2. Cultural Analysis as Reading for the
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Abstract: In this chapter, I present cultural analysis as a reading for the
object: a reading that looks for and establishes some thing existing in
culture as the object of analysis, and a reading in support of or on the
side of the object, taking care that it, in its thingness that makes it more
than the object of this analysis, is given the last word and not stifled by
concepts and theories being thrown at it. This reading for the object is seen
as involving a practice of close reading distinct from, on the one hand,
surface or descriptive reading and, on the other, overreading.
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The Triangle of Cultural Analysis

Many years of teaching and doing cultural analysis have underlined for
me the perspicacity of Jonathan Culler’s diagnosis of cultural analysis as
“that mode of analysis and presentation that is compelled to attempt to
analyze itself, its own concepts and standpoint,” making it “the site of the
anxiety-ridden subject” (“What Is Cultural Studies?” 346). Anxiety may seem
too strong and too ugly a feeling to attach to the proclivity to reflect on
what cultural analysis is and should do, but I find it apt because of anxiety’s
association, in everyday language, with both a certain unease, preventing
the cultural analyst from feeling completely in control, and an eagerness
to proceed, to get on with it, where the “it,” in the case of cultural analysis,
always remains, to some degree, in question. This does not make cultural
analysis a black box or anything and everything; while subject to constant
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reflexivity, it has a certain shape on which most cultural analysts, as this
volume shows, at least roughly agree.

In my teaching, I have often illustrated the practice of cultural analysis
by drawing a triangle, with object, concept, and analyst (or multiples of
these) forming the three corners. This picks up on Mieke Bal’s reference, in
Travelling Concepts in the Humanities, to “the triangular relationship between
analyst, concept, and object” (18). The lines of the triangle connecting the
corners are taken as indicating bidirectional relations between object and
concept, concept and analyst, and object and analyst: the encounter between
object and concept should do something to both, just as concept and analyst,
and object and analyst should mutually affect each other. If object, concept,
and analyst end up exactly as they were, unchanged, no cultural analysis
has taken place. Conceiving cultural analysis as a triangle, however, also
implies a hierarchy between the corners as a result of this shape, at least
when upright, having a top. Rather than proposing a tilting of the triangle
to negate the primacy of the apex, I maintain that the triangle should stay
upright and its top associated with the object as the leading component of
cultural analysis.

For Culler, cultural analysis is given definition by the “particular sort
of theoretical engagement” it entails, which he sees taking the form of its
persistent anxiety-inducing self-analysis (“What Is Cultural Studies?” 345).
Cultural studies, in contrast, is associated with theory as such: Culler deems
it to be “the general name for the activities of which what we call ‘theory’
for short is the theory” (340). I am not sure this distinction holds: much
work in cultural studies is strongly self-reflexive (and so, by now, is much
work in other disciplines that, in the late 1990s, perhaps lagged behind in
this respect). Conversely, there is some cultural analysis for which Culler’s
remark that cultural studies, notably in the US, often involves an “argument
about theoretical discourses or approaches ... carried out not in relation to
particular sorts of cultural practices but as an abstract evaluation which
often appeals to general theoretical and especially political consequences”
(341) rings true. This type of abstract, generalizing evaluation tends to result
from placing the concept in the top corner of the triangle and considering its
relation to the other two corners as (predominantly) unidirectional. Working
from the concept to the object and the positionality of the analyst without
reversing this movement, or even forgetting the object and positionality of
the analyst altogether after a cursory mention at the start of the analysis, is
what, to my mind, makes for bad cultural analysis. Although engaging with
a concept or, even better, multiple concepts is often, especially by students
of cultural analysis, considered a more difficult, serious, and accomplished
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pursuit than analyzing objects, cultural analysis, as its name indicates,
is primarily a practice of analyzing that involves but is not reducible to
conceptualizing or theorizing.

