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Foreword:

An Aesthetic of Bad Objects

Ellen Rooney

 

 

 


But what might my reader be asking him- or herself of my title? What do I mean by bad objects? Aren’t bad objects secretly goodobjects anyhow? What I mean is simply this: at any given time, within the carefully policed precincts of the academy, some critical objects are promoted to the status of good objects (say, notso long ago, dead authors), while others are tabooed (say, in theold days, experience). I am drawn to what I perceive rightly or wrongly as the bad objects.

Naomi Schor, Bad Objects: Essays Popular and Unpopular (1995)



I would like to approach the timely reappearance of Reading in Detail: Aesthetics and the Feminine by reading the passage above in the manner of Naomi Schor, after Schor, as we say. In other words, I would like to begin obliquely, with Bad Objects, and by reading in detail. The original critical intervention of Reading in Detail, which was first published in 1987, is still at work in myriad fields, from philosophical aesthetics to cultural studies, literary criticism to feminist theory, where Schor’s insights into the history and critical fortunes of the aesthetic detail have engendered and enriched a wide range of scholarly projects. Schor’s book appeared as feminist criticism was turning away from the critique of a predominantly masculine literary canon toward “gynocriticism,” the study of women writers and their (arguably) distinct literary practices and traditions. By contrast, Reading in Detail addressed the emphatically masculinist canons of Western aesthetic theory and art, insisting on the urgency of an ongoing feminist critique and on the vital gender politics of the philosophical tradition’s seemingly neutral examinations of aesthetic value, especially the aesthetic value of the detail. Schor found a powerful ally in the advocates of poststructuralism and a warrant for her project in their late twentieth-century valorization of the detail; her feminist appropriation of deconstructive practices defied the identity politics of those contemporary feminists who saw in deconstruction simply another “male model.” And yet, Schor never simply apprenticed herself to poststructuralist masters or collapsed feminist critique into deconstruction. Reading in Detail interrogated both the history of the detail’s debasement and the terms of its new-found authority, including the authority it enjoyed in the work of contemporary theorists, and disclosed the unacknowledged gender politics that remained silently at work.

Our historical moment is of course in many respects quite different from the time of Reading in Detail. And yet, certain contemporary questions, about the proper objects of literary and cultural studies, the status of reading, the future of feminist criticism, and the meaning and methods of historical analysis itself, directly engage Schor’s preoccupations in her “detail book,” as she called it. The status of the detail as a critical object and the question of how to write its history are always very near the surface in her argument. While patiently excavating the particularities of her texts, from Joshua Reynolds and Hegel to Balzac, Roland Barthes and Dali to the sculptor Duane Hanson, Schor asks: “What is a detail? At what point does a detail cease to be, in a pejorative sense, a ‘detail’” (145)? In other words, when (and how) does the detail cease to be a “bad object”? The persistence of such questions in Reading in Detail and Schor’s demonstration that they inspire a range of not always compatible answers indicate her interest in the work of the detail. She argues, for example, that Hegel drives the detail hard: “the detail as an aesthetic category undergirds the entire edifice of the Aesthetics, serving as a means of distinguishing both between periods of art (Symbolism, Classicism, Romanticism) and between major artistic modes (e.g. sculpture, poetry, painting)” (23). More generally, she contends that “at moments of aesthetic mutation, the detail becomes a means not only of effecting change, but of understanding it” (25), and Reading in Detail embraces this insight by working the history of the detail to extend our understanding of the aesthetic politics of gender. Mutation is a process without a telos, an unpredictable leap into the future, whose ultimate consequences cannot be known in advance. In fact, the temporal logic of mutation is not so different from that of the bad object. The bad objects Schor contemplated and celebrated in her last book illuminate the critical work that rereading Reading in Detail can animate today.

  I. The role of academic literary criticism … is always to risk a certain “badness”1

The “bad objects” Schor invokes in the title of her 1995 collection of essays and in the passage above are produced by heterogeneous forces. Their awkward or illicit character as objects of critical attention can be traced to any number of causes: their aesthetic inappropriateness, their subversive possibilities, their pettiness. Pleasure, fear, boredom, and power are all forces that might render a specific critical topos either a bad or a good object.

Schor’s remarks draw particular attention to time as a factor in cordoning off the bad objects from the good. “Not so long ago,” she reminds us, the prevailing standard applauded work on canonical authors, safely dead; “in the old days,” she recalls, without nostalgia, a hostile critical establishment ruled on the unspeakable and the speak-able of our experience.2 But things—objects and the forces that mark and police them—change. “At any given time,” the academy’s terms of critical evaluation enable and incite, impose standards upon and ban, divergent forms of intellectual work. And, as Schor’s telegraphic history discloses, “at any given time” these terms may shift. Reading in Detail is, among other things, an eloquent testament to the vicissitudes of the detail as an aesthetic concept and critical object. No object is a bad object—or a good one—for all time.3

