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P�DQ�HGLWRU�RI�D�MRXUQDO�WKDW�SXEOLVKHV�OLWHUDU\�FULWLFLVP��:KDW
V�DOZD\V�PRY-
LQJ�DQG�LQWHUHVWLQJ�WR�PH�LV�WKDW�PRVW�RI�WKH�ZRUN�ZH�UHFHLYH�LVQ
W�DW�DOO�EDG�RU�
failed, as most of it opens up a world of fresh associations around what seemed a 
dormant or misframed object or problem.1 But often what distinguishes a suc-
FHVVIXO�ZRUN�IURP�D�OHVV�VXFFHVVIXO�RQH֞DQG�,
P�QRW�DW�DOO�H[FHSWLQJ�P\VHOI�IURP�
WKLV֞LV�D�FRQIXVLRQ�RQ�WKH�ZULWHU
V�SDUW�DERXW�ZKHWKHU� WKH�ZULWHU� LV� WU\LQJ�WR�
RSHQ�XS�WKH�REMHFW�RU�FORVH�WKH�REMHFW��H[WHQG�D�TXHVWLRQ�RU�SXW�LW�WR�UHVW��,W
V�DV�
WKRXJK�LW
V�LPSRVVLEOH�WR�GLVWLQJXLVK�D�GHIHQVH�DJDLQVW�NQRZOHGJH�IURP�LWV�SUR-
GXFWLRQ��DQG�KHUH
V�WKH�WKLQJ֞\RX�FDQ�never know. The aim is almost certainly 
always mixed—to control the object enough to say a thing about it and to change 
it enough that it comes to organize surprising kinds of exemplary association. 
Most of the time people hide their confusion about stabilizing and moving their 
REMHFW�LQ�WKH�VKDGRZV�RI�GHQLWH�VWDWHPHQWV�WKDW�WKH�FULWLFDO�ZRUN�WKHQ�JRHV�RQ�
to contradict, convolute, or dilute.

Then, sometimes, we have to face in public a crisis of the object distinct from 
our own ambivalence toward its transformation, when FLUFXPVWDQFHV alter it be-
IRUH�RXU�H\HV֞ZKHWKHU�LW
V�WKH�YDOXH�RI�OLWHUDU\�FULWLFLVP��SHGDJRJ\�DQG�LGHQWLW\�
triggers, public education, or the failure of the political world to be worthy of 
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RXU�DWWDFKPHQW�WR�LW��8QGHU�WKRVH�FLUFXPVWDQFHV��ZKHQ�RQH
V�GHIHQVHV�DUH�PDGH�
PDQLIHVWO\�LQVHFXUH�E\�DQ�XQFRQWUROODEOH�GLVWXUEDQFH�LQ�WKH�REMHFW
V�VWDELOLW\��ZH�
GR�ZKDW�,
P�FDOOLQJ��JHQUH�DLOLQJ��2

*HQUH�DLOLQJ�LV�D�PRGH�RI�FULVLV�PDQDJHPHQW�WKDW�DULVHV�DIWHU�DQ�REMHFW��RU�REMHFW�
ZRUOG��EHFRPHV�GLVWXUEHG�LQ�D�ZD\�WKDW�LQWUXGHV�RQ�RQH
V�FRQGHQFH�DERXW�KRZ�
WR�PRYH�LQ�LW��:H�JHQUH�DLO�VR�WKDW�ZH�GRQ
W�IDOO�WKURXJK�WKH�FUDFNV�RI�KHLJKW-
HQHG�DHFWLYH�QRLVH�LQWR�GHVSDLU��VXLFLGH��RU�SV\FKRVLV��:H�LPSURYLVH�OLNH�FUD]\��
ZKHUH��OLNH�FUD]\��LV�D�OLWWOH�WRR�QRQ�PHWDSKRULFDO��:H�VHH�LW�LQ�WKH�UVW�JDVSV�
RI�VKRFN�RU�GLVEHOLHI��DQG�WKH�ODVW�JDVSV�RI�H[KDXVWHG�DQDORJ\��%XW�LW
V�QRW�DOZD\V�
D�ZLOGO\�LQYHQWLYH�DFWLRQ��:KHQ�FULVLV�LV�RUGLQDU\��DLOLQJ֞WKURZLQJ�ODQJXDJH�
and gesture and policy and interpretations at a thing to make it slow or make it 
stop—can be fabulously unimaginative, a litany of lists of things to do, to pay 
attention to, to say, to stop saying, or to discipline and sanction. Often in the 
SLQFK�RI�D�FULVLV�ZH�UHWXUQ�WR�QRUPDO�VFLHQFH�RU�FRPPRQ�VHQVH֞ZKDWHYHU�RHUV�
relief in established clarity.