At the same time, cultural analysis is never merely about presenting
an(other) interpretation of a particular object, no matter how illuminat-
ing; the analysis has to make a point with relevance beyond the object by
contributing to the development of concepts or theories." This is how a
cultural analysis can draw me in even when I have no preexisting knowledge
of or interest in its object. Of course, a strong cultural analysis will inspire
curiosity about the object as it lays out how this object shapes—as more
than an example—the point made. If exactly the same point could have
been made without looking at an object (by conceptualizing or theorizing
without analyzing), or by referring to a different object as an equally apt
example, making the object interchangeable, the object corner of the triangle
of cultural analysis is rendered nonfunctional.?

In arguing that the object corner must not just be functional, but must
be the triangle’s apex, I again follow Bal, who argues that the object, besides
being the departure point of any cultural analysis, should, before its conclu-
sion, be allowed to speak back to both the cultural analyst (their expertise,
expectations, and assumptions) and the concept(s) the object has been put
in conversation with. In other words, the object must be given “the last
word” (Bal, Travelling Concepts g). Although this seems to suggest that the
object speaks for itself, Bal makes clear that, rather than speaking up out of
nowhere, it responds, implying its previous address by the analyst: “a text
does not speak for itself. We surround it, or frame it, before we let it speak
at all” (8). In this chapter, I present this surrounding or framing activity
as an ongoing twofold reading for the object: a reading that looks for and
establishes something (or, as I will explain later, some thing) as the object
of analysis, in the process also circumscribing it (by determining where
the object begins and ends, which is never self-evident); and a reading in
support of or on the side of the object, taking care that it, in its thingness

1 Lauren Berlant makes a similar point about the case study: “When it doesn’t work to change
the conditions of exemplarity or explanation, something is deemed merely a case study, remanded
to banal particularity. When it does, a personal or collective sensorium shifts” (665).

2 Here, Isee a distinction between the case study and the object of cultural analysis: case
studies—as multiple studies of what is the case or multiple studies together making a case—imply
adegree of interchangeability. This is especially so with the case study understood as “a genre that
organizes singularities into exemplary, intelligible patterns, enmeshing realist claims (x really
is exemplary in this way) with analytic claims (if we make a pattern from x set of singularities
we can derive y conclusions) and makes claims for why it should be thus” (Berlant 670).
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that makes it more than just the object of this analysis, is indeed given the
last word and not stifled by concepts or theories being thrown at it (in an
act of mere application), or by the analyst, whose positionality matters and
should feature (including in them writing as a situated “I"), but should not
lead to the analysis becoming self-centered.

Reading for the Object by Reading Closely

A cultural analyst is always reading around for objects that speak in new
ways to particular questions they have an interest in. Once an object has
been settled on, framed as the to-be-analyzed, it is read for something
specific, usually something it has not been read for before. In “Reading
for Water,” which introduces a special issue on this topic of Interventions:
International Journal of Postcolonial Studies, Isabel Hofmeyr, Sarah Nuttall,
and Charne Lavery explain how climate change—induced water crises in
southern Africaled them to start reading southern African fiction for water,
where the fraught politics of colonial and postcolonial land ownership and
use had, in the past, prompted it to be mainly read for land (304). Reading
for water is conceptualized as “bringing water into the frame” (305), echoing
Bal’s point that cultural analysis is an act of framing—of (re)contextualizing
and setting up (making it do one’s bidding). The texts analyzed in the special
issue were selected because they all somehow speak of water, and, in this
framing, what they have to say about water is amplified, without necessarily
drowning out what else they speak of.

Reading for water does not stop there, however. It also entails courting
currents capable of unsettling the frame by “follow[ing] the sensory, political
and agentive power of water across literary texts” in a trajectory that is not
straight but that “moves laterally, vertically and contrapuntally between
different water-worlds and hydro-imaginaries” (Hofmeyr et al. 303, 304).
There is a sense here of allowing oneself, as the analyst, to be carried away in
multiple, unanticipated directions by water as the literary texts imagine it.
This is when an object can reframe what it is being read for, when it can begin
to speak back in Bal’s sense: when the analyst is willing to let themselves veer
off course by what they are reading for; when they start attending carefully
to the gaps and frictions between what, upon selecting it as their object,
they expected the text to help them theorize or conceptualize, and what the
text actually does once it has been thoroughly (though never exhaustively:
there are always other ways of reading for the same thing and other things
the text could be read for) analyzed.
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Close reading is the mode of analysis most conducive to the convergence
of reading for the object and reading the object for something in a way that
allows the object to speak back. When first espoused by the New Critics
in the mid-twentieth century, close reading was positioned against what
Cleanth Brooks calls the “heresy of paraphrase,” or the idea that it is pos-
sible to “formulate a proposition that will say what the poem ‘says™ (198).3
According to Brooks, “as his [sic] proposition approaches adequacy,” any
reader would find,

