “critical reading” was and the extent to which it
differed across contemporary disciplines (however fraught tht?se
boundaries, first established by Kant in The Conflict of the Faculties,
have become). My presumption is that our conceptions of what
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