Indeed, it might be more correct to say that the hierarchies of value that distinguish the bad objects from the good are constantly in motion; the intellectual challenge is to keep up with (and somehow to assess) rapidly changing valorizations rather than to protest any given object’s entrenched status. Schor’s critical and political interest in time passing, in shifting intellectual paradigms and historical change, is visible everywhere in her work, despite the fact that as a feminist theorist and scholar she is most frequently reread and remembered for the formal inventiveness of her textual analyses, her theoretical innovations, and her critical engagements with feminist theory, psychoanalysis, and the panoply of poststructuralisms. While it is certainly true that literary form—and therefore the problem of reading—is always at the center of her thinking, it seems important, as we now undertake to reread Reading in Detail, to acknowledge that Schor was in her time acutely attuned to the historical displacements of both feminism and literary studies. She frequently observed the restlessness of feminist scholars and the speed with which feminist thought kept remaking itself during the 1980s and 1990s, the very period when feminism acquired the forms of institutional power that permitted it, too, to police the formation of bad and good objects, for better or worse.4

Reading in Detail is a profoundly historical work, motivated by Schor’s concern that we have forgotten the historical debasement of the detail and thus misunderstand its quite recent prestige, which is due largely to the interventions of post-structuralism: the “pervasive valorization of the minute, the partial, and the marginal,” she argues, “runs the risk of inducing a form of amnesia that in turn threatens to diminish the import of the current privileging of the detail” (3). Her “feminist archaeology” of the detail recalls us from our forgetful immersion in the present, not least in order to expose the “persistence of the principles of neo-classical aesthetics well into the twentieth-century,” a persistence that is crucial insofar as those aesthetics were idealist, “anti-particularist” and overtly hostile to the detail. But Schor’s archaeology of the detail departs from convention in another respect: whereas “the story of the rise of the detail is, of course, inseparable from the all too familiar story of the demise of classicism and the birth of realism,” she proposes “to retell the story from the perspective of the detail [and thus] inevitably to tell another story” (4). This shift entails a focus on the “detail as negativity” and discloses “its participation in a larger semantic network, bounded on one side by the ornamental, with its traditional connotations of effeminacy and decadence, and on the other, by the everyday, whose ‘prosiness’ is rooted in the domestic sphere of social life presided over by women” (4). From this angle, from the perspective of the detail, Schor demonstrates that “the detail does not occupy a conceptual space beyond the laws of sexual difference: the detail is gendered and doubly gendered as feminine” (4). This feminist insight illuminates the political history of the detail as a “bad object.”

But the passage of time is not the only factor disrupting the stability of Schor’s critical objects. She also entertains the possibility that an object may be simultaneously good and bad. Schor imagines a skeptical question, provoked by her title: “Aren’t bad objects secretly good objects anyway?” She doesn’t go so far as to answer this query; the fruitful suspension of questions is one of her signatures as a reader. The word “secretly” enables Schor to hold this question open. Where she might have asked “aren’t bad objects really good objects anyway?” to imply that they are good objects in truth, beneath a simply false (bad) appearance, she instead introduces the suspicion that something is necessarily withheld here, that the bad object has the structure of a secret. Schor guards that secret. But she proposes a strategy to read it.

The bad objects beckon: “I am drawn to what I perceive rightly or wrongly as the bad objects” (my emphases). The structure of the secret reasserts itself in this admission as something the critic herself cannot unravel. Schor is not completely convinced by her own perceptions; she may be mistaken. Although she seeks to articulate her contrarian critical impulses, the literal status of the object remains in question, hidden even from the interpreter drawn to it. Perhaps this unsettled, impure form of the bad object defines its allure? Or is what renders an object bad and desirable—and thus perhaps ultimately good—a mode of perception? Schor concedes that her view may be skewed, but she does not undertake to solve this puzzle, to set us straight. Rather, the enigma of the (potentially) bad object unfolds as a deliberate strategy of reading.

Schor characterizes this strategy through the figure of “female fetishism.”5 The passage from Bad Objects continues: “What I am invoking, then, is something on the order of the female fetishism I once promoted, a sort of critical perversion. To deliberately make an object choice branded as bad is risky business at worst and at best a means to go beyond certain impasses, to read at an angle, to be an intellectual bad girl.” We encounter this metaphor of the gamble early in Reading in Detail, when Schor announces that “Reading in Detail cheerfully runs the risk of the detail,” the “danger that to write on the detail is to become lost in it” (6). This critical relation to her object is essential to Schor’s theory of reading in Reading in Detail, and we will return to it. For now, we note that uncertainty is introduced here, along with the fetish and a not-so-secret secret about being “bad.” Isn’t an intellectual bad girl secretly an intellectual good girl? Feminists have long celebrated the woman on the edge, the outsider, condemned by patriarchal double standards for sexual and other transgressions. In the late twentieth century, feminism’s literary critique of the propriety that exploits and confines women stretched from Judith Fetterly’s “resisting reader” and Mary Poovey’s “proper lady” to Ann du Cille’s “coupling convention” and beyond, to poststructuralist interrogations of phallocentric propriety and property, proper names and objects, in work such as Jane Gallop’s The Daughter’s Seduction or Judith Butler’s Gender Trouble and “Against Proper Objects.”6 Reading in Detail speaks this ironic idiom, reading from the perspective of the detail, of the “ornamental,” the “decadent,” the “insubordinate,” the “feminine particular” (19, 20, 42 97)