not only that it has increased greatly in length, but that it has begun to fill
itself up with reservations and qualifications—and most significant of
all— ... that he has himself begun to fall back upon metaphors of his own
in his attempt to indicate what the poem “says.” In sum, his proposition,
as it approaches adequacy, ceases to be a proposition. (198)

Close reading thus entailed from its beginning a rejection of modes of
criticism assuming that a text’s singular meaning could be straightforwardly
read off the page and summarily relayed. As involving, instead, a “respect for
the stubbornness of texts,” taken to demand a detailed examination of the
multiple, complex meanings and effects yielded by the intertwinement of
their form and content (and, later on, also the context of their composition
and that of their readers), close reading was long considered the “sine qua
non of literary study” (Culler, “Close Reading” 20). The emergence of distant
reading, most notably in the work of Franco Moretti, provided a machine-
assisted supplement to close reading but did not fundamentally challenge
its position as the preeminent form of critique. Recently, however, close
reading, equated to symptomatic reading, has been attacked as sidelining
aesthetic experience and ordinary readers; harboring unrealistic or hubristic
expectations about literary studies as a form of political activism; and
disrespecting the text (Best and Marcus, Felski).

Stephen Best and Sharon Marcus present the most pugnacious and
influential argument against symptomatic reading in their programmatic
introduction to a 2009 special issue of Representations titled “The Way We
Read Now.” There, they define symptomatic reading as

amode of interpretation that assumes that a text’s truest meaning lies in
what it does not say, describes textual surfaces as superfluous, and seeks

3 This paragraph and the two following ones are taken, with minimal changes and additions,
from my “Suspicious Minds: Critique as Symptomatic Reading” (Peeren 102—03).
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to unmask hidden meanings. For symptomatic readers, texts possess
meanings that are veiled, latent, all but absent if it were not for their
irrepressible and recurring symptoms. (Best and Marcus 1)

It is difficult to think of any actual literary scholar who would consider
textual surfaces as “superfluous” or who would seek, as is implied here,
only to unmask hidden meanings—and that includes those identified by
Best and Marcus as symptomatic readers, like Fredric Jameson, Jacques
Derrida, and Louis Althusser. In addition, it is hard to see how pursuing
meanings that, while being “veiled, latent, all but absent,” nevertheless
yield “irrepressible and recurring symptoms” that present themselves to
the reader can be considered critical overreach.

In place of the straw man of symptomatic reading that Best and Marcus
contest, they propose surface reading, also called descriptive or just read-
ing (in the sense of simply or only reading). Focusing on “what is evident,
perceptible, apprehensible in texts” (Best and Marcus g), this mode of
reading, per Ellen Rooney’s sharp takedown, “celebrates obviousness” and
“disavows reading’s own formal activities” (116) in what might be considered
areturn of Brooks’s paraphrastic heresy. Surface reading not only ignores the
difficulty of determining and putting into a proposition what is “evident,
perceptible, apprehensible”—as Rooney points out, this is, in a large part,
“a matter of what one looks for, where one stands, and what one expects to
see or desires” (123)—but also the impossibility of establishing where the
surface of a text begins and ends. Jason M. Baskin has argued from a Marxist
and phenomenological perspective that “depth is not ... a separate space
located ‘behind’ the object’s surface ... [but] what makes surfaces available
to perception in the first place” (7). Without depth, no surface. Moreover,
the linguistic sign itself, as Saussure showed, is composed of a signifier and
an unstable signified, and thus layered in and of itself.

