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The Point of Critique

Kenta Kato (Senior Assistant Professor, School of Commerce, Meiji University)

The very first film I was assigned to watch in my graduate program was The Pervert’s Guide to
Ideology (2012). This documentary features Slovenian cultural theorist Slavoj Zizek, who explores
iconic Hollywood films, from Jaws (1975) to Titanic (1997), to explain the prevailing power of cinematic
ideologies. Through his trademark psychoanalytic approach, Zizek unveils an ideological mechanism
within film texts, an invisible framework that shapes our beliefs, desires, and experiences. Since then,
my graduate education has directed me to believe that the mission of critique is to expose ideological
underpinnings, hidden in films in my case, that reinforce and naturalize social beliefs that align with the
status quo. This essay, however, aims to question the efficacy of such an ideological analysis, a reading
practice that has been central to the humanities.

The prevalence of ideological criticism, long apparent in international film scholarship, is becoming
increasingly evident in Japanese graduate education. In particular, in the English-based interdisciplinary
graduate program in Japan where I graduated from, ideological reading serves as the glue that holds
the program together. In order to respond to the internationalization and neoliberalization of
universities, interdisciplinary curriculums tend to provide student-led programs that allow them to
pursue what they like to learn and research. While such an approach is effective in responding to the
diversification of academic subjects, it has a consequence of enhancing the individualization of students,
who have diverse backgrounds and research interests. I personally attended a doctoral seminar class
where students from diverse fields, including cultural studies, law, and applied linguistics, brainstormed
their research topics. Even when students join the same film studies seminar, their topics can vary from

effeminate characters in post-war Japanese cinema to insect representation in 1970s American horror



films. Under this condition, the formation of constructive dialogue seems systematically invalidated as
everyone asks different research questions, designed just for their individual projects. While
interdisciplinary programs foster isolation among students, they do hold one commonality: that is,
ideological criticism. What binds the program together is the belief that they are combatting ideological
structures that legitimize the status quo by critically examining cultural works or social systems. While
English and Foucauldian serve as common languages that sustain the sense of community,
interdisciplinary programs offer utopic spaces where diverse backgrounds and disciplines are upheld as
a means to resist the monopoly of knowledge by dominant discourses.

The validity of ideological criticism, however, has been the subject of critical scrutiny over the
years. A main strand of argument is the fact that systematic violence has increasingly become, or has
been, visible, not concealed. With the worldwide rise of nationalism and xenophobia, discriminatory
rhetoric directed at minority groups has become normalized in contemporary political discourse. At the
same time, hate speech and slander circulate online as a form of entertainment content used to beg for
attention and followers, at the expense of credibility and social justice. What is the point of exposing
systematic violence when its visibility is outstanding, and when people actually seem to enjoy the
spectacle of violence? This suspicion towards ideological criticism has started as early as the turn of the
millennium by Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick in her wonderfully-titled article, “Paranoid Reading and
Reparative Reading, or, You're So Paranoid, You Probably Think This Essay Is About You” (2003). In
discussing what she calls paranoid reading, a reading practice that aims to expose traces of systematic
violence hidden in texts, Sedgwick points to an unfortunate reality that “visibility itself constitutes much
of the violence” (140). Thus, she questions the efficacy of ideological criticism by paranoid scholars,
noting, “What is the basis for assuming that it will surprise or disturb, never mind motive, anyone to
learn that a given social manifestation is artificial, self-contradictory, imitative, phantasmatic, or even

violent?” (141). Sedgwick’s self-reflexive paper calls the legitimacy of ideological criticism into question



by referring to its naiveness in believing that exposure can lead to social reforms.

Another problem ideological criticism faces is that it has now spread everywhere. From Hollywood
blockbuster films to conspiracy theories, it has become conventional to suspect the presence of
undisclosed forces behind the production of knowledge circulating in society. On the one hand, this
change can be regarded as a successful spread of critical theories, which explore how beliefs and
practices we believe to be natural are produced by power dynamics that are shaped by race, gender,
sexuality, and so forth. On the other hand, the same logic is appropriated and weaponized by denialists,
who see ideological manipulation behind causes, such as the mitigation of global warming or the
promotion of diversity, or dismiss them as mere social constructs. The prevalence of critical theory
seems to have backfired on cultural critics, who now struggle to defend their beliefs on the basis of
tangible evidence. Reservations about the impact of critique have been self-critically raised by Bruno
Latour, who wrote about the impasse that critique faces in “Why Has Critique Run Out of Steam?”

(2004). Regarding the unlikely spread of suspicion towards the production of knowledge, Latour asks,

While we spent years trying to detect the real prejudices hidden behind the appearance of objective
statements, do we now have to reveal the real objective and incontrovertible facts hidden behind
the illusion of prejudices? And yet entire Ph.D. programs are still running to make sure that good
American kids are learning the hard way that facts are made up, that there is no such thing as
natural, unmediated, unbiased access to truth, that we are always prisoners of language, that we
always speak from a particular standpoint, and so on, while dangerous extremists are using the
very same argument of social construction to destroy hard-won evidence that could save our lives.