But a deliberate tentativeness or rhetoric of approximation marks the details of Schor’s gloss on this ironic “perversion.” The word “invoke” activates the poetics of the vocative, of apostrophe, a mode of address that seeks, even requires response. To invoke is “to call on (a higher power) for assistance, support, or inspiration, to appeal to, to call for earnestly; solicit,” but also “to resort to,” as when one acts under pressure, in the face of some exigency. 7 Schor’s practice is “something on the order of female fetishism, a sort of critical perversion” (my emphases), and these indeterminacies solicit further questions. Both the bad object and the detail require Schor to theorize the reader and to concede that her own interpretations face uncertain prospects. The “risky business” is revealed in her book’s subtitle: Essays Popular and Unpopular. To read at an “angle” is to flout convention: the result may be unpopular.

The bad girl here is not only the feminist defying masculinist convention, but also the psychoanalytic critic who contradicts Freud and the Freudian feminist who embraces fetishism, the trope of male revulsion at woman’s “castration.” Schor frequently worries the tensions within her critical stance. In “Female Fetishism: The Case of George Sand,” for example, she acknowledges “a certain unease resulting from the continued use of the term fetishism, with its constellation of misogynistic connotations.” This is “an instance of ‘paleonymy,’ the use of an old word for a new concept. To forge a new word adequate to the notion of female fetishism, what we need now is what Barthes called a ‘logothete,’ an inventor of a new language” (Bad Objects 99–100). But the uneasy female fetishist lingers, and we note that the bad object’s “taboo” is less tentatively delineated: a “brand,” a stigmata, not perhaps indelible, but a deep mark. A new language might erase the historical impasse of the “old word” and thus neutralize the very risk Schor claims, the risk of bad objects like the detail. But the nature of this claim is itself unsettled: how is it that Schor is “drawn” to bad objects and able to choose them “deliberately”? In sketching her archaeological method at the outset of Reading in Detail, she debunks the “totalizing, exhaustive history more congenial to male episte-mological models” and writes: “the pivotal texts I have chosen to examine … imposed themselves on me with something like the force of necessity” (5, my emphases). How is this paradoxical agency bound to the bad object and to Schor’s concept of the detail? And what is “female fetishism”?

  II. A defense of the detail and an illustration of its lures8

To put the last first: fetishism is a resource for feminism only once Schor dispenses with a certain resistance. “It is an article of faith with Freud and Freudians that fetishism is the male perversion par excellence. The traditional psychoanalytic literature on the subject states over and over again that there are no female fetishists: female fetishism is, in the rhetoric of psychoanalysis, an oxymoron” (Bad Objects 95, my emphasis). Freud theorizes fetishism as the result of the little boy’s refusal to accept the “fact” of the woman’s castration, making it hard to imagine how a feminist might adopt it, much less its implicit “male horror of female genitalia” (Bad Objects 96). He leaves little room for maneuver: “to put it more plainly: the fetish is a substitute for the woman’s (mother’s) penis the little boy once believed in and—for reasons familiar to us—does not want to give up” (Freud 152–53).9 If the fear of castration is the little boy’s alone, it is mere tautology to define the perversion that neutralizes his terror as male.

Sarah Kofman helps Schor past this obstacle, arguing that fetishism does not settle the question of woman’s castration, but holds it in suspense: “the fetish leaves room for doubt as to the woman’s castration or noncastration and thus to the potential castration of the man. The fetish in fact results from a real compromise and from a split between denial and affirmation of castration: the fetishist, like the child, at once maintains and abandons the belief that the woman (the mother) has a phallus.”10 This compromise, a double reading that maintains and abandons belief, figures the position of the feminist drawn to bad objects such as the detail. Schor adapts Kofman’s model in part because this paradigm of undecidability confounds sexual difference: “By appropriating the fetishist’s oscillation between denial and recognition of castration, women can effectively counter any move to reduce their bisexuality to a single one of its poles … female fetishism is not so much, if at all, a perversion as it is a strategy to turn the so-called ‘riddle of femininity’ to women’s account” (Bad Objects 98).11 The strategic form of fetishism is also useful for another reason: it enables a simultaneous recognition and disavowal of its object. This double reading permits contraries (an “oxymoronic” female fetishism, for example) to coexist without paralyzing interpretation: a bad object may secretly be a good object, the detail can be defended even as we succumb to its “lure.”