&RXQWOHVV�HQFRXQWHUV�VLQFH�WKH�7UXPS�HOHFWLRQ�KLFFXS�LQWR�WKH�JHQUH�DLO�LQ�WKH�
UL�RQ�ZKDW
V�KDSSHQLQJ" Anything anyone writes in the ongoing periperform-
DWLYH�HGG\�RI�KLV�ZRUOG�VKDNLQJ�WKXG��ZKHWKHU�LW
V�KDUG��PRXUQIXO��RU�SDVWRUDO�
LQ�WKH�VHQVH�RI��SUHDFK���LV�D�JHQUH�DLO�3��3URWHVW�LV�D�JHQUH�DLO��ULRW��VRPHWLPHV�
WRR��DQG�VR�LV�ZKDWHYHU�ZH�GR�R�WKH�FX�RU�LQ�D�ODVW�PLQXWH�LQVHUW�ZKHQ�ZH
UH�
giving a conference talk and cannot not comment on the present moment, in 
ZKLFK�WKH�VSHDNHU�SUHVXPHV�WKDW�ZH
UH�DOO�GLVRULHQWHG�RU�LQ�FULVLV�DQG�ZDQWLQJ�WR�
[�WKH�ZRUOG�

%XW�ZKDW�GRHV�WKLV�UHSUHVHQWDWLRQ�RI�WKH�JHQUH�DLO�KDYH�WR�GR�ZLWK�FULWLFDO�KX-
PRUOHVVQHVV"�,Q�WKH�ERRN�DERXW�LW�,
P�ZRUNLQJ�RQ��WKH�H[SHULHQFH�RI�KXPRUOHVVQHVV�
involves the encounter with a fundamental intractability in oneself or in others.4. 
,Q�DHFWLYH�WHUPV��LW
V�W\SLFDOO\�DVVRFLDWHG�ZLWK�D�EUDFLQJ�FRQWUDFWLRQ�RI�UHODWLRQ��
It is often associated with a tone drained of whatever passes for warmth or open-
ness. This is why humorlessness is associated both with political correctness and 
WKH�WKLQJ�LW�UHVSRQGV�WR��WKH�XQEHQGLQJ�DQWL�3&�SULYLOHJH�WKDW�FDVWV�LQHTXDOLW\�
as the appropriate order of things, and the freedom to enjoy it as a core tenet of 
freedom. Humorlessness wedges an encounter in order to control it, creating a 
buttress of immobility and impasse. People on the top of social hierarchies use 
humorless performativity to produce the fear that protects power; people on the 
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ERWWRP�SHUIRUP�LW�WR�UHIXVH�WR�H[WHQG�DQG�OHJLWLPDWH�WKH�WRS
V�VHOI�SOHDVXUH��%XW�
assessing humorlessness in a given encounter is much trickier than its ordinary 
$PHULFDQ�DVVRFLDWLRQ�ZLWK�RQH�VLGHG�ZRRGHQQHVV��DW�DHFW��RU�VHYHULW\�ZRXOG�
predict. Structured by their commitment to protecting a relation or object/scene 
from transformation, people can express their humorlessness in many ways: as af-
IHFWOHVVQHVV��SDVVLYH�DJJUHVVLRQ��VHULRXVQHVV��ELWWHU�PLUWK��D�[HG�JULQ��RU�DQ\�NLQG�
RI�ZDUP�JHVWXUH��D�WRXFK�RU�D�VPLOH��:KDW�FRQVWLWXWHV�KXPRUOHVVQHVV�LV�VRPHRQH
V�
insistence that their version of a situation should rule the relational dynamic; but 
QR�SDUWLFXODU�ZD\�RI�VRXQGLQJ�FRQUPV�LWV�VRFLDO�SUHVHQFH�

In literary criticism the work of humor-
lessness is evident whenever, for example, 
ZH�KHDU� WKH� DFFXVDWLRQ� WKDW� �[� FULWLF� LV�

VHOI�LQGXOJHQW�
��D�SKUDVH�WKDW�QHJDWLYHO\�
judges work that feels out its object in 
the analytical space, often by way of a 
personal voice, rather than by making di-
rect arguments or truth statements about 
the state of things. At the same time, it is 
often a feature of such exploratory work 
to be humorless, insofar as that work po-
lemicizes against common sense, norma-
tivity, or consensually expressed emotions 
like empathy and intention, rationality 
and disinterestedness. To give some oth-
HU�H[DPSOHV�� OHW
V� WDNH�DQWLWKHWLFDO�RSHU-
ations in the current arguments for and 
DJDLQVW�FULWLTXH�5 On one side, one could 
FDOO�PXFK�RI�WKH�UHSDUDWLYH�UHDGLQJ�PRYHPHQW�WKDW�KDV�DULVHQ�DIWHU�(YH�6HGJZLFN
V�
SURPSW�KXPRUOHVV�DQWL�KXPRUOHVVQHVV�ZRUN��E\�ZKLFK�,�GRQ
W�PHDQ�LW
V�QRW�ZLWW\�
RU� IXQQ\��EXW� WKDW� LW
V�FDUHIXO�� VHQVLWLYH�� VLQFHUH��DQG�VHDUFKLQJ��FRPPLWWHG�WR�
VWRSSLQJ�D�FRQGHPQDWRU\�WRQH�LW�GRHVQ
W�OLNH�DQG�LQGXFLQJ�D�UHSDUDWLYH�WRQH�LW�
does. On the other side, take the brilliant writing of Jack Halberstam and Tavia 
1\RQJ
R��IRU�H[DPSOH��DW�WKH�6RFLDO�7H[W and %XOO\�%ORJJHUV blogs, where some of 
the best (most powerful and delicate and courageous) aesthetic criticism of our 
PRPHQW�LV�RQ�RHU�6 This work tends to be funny and explicitly playful, fore-
grounding intensities of acerbic play and pleasure that conjoin the judgmental, the 
H[WUHPH�DQG�WKH�RUGLQDU\��6HH�DOVR�WKH�PDQLIHVWR�VHW�FDOOHG����#����7KH�)XWXUH�
RI�/LWHUDU\�7KLQNLQJ���MXVW�SXEOLVKHG�DW�WKH�MRXUQDO�7H[WXDO�3UDFWLFH.7 All of this 
work on all sides demonstrates a powerful belief in what analysis can do to capture 
and transform the usual associations with their commonly held problem, which 
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is the problem of social/aesthetic form in relation to the mass vulnerability lived 
by persons, populations, and nations. All of this work can seem anti-humorless 
EHFDXVH� LW
V�DUJXLQJ�DJDLQVW� WKH�XQLPDJLQDWLYH�VWXFNQHVV�RI�SULYLOHJHG�RWKHUV��
polemic against polemic. All of this work seems to value alternativity in a world 
WKDW
V�GHIXQGLQJ�LW��%\�SHUIRUPLQJ�FULWLFLVP�DV��OLWHUDU\�WKLQNLQJ���VXFK�ZRUNV�
see the task and desire of criticism in this light to extend the world-bending work 
of art as such.