(227)

Latour’s reflection on the role of criticism sounds utterly relevant today since the barriers to publication



and distribution of knowledge are low. As social media platforms turn individuals into broadcasters who
claim to know better about “political realities” and “hidden truths,” what is the role of criticism in both
defending and questioning the power of knowledge? While critically examining how power operates in
the production and circulation of information has become increasingly important, methods of exposure
may not be as effective as once believed.

These reservations about ideological criticism raised by Sedgwick and Latour were revived and
thoroughly explored by Rita Felski in The Limits of Critique (2015). Felski’s monograph is dedicated to
calling into question the validity of ideological readings that aim to “expose hidden truths and draw out
unflattering and counterintuitive meanings that others fail to see” (1). Such a reading practice produces
a limited result as texts are more or less judged merely in terms of how politically progressive or
subversive they are. In Felski’s words, “We can only rationalize our love of works of art, it seems, by
proving that they are engaged in critique—even if unwittingly and unknowingly. A particular novel or
film thus serves as a meritorious exception to the ideologies that must be ritually condemned” (16-17).
Now that the objective of critique is to determine whether a given text perpetuates or denaturalizes
dominant ideologies, what follows is an everlasting game of suspicion concerning how critical our critical
reading actually is. Felski problematizes the ways in which “critique finds itself caught in a logic of
constant self-excoriation, reproaching itself for the shame of its own success in attracting disciples and
generating attachments. It is permanently tormented by the fear of not being critical enough” (146).
Stuck in a loop of being critical, scholars are so suspicious that they even suspect whether or not they
are suspicious enough, advancing critical arguments by criticizing the critique.

One of the problems caused by this condition of critique is that analysis has become predictable.
When scholars are paranoid with investigating hidden political agendas or exploring anxieties in cultural
works, “critique thinks of itself as battling orthodoxy yet is now the reigning orthodoxy—no longer

oppositional but obligatory, not defamiliarizing but oppressively familiar” (Felski 148). Felski argues that



ideological criticism does not provide an oppositional force anymore, but instead is neutralized due to its
familiarity, noting, “Unlike their elders, who turned to critique in order to break free of the disciplinary
norms they had inherited, these younger scholars have spent their intellectual lives deconstructing,
interrogating, and speaking Foucauldian” (148). The very “success” of ideological criticism has led to a
proliferation of critique, diluting the political edge of critical analysis.

What is the role of criticism in this situation? When I was a graduate student at an interdisciplinary
program in Japan, writing in English, I too, thinking that ideological analysis was a ticket to
international scholarship, excavated traces of queer subversions in half-century old Japanese films to
expose the inconsistencies of their heteronormative agendas. Although I still believe in the relevance
and significance of such a reading practice, it has become mainstream, if not oppositional, especially in
English-language film scholarship. With the stagnation of critique amidst the rise of reactionary political
discourse, I came to feel that it is not enough to expose the systematic injustice of society or ideological
contradictions buried in filmic texts.

The reconfiguration of the role of critique is an imminent topic for film scholars situated in Japan as
well. With the increase of international graduate students and English-based education, the application
of ideological criticism to film analysis has become an increasingly familiar practice. Especially when the
preservation of film culture in Japan is itself being jeopardized by political decline, film scholarship is no
longer merely a matter of excavating overlooked film histories or appreciating the artistry of
filmmakers. This is not to suggest that film criticism should become more political, or less; rather,
discourse on film itself becomes a political arena in which its own survival needs to be justified.

The reconfiguration of the role of criticism is necessary when critique proliferates and its impact is
called into question amid political mess. A solution proposed by Felski is not to be more critical, but to
be postcritical by being open to “more diverse range of theoretical vocabularies” (181).! In that sense,

interdisciplinary approaches have their own silver lining, as engagement with other fields inevitably



makes us more conscious of our own methodology. If that is the case, the reconceptualization of
critique is not merely a matter of reading practice in terms of how we approach texts. It should be
expanded to broader issues surrounding disciplinarity, pedagogy, and academic organizations, so that
diversified fields and individualized scholars can form a common ground on how and why critique can

make a difference.

Note
1. As an alternative method of reading, Felski proposes postcritical reading, which analyzes a text by
engaging with “what it sets alight in the reader—what kind of emotions it elicits, what changes of
perception it prompts, what bonds and attachments it calls into being” (179). Rather than
approaching a text with suspicion and detachment, postcritical reading values engagement marked
by surprise and emotional attachment, which might allow us to see the world in a new light.
Responses to Felski’s postcritical reading by Japanese scholars are available in the 12th and 13th

volumes of ecrit-o.
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