In fact, Schor is drawn to fetishism by a detail: reading George Sand, she uncovers a textual fetishism that calls out for analysis.12 But she makes literature a resource for theory: the literary detail opens on to theoretical insight and is turned to general use. This habit of reading leads her to argue, for example, that “realism is as much a discourse on the detail as a discourse of the detail” (Reading 142) and to adopt the metacritical mimesis she practices in Reading in Detail, which is “both a defense of the detail and an illustration of its lures.” Schor’s readings of theoretical works such as Reynolds’ Discourses on Art or Hegel’s Aesthetics are “close readings of details of texts on the detail” (6) and give careful attention to their “literariness,” to use an old word that may be new again. But contemporary feminist cultural studies may deem the fetish problematic (a bad object) even as a trope for reading. In our profoundly historicist moment, the fetish appears a dubious figure precisely because it seems liable to sink into mere subjectivity, an idiosyncratic discourse without broader purchase: personal criticism in a particularly perverse mode, the mode of the detail.13 Schor responds that no fetish is simply one’s own: what may seem “an idiopathic fluke” (Bad Objects 107) finds significance in a text that exceeds the individual. Thus, the personal is always already the political, the detail’s particularity a framing of the general. Reading discloses this frame and the degree to which the individual, idiosyncratic detail always also has its public face.


A sweeping generalization: all literary methodologies, all critical theories and histories of critical theory serve to validate idiosyncratic relationships to the text. Unless the poetician or hermeneut be mad, however, the laws she abstracts from her personal storehouse of myths and the interpretations she translates from the hieroglyphs of her unconscious will encounter in other readers recognition and response (Reading 6–7 ).



The subject is produced as an effect of language, of old words. The particular is coupled with the universal, or, to avoid engaging here the entire complex question of the universal, to which Schor returned in her later work,14 perhaps we can say the detail is always legible in another frame, beyond any confining context, available for (and essential to) the general rhetoric of representation and “sweeping generalization.” The answer to the question: “can there be representation without particularization?” (which Schor puts to Hegel, Reading 27) is an unqualified no. The focus on the detail, the particular, does not cut us off from historical realities or representativeness, but engages them in their fine and often contradictory grain. This particular is not generalized as universal law (castration) or essence (woman), but as a reading, a rhetoric without guarantees.

Schor’s defense of the detail, the female fetish and other bad objects thus engenders an emphasis on other readers. Her uneasiness with the old word fetish, for example, leads her to invoke her potential audience. She discovers that “fetishism can be said to pervade the critical debate” among literary feminists, many of whom “refus[e] to opt for either of the exemplary positions” offered up to them as oppositions; they prefer a “double-voiced discourse,” “palimpsests” and critical “oscillation” (Bad Objects 98).15 Citing Elizabeth Berg, Schor observes that female fetishism provides “political benefits” for feminism by “reconciling” impulses that had been “in apparently irremediable contradiction: the claim for equal rights and the claim for the acknowledgement of sexual difference” (Bad Objects 98). The appeal of double reading for Schor has to do with this difference within feminism. Ann Snitow captures the stubborn structure of the impasse: “feminism is inevitably a mixed form, requiring in its very nature such inconsistencies … a common divide keeps forming in both feminist thought and action between the need to build the identity ‘woman’ and give it solid political meaning and the need to tear down the very category ‘woman’ and dismantle its all-too-solid history” (Snitow 9). It is not surprising, then, that female fetishism, in Schor’s most abstract and expansive terms, is “a refusal firmly to anchor woman—but also man—on either side of the axis of castration” (Bad Objects 98–9).16 Asserting an undecidable relation to the phallus, double reading puts sexual identity, sexual difference and object choice, permanently in play. Femininity—but also masculinity—are feminism’s “bad objects,” instantiations of a persistent contradiction within, a critical impasse yet to be displaced, whether by pluralizing the feminine, by meticulous historical localizations or by feminist archaeologies like Reading in Detail (Kelly, Riley, Scott).

Schor’s appeal to her audience recalls us to her (male or female) reader’s question: “aren’t bad objects secretly good objects”? Her response is historical and formal. From the perspective of time passing, the secret good of the bad object lies in the future. It does not preexist, but is produced by the work of reading, and only readers (with skeptical questions) can revalue bad objects in a new consensus. The interrogation of consensus is essential to reading the bad object, as Reading in Detail demonstrates. The branding of the bad object—as taboo, marginal, partial, particular, prosaic, in other words, as a species of detail—demands that we read it as a symptom, a compromise, a displacement, a supplement, indeed, as a fetish. Interrogating the terms by which it has been marked makes those terms and their presuppositions visible and disconcerts any effort to naturalize them as that which goes without saying. We read both the bad object and the problematics that produce it. Thus, in Reading in Detail, Schor unearths the histories of the aesthetic discourses that systematically abjected the detail as a debased particular of Western idealism and those of the counter-discourses that redeemed the detail and its aesthetic and epistemological power. When she reveals the blindness to sexual difference in both, she discloses not the gender of the detail but its gendering.

