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For over half a century, literary critics have approached texts like detectives: magnifying glass in hand, convinced that the work conceals a secret, the critic advancing with a sneer. Paul Ricœur coined the term "hermeneutics of suspicion" in his work, De l’interprétation: Essai sur Sigmund Freud (1965), while Rita Felski expanded it in her 2015 publication The Limits of Critique. This mode of reading is militant in orientation: its goal is to reveal hidden truths and expose unflattering meanings that others fail to see. Critics conducting this style of critique manifest tireless vigilance and fear of being deceived or taken in. Nevertheless, Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, in her foundational essay entitled "Paranoid Reading and Reparative Reading, or, You're So Paranoid, You Probably Think This Essay Is About You" (2003), argued that this paranoid reading has become an obligatory and stultifying protocol that often fails to surprise us or provide tools for reparation.

This book proceeds from the recognition that critique is not an absence of mood but a specific critical mood: guarded, aggressive, and distanced. To retire, the detective is to move toward what Felski calls postcritical reading. This new form of reading declines to subject a text to interrogation and instead reflects on what it unfurls, calls forth, and makes possible.

Postcritique can be understood as the outcome of cumulative exhaustion in the school of suspicion that dominated twentieth-century thought, with Marxism exposing ideology, psychoanalysis revealing repression, and deconstruction undoing metaphysical binaries. Each approach, while generative, operates through what Ricœur identifies as a fundamental structure. In each case, there is the same underlying assumption that consciousness lies, appearance masks reality, and the critic's task is to penetrate the veil. These hermeneutics of demystification, as Felski notes, treat text as a symptom of something else, whether social contradictions, psychic conflicts, or linguistic aporias. Thus, the focus is diverted rather than engaging with what the text actually presents.

This has proven to be a costly approach. According to Sedgwick, several problems are associated with paranoid reading. First, paranoid readings are anticipatory in nature because they always know what they will find. Second, they foreclose the alternative affective responses. The third issue is that if one reads everything as potentially dangerous, such as concealing violence beneath its surface, one is unable to have any sense of discovery; instead of being an act of discovery, reading becomes merely a repetitive exercise of exposure. Finally, Sedgwick states that the paranoid position is contagious and, as such, has become the default mode of engagement within the community of critical readers, making any dissent appear naive or complicit.

Instead of returning to naive appreciation, one can also employ critical generosity when reading. While doing so, the reader maintains analytical rigour while remaining open to the text's transformative potential. According to Felski, the term for this type of engagement is "recognition" (that is, the acknowledgement that texts are not merely objects of study but co-producers of meaning that actively shape our understanding). Recognition, in this sense, is not uncritical affirmation, but a willingness to be affected to allow the text to work upon us rather than only working upon it.

In her 2009 essay "After Suspicion," Felski defines reflective reading as an alternative approach through which we harness the intellectual and theoretical curiosity associated with critique to develop more compelling and comprehensive accounts of why texts matter to us. It assumes that literature's relation to worldly knowledge is not only suspicious, subversive, or adversarial. It does not have to always exist within the contexts of doubt, disruption, and contradiction; it can also amplify and replenish our sense of how things are. Most crucially, it attends to the depth, intensity, and power of our attachments and does not see scholarly reading as requiring a shedding of such attachments.

The term "postcritical" indicates a change in affective register when reading text, moving from suspicion to a more receptive and generous response to the author or the text. Reading suspiciously is about using an emotional response that is based on negative effects: suspicion itself, certainly, but also aggression, contempt, and the pleasure of superiority. The critic positions herself as more knowledgeable than the text, its author, and its other readers. The act of producing a critical response creates a closed circuit confirming the critic's identity through repeated demonstrations of her critical acumen.

In contrast to the critical reading of texts, which engages with them negatively, postcritical reading cultivates what we might call receptive affects: curiosity, wonder, attachment, and even love. These are not opposed to critique but represent different modes of critical engagement.

Sedgwick argues that reparative reading seeks to assemble and confer plenitude on an object that will then have resources to offer, resources for survival, pleasure, and transformation. This is not an overly optimistic viewpoint but a strategic choice to emphasise what a text makes possible rather than only what it forecloses.

While the paranoid reading has a retrospective orientation because it looks backward to uncover what the text has concealed, the reparative reading is oriented toward the future by looking forward to what the text might enable. Therefore, moving from the question, “What does this text hide?” to the question, “What does this text make possible?” opens up new avenues for literary study that are no less rigorous but differently oriented toward potentiality rather than pathology, creativity rather than critique.

The dating of this preface to 2026 is deliberately prospective, imagining a critical landscape that has fully absorbed and moved beyond the postcritical debates of the 2010s. It functions as a heuristic device — an invitation to ask what literary studies might become if these methodological shifts are taken seriously — rather than a literal prediction.
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The term "surface reading" has become increasingly prevalent. It grew as a reaction to the symptomatic reading popularised in Fredric Jameson's The Political Unconscious (1981), which assumes that the truest meaning of texts lies in what it represses. Stephen Best and Sharon Marcus define surface in their foundational essay "Surface Reading: An Introduction" (2009) as that which is evident, perceptible, apprehensible, what insists on being looked at rather than seen through. In this view, depth is not hidden beneath the text but is continuous with surface, an effect of immanence.

To understand the exhaustion of depth, one must first understand its seductions. Since Plato's cave, Western thought has aligned truth with depth and appearance with concealment — a spatial metaphor that structures the relationship between surface and reality. The nineteenth century intensified this association through three new disciplines: depth psychology, historical materialism, and genetic criticism.

Marx directed attention beneath the surface of commodity exchange to exploitative labour relations. Freud directed it beneath conscious speech to repressed desires. Nietzsche goes beyond moral claims to the will to power.

Jameson's The Political Unconscious is one of the most consequential texts regarding this hermeneutics of depth in literary scholarship. In its most cited line, "Always historicize," Jameson assumes that the manifest content of a text is always a displacement of its true political content, which must be recovered through allegorical interpretation. Thus, the critic plays the role of an archaeologist who digs through layers of ideological distortion to reach the buried treasure of historical truth concealed
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