When is the surface of a text left behind? Is it when we read (some of)
the text as metaphorical, allegorical, or allusive; when we take into account
the multiple or changing meanings of certain words; when we pursue the
“irrepressible and recurring symptoms” breaking through to the surface of
the text; or when we consider something that is not in the text as nevertheless
relevant to its interpretation? In addition to appearing to reject a text’s
ability to have multiple meanings, the call for surface reading denies the
ability for certain elements of a text to become more meaningful—by, as
it were, rising to the surface—in a different context, as when water crises
cause readers to suddenly notice particular texts’ explicit and implicit
engagements with water. Surface reading also absolves readers from having
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to take responsibility for their readings as inevitably bringing to the text,
among other things, levels of literacy, cultural backgrounds, and politics
affecting what they will find in it, both on its so-called surface and in its
so-called depths.

Close reading, in contrast, unfolds as a careful and contingent but also
studious and accountable encounter with a literary text or other cultural
object. It is a skillful (which is not the same as masterful) activity that has to
be learned, much like conceptualizing and theorizing. Close reading is geared
toward capturing what Eugenie Brinkema evocatively calls “the wild and
many fecundities of specificity” of a text (Forms of the Affects xv), including
its formal dimensions, which cannot be done through casual perusal. What
close reading does is acknowledge the text as an endlessly recontextualized
and reconfigured site of meaning making that preempts instantaneous,
complete, or definitive understanding; it thus prompts ongoing efforts of
rereading the text—as object—for the same or different things.

Literary critics advocating a turn away from close reading have fallen
notably short in producing surface or descriptive readings that excite or
surprise, and frequently stray from basing their interpretations on what
would be evident to any reader.# Bal, on her part, has consistently champi-
oned close reading—against her sense that, as a practice, it was being lost
(Travelling Concepts 8); a loss that appears even less recuperable today, as
literacy declines and attention spans narrow—by showing what it can do,
across all dimensions and layers of objects across media: in the intimate
account of her engagement, as a narratologist, with Louise Bourgeois’s
Spider in “Narrative Inside Out”; her careful drawing out of the implications
of Theodore Roosevelt's words emblazoned on the walls of the American
Museum of Natural History in “Telling, Showing, Showing Off”; her pointing
out of the physically impossible position of Narcissus’s legs in Caravaggio’s

4 Illustrative is Heather Love’s descriptive reading of Toni Morrison’s Beloved. Love reads the key
scene in which Sethe kills her children to prevent them being re-enslaved as involving multiple
perspectives on this act that ask for different engagements from the reader, from empathy with
the dehumanized to the registration of dehumanization as something that is not undone by
witnessing but requires careful documentation, even if such documentation implies detachment.
The multiple perspectives, however, are signaled through subtle shifts in focalization that are
acknowledged to be “difficult to identify” (Love 385), raising the question of the extent to which
this reading remains at the level of description as opposed to that of (narratological) analysis.
Transplanting the descriptive methods of sociologists like Erving Goffman and Bruno Latour
to the reading of literature comes up against the problem that, in literature, “not aim[ing] to
see beyond the self-descriptions of its subjects” (Love 376) is complicated by the intricacies of
literary form. It could be argued that what allows Love to say something new about Beloved is
not a descriptive reading of the novel, but a close reading of Morrison’s novel for description.
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eponymous painting in Quoting Caravaggio; and her reading of a piece
of graffiti on a Dutch wall in the introduction to The Practice of Cultural
Analysis as emblematic of cultural analysis’s focus on objects as exposed
(framed) and exposing (framing), as made both to speak (being read for
something specific in conjunction with certain theories and concepts)
and speak back (pointing to the blind spots of those theories and concepts,
reorienting them).