Schor’s readers figure the bad object’s historical instability.17 Her own project to affirm the detail’s “claims to aesthetic dignity and epistemological prestige” testifies to the unfinished character of the twentieth century valorization of the detail. Despite its new respectability, the detail remains a bad object. When one discloses the invidious logic that brands the bad object—for example, by revealing that the detail is suspect in neo-classical aesthetics because ornament is aligned with a decadence that is designated feminine or effeminate—one exposes the misogyny of that account and rehabilitates the object: the detail is no longer suspect because affiliated with femininity. But this doesn’t transform the bad object willy nilly into a good one; as Althusser repeatedly stressed, one does not break with ideology once, but again and again. The bad object also has an affinity for the terms that mark it: its critical force as a symptomatic detail derives from those powers. The bad object and its good are not opposed, but coupled, inextricably entwined both because things change and because they are imbricated at every moment as we read them in the present. The bad object is impure.

Hence the unsettled relation of the critic to her objects, the paradoxical agency that enables Schor to write that the texts she chooses to examine in Reading in Detail “imposed themselves with something like the force of necessity.” Schor reports that she is drawn to bad objects and then observes: “to deliberately make an object choice branded as bad is risky business … ” (my emphasis). This ambiguous formulation implies that Schor chooses, but the infinitive (emphatically split) distances her from the action.18 The scenario has an undertone of seduction, citing an appeal that is not a choice or conscious decision, and an overtone of control or strategy, even freedom. To be drawn is to be provoked, attracted. To deliberately choose is in some respect to resist mere attraction, to seek to unmask or even master it. The deliberate “is marked by careful consideration: a deliberate decision.” My dictionary proposes “voluntary” as a synonym and stresses taking one’s time: “unhurried in action, movement, or manner, as if trying to avoid error,” “at a deliberate pace.” Schor is drawn, and she chooses, deliberately offering a “guilty reading” that acknowledges its guilt.19 The appeal of the bad objects that attract her critical eye is in part something that cannot be fully known in advance or perfectly mastered. Schor thus enacts the mode of critical consciousness Jennifer Fleissner champions in “Is Feminism a Historicism?” (2002). Fleissner posits feminism as a mode of reading not reducible to historicism and marked by an awareness of “internal difference in which one’s self-knowledge and lack of knowledge operate in irreducible tandem” (54). She argues that this “self-differing temporality” (58) faces its living relationship with the literary texts of the past rather than treating them as “fossils,” “exhibits,” or “embalmed evidence” to be classified and fixed in “a predetermined temporal and spatial grid” (47–48). The latter are the practices of a methodological historicism that is primarily concerned not to risk contamination by the ideological flaws of its critical objects (bad objects in the ordinary sense of the words). This “self-purifying” criticism stockpiles historical data, but only in order to distance literary texts, to situate them firmly in a past that we have mastered and fully know (48–50). Details of a certain kind proliferate here, but there is no trace of reading in detail or its risks.

Schor’s reading practice eschews this rite of clean hands: she honors her relation to the detail in every register (the personal, the professional, the intellectual, the aesthetic)20 and then interrogates her own intimacy with her material, her “critical transference.”21 This transference can be interpreted, but not simply disavowed. Schor both knows and doesn’t know why bad objects appeal. “Female fetishism” figures this doubleness, in which critical continuity with the textual object—Schor’s embrace of the “risk of the detail”—coexists with a critical analysis of that continuity, but where the latter cannot merely cancel out the former. This duplicity, Schor insists, is the only way to take the full pressure of the ongoing work of the detail, its persistent impact on our own aesthetic and political practices. Bad objects are from this perspective the most challenging texts, and Reading in Detail overflows with bad objects: Schor privileges the aesthetic at a moment when literary studies derided it as hopelessly idealist; she promotes the notion of the gendered concept in a discipline—philosophical aesthetics—where feminist interventions were confined to championing women artists; and she proposes femininity as a literary category of difference, not identity, as feminist literary studies was pursuing gynocritique and the woman writer. Furthermore, in Reading in Detail, the detail itself is a mobile figure; sublimated and desublimated, contingent and dispersed, sacralized, desacralized and “useless,” the detail names a mode of risky textual work across a broad range of discourses. Schor reinvests the detail with the power of the bad object by insisting on its philosophically unwieldy history, by aligning its new legitimacy with “the breakdown of sexual difference” and thus with feminism, and by insisting that it is simultaneously a “bearer of truth” and a “lure,” a pleasure and a danger. She reads in detail and proposes an aesthetic of these bad objects.