1RQHWKHOHVV��DV�-XOLHW�0LWFKHOO�KDV�ZULWWHQ�LQ�KHU�ZRQGHUIXO�HVVD\���7KHRU\�DV�
DQ�2EMHFW���VXFK�SURMHFWLRQV�RI�WKH�RWKHU
V�KXPRUOHVVQHVV�DUH�GHIHQVHV��WKH�NLQGV�
RI�SURMHFWLYH�LGHQWLFDWLRQ�WKDW�SXW�RQH
V�RZQ�DJJUHVVLRQV�DQG�LUUDWLRQDOLW\�DQG�
RXW�RI�VFDOHQHVV�RQWR�RWKHU�REMHFWV��ZKLOH�YLHZLQJ�RQH
V�RZQ�FRPPLWPHQWV�DV�
QRQ�GLVWRUWHG��H[LEOH��UHFHSWLYH��DQG�WKRXJKWIXO�8 In the Winnicottian tradition, 
to play with an object is to test it, and to test it is to destroy it, because one has 
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FKDQJHG�LWV�TXDOLWLHV��0LWFKHOO�WKLQNV�LW�ZRXOG�EH�EHWWHU�WR�VD\�WKDW�RQH�GLVWXUEV�
the object, rather than destroys it. Therefore, as makers of transformative con-
FHSWV��VKH�DUJXHV���WKRXJK�WKH�>REMHFW@�PD\�EH��WR�DOO�H[WHQWV�DQG�SXUSRVHV��WKH�
same before and after my attempted destruction of it, when it survives it will be 
LQ�D�GLHUHQW�SODFH��������������$V��5RODQG�%DUWKHV�ZRXOG�DOVR�KDYH�VDLG��WR�ZRUN�
with, on, and around an object is to rough it up: to change what it can do.

But at the same time, I would argue, whenever one is destroying some things 
in the object one is also trying to protect something else in it that matters, that 
deserves a better world for its circulation, or that constitutes a crucial anchor. And 
this is the non-place, the space of both holding and disturbing, from which the 
humorlessness of the critic—or anyone, really—comes.9��7KLV�LV�KRZ�FULWLTXH�FDQ�
VHHP�KXPRUOHVV�ZKLOH�SRVW�FULWLTXH�GRHV�QRW��EXW�,�ZRXOG�DUJXH�WKDW�WKH�OLWHUDOLVP�
DERXW�WRQH�RQH�QGV�LQ�PXFK�SRVW�FULWLTXH�DUJXPHQW�GLVDYRZV�WKH�RSHUDWLRQ�RI�
the will and desire that in psychoanalysis is called, non-judgmentally, aggres-
sion. This literalism of tone is often a mask of reparativity that can hide its own 
humorlessness in sincerity or play.

The inutility of any distinction between a sincere seriousness and play was at the 
center of literary theory from its current beginning, coming out of the debate 
LQ�'HUULGD
V��6LJQDWXUH�(YHQW�&RQWH[W���������DERXW�ZKHWKHU�LW
V�HYHQ�SRVVLEOH�WR�
distinguish serious from playful speech.10 Derrida argues against any claim that it 
LV�SRVVLEOH�WR�GLVWLQJXLVK�ZULWLQJ�WKDW
V�VHOI�LQWHJUDWHG�DV�WR�PHDQLQJ��LQWHQWLRQ��
DQG�WRQH�IURP�UHH[LYH�RU�LURQLF�ZULWLQJ��OLNH�WKH�MRNH��7KLV�VDOYR�VHW�R�GHFDGHV�
of punning and play in critical work and induced many barbs at sincerity and 
other forms of false unity and liberal good intentions.

0\�FODLP�LV�WKDW�WDNLQJ�RQH
V�WRQH of critical openness as DFWXDO intellectual open-
ness is a mistake. We can never be certain about the distinction between the 
serious and the humorless. We cannot presume that there is a thing called repara-
WLYH�DHFW�WKDW�WUXPSV�VHOI�HYLGHQWO\�PHFKDQLFDO�RU�SDUDQRLG�RU�DQWL�UHODWLRQDO�
WKRXJKW�DQG�LGHRORJ\��:H�FDQQRW�SUHVXPH�RXU�GHIHQVHV�DUHQ
W�DOVR�DJJUHVVLRQV��
DQG�MXVW�EHFDXVH�ZH�WKLQN�ZH�DUH�RSHQ�WR�EHLQJ�HGXFDEOH�GRHVQ
W�PHDQ�WKDW�ZH�
DUH��$QRWKHU�ZD\�WR�VD\�WKLV�LV�DW�WKH�FXUUHQW�GHEDWHV�DERXW�WRQH�DQG�FULWLTXH�WKLQN�
they know whose literary criticism is humorless, and therefore unethical or un-
kind. But in this clash, one sees a battle in which all sides elevate their seriousness 
DJDLQVW�WKH�RWKHU
V�KXPRUOHVVQHVV�

For criticism not to be delusional, engendering debate as a clash of humorless 
titans, we need produce more than just a little performative self-skepticism. Rath-
er than attacking the so-called humorless rigidity of others to mask our own 
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aggression, we can ask ourselves, where is the humorlessness in my work, what 
am I protecting from exposure to change? Rather than assuming that a unity of 
intentionally empathic, careful, or playful tone is evidence of anything, unmixed 
in its reparativity, we need to see the work of style and tone both as hard-shell 
charismatic defenses and�DHFWLYH�RSHQLQJV�WKDW�PDNH�WKH�ZD\�IRU�FRQFHSWV�WR�
HPHUJH��7KH�TXHVWLRQ�LV�DW�ZKDW�FRVW��WR�ZKDW�HQG"

Conclusion: Another way to see this is, people still want to read with things. 
�5HDGLQJ�ZLWK��LV�DQ�HWKLFV�RI�FROODERUDWLYH�FULWLFDO�HQJDJHPHQW�,�LQWURGXFH�DW�
the end of 6H[��RU�WKH�8QEHDUDEOH.11�,�OHDUQHG�LW�IURP�UHDGLQJ�ZLWK�(YH�6HGJZLFN
V�
�:KLWH�*ODVVHV���\RX�VHH�ZLWK�WKH�SHUVSHFWLYH�RI�DQ�REMHFW��ZKLOH�DOVR�PRYLQJ�
WKURXJK�WKH�ZRUOG�LQ�\RXU�GLHUHQFH�IURP�LW�12 The 7H[WXDO�3UDFWLFH thinkers take a 
UHODWHG��EXW�GLHUHQW�DQJOH�RQ�FULWLFDO�DWWDFKPHQW�DQG�DWWHQWLRQ��7KH\�GHPRQVWUDWH�
a hunger to write sentences that will enable us to continue reading together so 
that we can feel at once and en masse how unbearable it is to be nothing before 
WKH�WH[W��DQG�\HW�WR�ZDQW�WR�PDNH�VRPHWKLQJ�GLHUHQW�E\�UHDGLQJ�ZLWK�LW��ZKHWK-
er in texts or the world. What we share, in their view, is reading as aspirational 
co-being, not necessarily belonging. David Marriott and Simon Jarvis think of 
such practice as central to the aesthetic and to the collapse, in our time, of the 
distinction between art and craft, criticism and its objects.13 The exteriority of 
the aesthetic and critical object resists them, matters to them, changes them as 
PHPEHUV�RI�DQ��XV���FROOHFWLYHO\��DQG�UHFRJQL]HV�WKH�QHHG�WR�UHLQYHQW�KRZ�FULWL-
cism appears, performs, and engages. They are not seeking proof of the value in 
this transition in the self-evidence of tone, though.

7KH�YLROHQFH�RI�WKH�ZRUOG�PDNHV�XV�DLO�DERXW�IRU�WKLQJV�WR�UHDG�ZLWK��SHRSOH�WR�
talk to, and material for inducing transformations, that can make it possible not 
to aspire to, feel at war, or to be right; but to be disturbed together, thrashing 
with, and creating value through a shift in the object. The value of recognizing 
WKH�DJJUHVVLRQ�LQ�GHVLUH�LV�WKDW�SHRSOH�ZKR�GHVLUH�WR�EH�JRRG�ZRQ
W�LQDGYHUWHQWO\�
secure it through a disavowed humorlessness. Our critical ambivalence toward 
RSHQLQJ�RXU�REMHFWV�WR�D�WUDQVIRUPDWLRQ�ZKRVH�HHFWV�DUH�QRW�IRUHFORVHG�PLJKW�
make us better at holding the objects that are also changing.
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