If the conceptual or theoretical point of a cultural analysis can be stated,
in full, before the object is close read, this suggests the object serves as
no more than an example and leaves readers wondering why they should
bother to read on. The point made by a cultural analysis should come out
of the analysis, out of the object’s being read for, how it speaks to certain
questions, and to the prevalent concepts and theories thought to address
those same questions. To avoid having the outcome of the analysis be a
foregone conclusion, it works best to start with the object, which, because
no object can be assumed to be familiar to all possible readers of the present
and the future, should be properly set up as an object.

Reading for versus Overreading

It is instructive to closely examine how Bal achieves this setting up of
the object in Of What One Cannot Speak with the series of photographs
documenting Doris Salcedo’s installation Noviembre 6 y 7, commemorating
the 1985 Palace of Justice siege in Bogot4, in which the Colombian military
responded to an occupation by Marxist guerrillas by killing over a hundred
people. Bal begins by circumscribing the object (as comprising the series
of photographs, not the installation itself) and giving a clear indication of
what she will be reading it for: “In these photographs we see shadow, in
different shades of the concept ‘tenebrae.’ When I trace the sequence of
photographs, ... I get a clear sense of the timespace continuity that shadows
produce” (Of What 193). This tells the reader that Bal is reading for shadow(s),
specifically in terms of what they do to time and space, in order to break
open the concept of tenebrae. The chapter title, “Acts of Memory,” together
with an epigraph consisting of a Henri Bergson quote about how memory
intervenes in perception, adds memory as something the object is also being
read for, making the reader wonder (instead of already telling them) how
memory and shadows will be brought together in the analysis. Following
the remarks about shadows is an account of the content of the photographs,
worth quoting at length:
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The first photo shows a wall without shadow and without clear light,
although the photograph is obviously taken by daylight. We see a stern
white wall, a traffic sign on the corner, and people walking by purposefully,
probably on their way to work. A bit above the middle of the wall and toward
the left-hand corner, a chair seems to float. It is more or less upright, and
seems to be suspended on a piece of rope. I can well imagine that no one
would look up. The second photograph shows another chair, a bit higher
than the first, and this one upside down. The light is the same as in the
first image, and, as in the gallery where the related works are installed,
it lacks character, not even leaving a shadow. Clouds obscure most of
the visible sky, which explains the lack of shadows and the nondescript
light. Whoever happens to look up would probably assume furniture is
being moved.

In the third photograph, this mundane explanation becomes a bit more
difficult to sustain. There are more chairs now, also on the sides of the
building, one of which is now illuminated by bright sunlight. There, on
the left of the image, the chairs cast shadows. The larger group on the
right wall still shows neither light nor shadow, but the chairs are now so
numerous that we begin to assume a certain duration in time. Although
we cannot judge that duration specifically, it is there for us to see. On
the far right, two small figures might be looking up. Others continue
to go about the everyday business of their lives. (Bal, Of What 193—200,
emphases added)

This account highlights that description is never just description, but always
already an interpretation from a specific positionality, as indicated by my
emphases (marking my reading of Bal’s text for the purposes of this chapter).
What appears on the purported surface of the photographs is explicitly
exposed as “a matter of what one looks for, where one stands, and what one
expects to see or desires” (Rooney 123), and the photographic surface turns
out to be every bit as difficult to delineate as the textual one.

Is the absence of shadow noted in the first sentence an element of the
photograph’s surface or of its depth? How “obvious” is it that this photograph
was taken by daylight—could floodlights not have created this impres-
sion? Who is the “we” invoked in the second sentence, and would everyone
comprised by this “we” agree that the people are walking “purposefully”?
The “probably” attached to “on their way to work,” together with the repeated
“seems to” that follows, undercuts any assumption of universal agreement
about what the photograph shows. In the next sentence, Bal adopts the
first person singular, retrospectively confirming that this is a description
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of what she is noticing in the photographs rather than an account of what
anyone would see in it. Her conjecture that the eyes of the passersby in the
photographs themselves would probably not be drawn upwards, despite the
unusual spectacle taking place there, stresses, moreover, that not everything
that is evidently present on the surface—in this case the literal surface
of the building—is noticed. Conversely, the durational element of the
series—indicating that the photographs were taken at longer intervals—is
said by Bal to be “there for us to see,” even though this “there” (referring
to the presence of different passersby and an increasing number of chairs)
produces, according to Bal, only the beginning of an assumption of duration
that can never become a judgment of its quantity as the photographs may
have been taken hours apart, or days, or even months. Thus, in almost every
sentence of this object description, there is conjecture® and uncertainty,
while between the sentences the focalization not only shifts, but varies in
its explicitness. As such, Bal underlines how, in Brooks’s terms, there can
be no adequate paraphrasing of the artwork. For her, this is not a problem
or disappointment, but a reality of reading as always an act of reading for
that should not be obfuscated but made recognizable and accountable.