Barbara Johnson argues that literature matters to “feminism because literature can best be understood as the place where impasses can be kept and opened for examination, where questions can be guarded and not forced into a premature validation of the available paradigms. Literature, that is, is not to be understood as a predetermined set of works but as a mode of cultural work, the work of giving-to-read those impossible contradictions that cannot yet be spoken” (Feminist 13). Schor’s detail performs this work of “giving-to-read.” We generally shun risk to avoid error, slow down to minimize danger; Schor argues that we avoid error by taking risks and promotes reading that relishes the risk its objects present. She courts danger because the bad object is the fulcrum of intellectual and political transformation. Insofar as Reading in Detail runs the risk of the detail by reading details in detail, the detail is both the enabling condition and the product of Schor’s reading, a paradox like Foucault’s concept of discontinuity: the detail is “both an instrument and an object of research … it divides up the field of which it is an effect” (Rooney 18). It is a matter, as Schor argues, of carefully distinguishing “detail and detail” (27) in a constantly shifting field, that is, it is an interminable project, at least so long as gender, reading, and the detail are entangled.

This recognition of the incessantly shifting field grounds Johnson’s observation that academic literary criticism must “risk a certain ‘badness’” to acknowledge the necessary incompleteness of literary interpretation as such. The inevitability of another reading, the impossibility of absolute closure, registers the uncertain future, but also the structural contradiction of the bad object. This is not to say that reading makes no difference. The intellectual bad girl runs risks, but Reading in Detail celebrates her paradoxical agency and promise. If “the breakdown of sexual difference” that contributed to the “hegemony” of the detail has “broad sociopolitical ramifications,” as Schor argues, we may yet “dream a universe where the categories of general and particular, mass and detail, and masculine and feminine would no longer order our thinking and our seeing” (4); we may slip the hobble of the sexual binary. But the path to this future passes through the precincts of the old words, fetish, detail, feminine (and masculine), and we must assume their burden: reading in detail, reading the bad object. Hence the optimism and fatalism of the last lines of Schor’s introduction, a parable of the bad object, marked by recognition and its disavowal: “To read in detail is, however tacitly, to invest the detail with a truth-bearing function, and yet, as Reading in Detail repeatedly shows, the truth value of the detail is anything but assured. As the guarantor of meaning, the detail is for that reason constantly threatened by falsification and misprision. Reading in Detail is thus both a defense of the detail and an illustration of its lures” (7). What does this temptation mean for us now?

  III. Where is the now?22

A literary work has a historical context, as we call it, but no more nor less than any document or artifact produced in the past; but the work, if it is still read and studied when this “context” will have subsided into archival compost, has a relation as well to a future, by which it remains always to some extent incomprehensible by any given present. This is the dimension of the work’s historicality, which is therefore not to be simply confused or conflated with historical “context.”


Peggy Kamuf, The Division of Literature

Reading in Detail is both a history and an exemplary instance of the detail transvalued. Schor’s brilliant instantiation of the detail as a mode of reading, rather than a catalogue or hoard of details, articulates the historical and the aesthetic in a powerful form that Peter Galison recently dubbed “specific theory.” Galison defines specific theory as “finite” (rather than universalizing, infinite or sublime); it refuses either “to lodge itself in an Archimedean point outside the world” (in the manner of neoclassical aesthetics) or to “collaps[e] into ethnographic news releases for a particular subdomain of culture” (as historically detailed reportage might). Rather, “specific theory is lodged in an expanded present, a present in which it is simultaneously possible to ask philosophical questions that open up empirical work and to pose critical historical questions about the categories deployed by our philosophy” (Galison 382–83). Reading in detail is specific theory.

Of course, the work of the detail has shifted since the original publication of Schor’s book, and giving an account of the “expanded present,” the contemporary, cannot be taken for granted. In “Where Is the Now?” Dipesh Chakrabarty points to two common threads in the discourse of those who try: “the tendency to understand the present as a guide to the future—a historicizing endeavor—and the concern about being political … Criticism must reflect its own time. It has to both interpret and speak to the world. That is the condition for effective critique. Critique has to figure out the now” (458). He is troubled by our insensibility to the difficulty of these tasks, “our readiness to assume that both the now and the political are easily divined. It is as if all that Critical Inquiry needs to do is to find forms of practice adequate to our divinations of the present and the political” (460). Chakrabarty points out that our paradigms make certain objects unthinkable and that those at present unthinkable objects may imply a “political domain [that] does not correspond to any preconceived ideas of the political.” He urges us to “configure a now so plural as not to be exhausted by any single definition” (462).23 The now is elusive; rather than a transparent reality that we lack the will to confront, the now is a text: dense, opaque and laden with a yet-to-be-known historicality.

This is not to advocate surrender in the face of a present too complex or opaque to decipher. But can we characterize the now without reinscribing the facile obviousness Chakrabarty warns against? Where is the now of academic feminism, especially in its literary forms? What is the relationship between historicism and what Kamuf calls “historicality,” between the historicizing endeavor and literature? Has the recent reemergence of the aesthetic and a new formalism reconfigured these competing concepts? 24 These questions press us to interrogate the unspoken categories that police our critical objects, aesthetic models, and images of history. Does reading in detail address scholars grappling with these issues? What kind of critical object is Reading in Detail today?

Schor constantly questions the contours of the now. She suspects the too uniform consensus, the too obviously correct political line. Given the opportunity to join in a hegemonic project—the celebration of the detail—she uncovers the political question that has been systematically obscured (the “breakdown of sexual difference”) and pluralizes our understanding of what is at stake. She is often in dissent. Schor thought “the rise of cultural studies made … earlier debates seem like quaint relics of a more innocent, neoformalist past” and questioned the turn in criticism by which “the very notion of studying the literary text exclusively has been displaced by the study of all manner of paraliterary materials” (Sand 3). She was not immune to this displacement, however, and concedes that “the emphasis on the constructedness of gender that initially seduced me and eventually drew me into the orbit of cultural studies had in the long run a paralyzing effect on my activities as a feminist literary critic” (Bad Objects xiii). Yet Schor never suggests that one can evade the changing terms of critical debate; indeed, the bad object articulates an oblique relation to a consensus that must be addressed. She does argue that we can approach the plurality of the now through bad objects such as the (feminine) detail, which poses philosophical questions to any practice of reading, even as it submits its theoretical appeal to historical analysis and displacement.

Academic feminists‘ evaluations of the current state of “academic feminism” range from the grim and disillusioned to the expansive and confident (Bronfen and Kavka, Finney, Gubar, Wiegman). Rosi Braidotti cautions that we “cannot even attempt generalizations about the state of feminist theory in the West, let alone the rest of the globe” (381), which leaves us to speak of particulars and the politics of locations. Schor once mused that feminism was “a victim of its own success,” threatened by the “perils of particularism and the dangers of separatism” and the displacement of “the struggle for female emancipation” (Bad Objects xiv); her comments encapsulate a malaise that has grown more common in recent years. The detail is paradoxically central to this view: generalizing the particular (of a white, middle class, heterosexual femininity) as a false universal was U.S. feminism’s most far-reaching mistake; now, some feminists argue that the particular is immobilizing, as though solidarity itself had been overwhelmed by details. The role played in this scenario by the dominant historicist paradigm is obvious; methodological historicism underwrites a logic of accumulation in which historical details pile up and seem to speak for and of themselves alone, testimony to the differences history inexorably makes. In the light of the naturalization of these differences as given and substantive, any unified feminist project may seem impossible.

Yet plurality is just as frequently seen as a strength, a sign of broad consensus and the integration of feminist thought into the disciplines: “If we don’t encounter the word feminism as much as we used to … this is not because the ideology has vanished but rather because it has proliferated and been assimilated by other theoretical approaches” (Finney 114). In this view, which I share, the proliferation of feminist particularities complicates generalization, especially generalizations about “women,” but the lively conflicts and debates among feminists are feminism, not its attenuation, displacement or collapse. This location—where doubts about the “feminine particular” (97) meet literary historicism—is a site for the articulation of the problematic of reading in detail. The place of feminist criticism now is undoubtedly quite different from its situation in 1987, not least insofar as an argument about its viability can rage in the context of its pervasive institutionalization. If feminist literary criticism has moved on historically, how does Reading in Detail intervene in this putatively “post-feminist” moment?25

Historicisms of various stripes have been a productive force in literary studies for more than twenty years, and the contributions of their practitioners, including their feminist practitioners, are beyond doubt. But Fleissner’s acute analysis of the way in which a certain historicism enacts its politics by means of the distance it takes from the literary text exposes the limits of contextualizing as reading. The alternative she proposes risks engaging with a text that we do not fully control, and that engagement has repercussions not just for our image of a past context constructed by historicism, but for the present and the future; in other words, it pursues the “historicality” of the text, in Kamuf’s sense of a relation “to a future, by which it remains always to some extent incomprehensible by any given present.” The question is how literary criticism might “do history” in a form that is particular to its own disciplinary objects, objects that Kamuf goes on to suggest may actually lack “the stability required of an object of knowledge” (164) in most fields.

Reading in Detail suggests that the way in which we read the detail can initiate a mutation in our relation to historical analysis and the literary, and so also to the future. The historical detail is generally a quantitative matter, a question of details. Historical details add up, they accumulate significance. In this respect, the meaning of the historical detail differs fundamentally from the meaning of the detail as a formal quality and “privileged point of contact between reader and text” (Reading 96). Literary studies and feminism both repeatedly confront the question of how to read the “particular,” whether as the aesthetic detail or the feminine. (The detail is to any theory of reading as femininity is to any feminism: a bad object that must be read.) Both fields are currently contending with the consequences of a historicism that has generated rich interpretative contexts in the form of a multitude of details (about paraliterary materials, about women and men), but has neglected the problem of reading in detail.