What Bal presents as immediately apparent in the photographs is in fact
specific to her analysis—it is read for by her in an object itself read for as
able to address, in a novel manner, questions about memory and shadows,
as well as the relation between aesthetics and politics (the concern of the
book as a whole). The absence of shadow in the first photograph of Salcedo’s
installation that jumps out at Bal might not appear at all in a description
by someone reading the installation for something else. In this regard, it
is significant that “apparent,” according to the Oxford English Dictionary,
refers not just to being “clearly visible or understood” and “obvious,” but
also to “seeming real or true, but not necessarily $0.”6 In the end, the lack of
shadow only becomes apparent if shadow is read for, while the photograph’s
having been taken by daylight may seem “obvious” to Bal, but need not be
what actually happened.

Is reading for as I am outlining it here the same as what Colin Davis, in
his book Critical Excess: Overreading in Derrida, Deleuze, Levinas, Zifek, and

5 Brinkema, in a dazzling reading of Audio Porn (porn videos narrated for the blind and
visually impaired), makes it clear that “description is not passive but predictive,... its energetic
line is apt to fill out formulas, always running ahead in an attempt to imagine and produce its
object—which of course means that it can—in minor, irrelevant or profound ways—be totally
at odds with that which it describes” (“Form” 5).

6 “Apparent, adj. & n,” Oxford English Dictionary, https://[www.oed.com/dictionary, accessed
27 Sept. 2023.
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Cavell, calls overreading, defined as “a willingness to test or to exceed the
constraints which restrict the possibilities of meaning released by a work”
(ix)? Not exactly. Pushing the hermeneutical envelope—coming up with
“what might appear to be bizarre, disorientating interpretative leaps” made
plausible through a theoretical or conceptual framing (Davis xii)—differs
subtly from the reading for of cultural analysis, which indeed seeks to make
interpretative leaps, but ones that are reorienting (for example from land
to water) more than disorienting.

It is no coincidence that Davis’s account of overreading focuses on “philo-
sophical interpreters” (xii), for whom theorization and conceptualization
are the main goals. When Davis describes them as seeking “to release the
unanticipated voice of the textual or filmic Other” (181), it is their readers
that are seen as not having anticipated this voice, while the philosophers
themselves were confident of finding it.” Cultural analysts make a different,
double move: after releasing a voice of the object that was unanticipated
by others (in reading the object for something it had not—or not closely
enough—been read for before) and putting it into dialogue with theories
or objects (rather than merely framing it with a concept or theory meant
to make sense of the interpretative leaps taken), they go back to the object,
anxiously (in both senses: uncertainly and eagerly), to ask whether it is
saying something that their own reading for may not have anticipated
or detected the first go-around. Having the object speak back by being
attentive to where, after being read for answers to particular questions, it
may say something more, something that might destabilize the theoretical
or conceptual point being made through the analysis, is not generally part
of how philosophical readers like the ones discussed by Davis read; they
read for something in the object, with the “in” stretched to the very limit,
but they do so without anxiety and in service of the concepts or theories
they are developing.