The detail is the bad object par excellence. Inevitably (by definition) partial, it signals a (problematic) relation to a whole, a relation that must be thought, defined, specified, whether by sublimating the detail and positing its absorption in an aesthetic unity, or by celebrating its capacity to “subvert an internal hierarchic ordering of the work of art” or through a metaphorical displacement that “detotalizes” the detail (Reading 20, 72, 146). This specific theory of the relation of the detail to the non-detail denaturalizes reading itself; it draws our attention to the productivity of reading, to the active process by which details are singled out and read into significance. In this sense, the detail must remain, “in a pejorative sense, a ‘detail’” (Reading 145), the name of a critical relationship that cannot be taken for granted or naturalized. This relation is qualitative, an aesthetic or epistemological question that cannot be settled by amassing details from the archive. Reading in detail reasserts the centrality of reading and thus of form to literary studies, demanding that the reader think the relation of the detail to the non-detail. In this sense, any insistence on reading the detail—as the particular, the ornamental, the marginal, the feminine, the contingent, the useless—undermines traditional hermeneutics. If the individual detail is an epistemological and aesthetic question addressed to the interpretative consensus, the detail as a concept is a question we put to reading as such: what is it to read? Insofar as literary historicisms embody the most traditional hermeneutics, reading as paraphrase or as explanatory contextualization, reading in detail represents a radical departure. Reading in detail requires that we situate what is indisputably formal in a relation that can never simply transcend historical circumstances, our texts‘ or our own. The detail that draws the reader, that “pierces” her but “may or may not pierce other readers” (96), calls upon her to rethink the relation between history and form, between what is given and what is read, and allows us to see “ourselves as not beyond the past, but as standing in some literal way still within it” (Fleissner 58), drawn toward and yet choosing to unravel “the lure of the detail.” In this respect, the detail is both the most formal and the most historical feature of the text: ornamental and contingent, the subverter of form and of convention, the trace of history’s hurried passage and a radical displacement whose historical (that is to say, future) consequences cannot be known in advance.

Schor’s introduction lays out the plan of her book with clarity and economy and in detail, and I will defer to its canny account of its trajectory. She argues that we fail to grasp the detail’s history if we are blind to the gender politics that still shadow reading in detail. These politics are situational: the detail is not essentially feminine, but insistently feminized. And so, while “Gender: In the Academy” is the title ofChapter 1, which opens with the famous question: “Is the detail feminine?” (11), gender is a mobile category at work in every chapter. The details of any particular inscription of gender are the unavoidable stuff of reading, and so gender is a restless and “detotalized” figure that resembles the detail, expressing Schor’s resistance to idealization and her commitment to an archaeology that is “by definition fragmentary” (4). When she returns to the question “Is the detail feminine?” her answer has the paradoxical structure she outlines in her account of reading the bad object:


…given Western culture’s longstanding association of the order of the small, the finely wrought, and the heimlich with the feminine sphere, the need to affirm the power and the positivity of the feminine particular cannot for a moment be denied. Whether or not the “feminine” is a male construct, a product of a phallocentric culture destined to disappear, in the present order of things we cannot afford not to press its claims even as we dismantle the conceptual systems which support it. (97)



To press the claims of the detail as we dismantle its enabling conditions is double reading. Reading in detail will remain a feminist herme-neutic only so long as the detail is marked as feminine, not because of any evidence (there is none) that women artists or readers and the detail are in fact essentially associated. Reading in Detail will risk the category of the feminine as such—risk employing it and risk discrediting it—so long as the conceptual systems of phallocentric culture persist, so long as they are not merely objects of our inquiry, artifacts of a history that is definitively past, but something we stand in some literal way within.

The mobility of the feminine and of the detail in Reading in Detail is matched by the astonishing range of materials, traditions and fields Schor moves among, from philosophy, literary theory, and contemporary sculpture, to feminism, painting, psychoanalysis, and the novel. Schor proposes a return to form, but without nostalgia for canons or even literature as such. As Johnson might put it, the detail at work is a “giving-to-read” of still open questions, not a predetermined set of works. These detailed readings are not each assigned an appropriate place in a sublime unity; rather, reading in detail exposes this idealist aesthetic fantasy as misogynist and as covertly attached to the detail it belittles—the old fetishism. Schor’s details are not “sublimated.” They are multiplied and made fruitful in order to enable us to think and rethink the detail. Finally, the aesthetics of bad objects is a critical aesthetics, one Schor associates with “the pleasure of the after-effect, the infantile pleasure that comes from taking the doll apart and seeing how it is made, in other words, the pleasure of the critic” (Reading 140). It may be, as she remarks of her ambivalent enjoyment of Sand’s idealism, an acquired taste, one that is aligned with the concept, cognitive more than affective. This critical pleasure responds not only to what is “readable or reread-able,” but to what is “theorizable” or “good to think” (Sand 216). This restless, mobile, critical pleasure in theorizing has the virtue of always looking to the horizon, of double vision, and an appetite for the possibility, now and in the future, of “representing what had previously belonged to the order of the unrepresentable” (Reading 147).
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