In her introduction to Anti-covenant: Counter-reading Women’s Lives
in the Hebrew Bible, aimed at reading biblical texts for women, Bal
references another pejorative term for excessive interpretation: read-
ing in. She notes that, inevitably, “reading in’ is what one’s opponent is
doing,” as accusing others of reading in legitimates one’s own practice
by positing it as definitely reading only what is present in the text (Bal,

7 Notably, Davis asks and cannot bring himself to answer “no” to the following question:
“[D]espite all their protests to the contrary, do the philosophers in fact discover only what they
already thought, rather than encountering anything genuinely new, in the works they purport
to revere with Heideggerian earnestness?” (2).
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Anti-covenant 12). Indeed, this is the move by which the proponents of
surface or descriptive reading legitimate their insistence that they, unlike
close or symptomatic readers, do not go beyond “the text ‘as it stands™
(Bal, Anti-covenant 12), without establishing what the “it” consists of.
For Bal, arguing not against Best and Marcus and their ilk but against
the “textual positivism” of the New Criticism—derived forms of literary
interpretation of the 1980s, accusations of reading in disregard how “the
text is one thing, and as a thing it is not very much; its meaning is quite
a different matter” (Anti-covenant 12). Bal places this statement in the
context of relocating meaning from the text to the reader, then a radical
move. However, the statement shows its age by leaning into the notion
of a text having a certain coherence, which Davis sees overreading doing
away with. In addition, Bal does not account for what has been gained
since the late 1980s by reading for the materiality of texts and by thing
theory’s making clear that a thing is not only never just a thing—Ilet
alone one thing—but also not equivalent to an object. A thing, rather,
is “a particular subject-object relation” (Brown 4) and thus much more
than “not very much.”

If things are taken as both “the amorphousness out of which objects
are materialized by the (ap)perceiving subject” and “what is excessive in
objects,... what exceeds their mere materialization as objects or their mere
utilization as objects” (Brown 5), then the thing is what the object is before
it is read for (framed, set up) as an object, and what the object becomes
again when the analyst allows it to speak back: cultural analysis turns a
thing into an object (materializing it as a circumscribed object out of its
amorphousness), while also recognizing that it remains a thing exceeding
its framing as an object for cultural analysis (being read for something) and
lets this thingness affect the analysis. The meanings of a text, then, are not
“quite a different matter” from its thingness, nor are they, as surface readers
may contend, only legitimately locatable in this thingness (conceived of as
the text’s surface, as how “it stands”); the meanings of a text for cultural
analysis emerge, rather, from the way the analysis makes a text oscillate
between thingness and objectness, between being materialized in line with
the analyst’s expectations and invited to speak back to these expectations
in confounding, anxiety-inducing ways.

None of us just reads or just looks; even if we are not all overreaders in
Davis'’s sense, we all engage in reading in (or, with visual objects, looking
in, as the title of Bal's Looking In: The Art of Viewing suggests) or reading for.
I have chosen the latter term because it conveys more aptly than reading
in, with its suggestion of illicit incursion, the double movement of reading



CULTURAL ANALYSIS AS READING FOR THE OBJECT 51

with the purpose of, on the one hand, making something into an object
for cultural analysis and reading it for answers to specific questions, and,
on the other, reading with the purpose of taking that object seriously
as always also still an amorphous thing able to reorient the analysis in
unanticipated ways.

I want to end by arguing that we should not only keep the object at the
apex of the cultural analysis triangle, resolutely elevating it above the analyst
and the concept, but also continue to call it an object. Fear of engaging
in objectification or perpetuating human exceptionalism if any subject-
object distinction is made has led to suggestions that it might be best to
no longer speak of cultural objects. However, if cultural analysis is indeed
a reading for undertaken by an analyst who, as a situated human subject,
materializes some thing existing in culture as an object, there is inevitably
a certain objectification at play, which only the analyst has the power to
counterbalance by allowing the object to speak back in its thingness. This
power should be acknowledged by making sure the object’s speaking back is
facilitated, as well as by carefully considering the appropriateness of reading

for particular objects or reading particular objects for certain insights from

your positionality as analyst. The framing of the thing as object that the
cultural analyst effects, moreover, should be questioned by the analyst as
anxiety-ridden subject and flagged for readers as Bal does in her account
of Salcedo’s photographic series. Simply avoiding the term “object” does
not do away with the objectification that is part of cultural analysis; it just
removes accountability for it.
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