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Abstract
In this commentary, we respond to Ruez and Cockayne’s ‘Feeling Otherwise’ and consider what is at stake
in debates concerning the moods and modes of critique. There is a tendency in geographical work on affect
to privilege affirmation, yet a key question remains as to who benefits from such moods of critique and the
kinds of analysis that they afford. We argue that dominant theorisations of affirmation and negativity often
elide uncomfortable discussions of power, domination, and violence. We offer a reading of the relations
between affirmation and negativity through ‘minoritarian affects’ – a reading that arises in the midst of living
through racial capitalism, coloniality, patriarchy, and heteronormativity and which builds an indeterminate
future from the fragments of our lives and bodies.
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We welcome the chance to respond to Ruez and

Cockayne’s (2021) thoughtful article on ‘the moods

and modes of geographic critique’. We were struck

by the way their call is framed as a potential opening

rather than an assertive direction as to where critical

geographers must now turn. All too often academic

debates such as these become framed as a masterful

revelation, suggesting that scholarship that has

come before has committed a grave and serious

error, that a new concept must arise in order to help

us see the world anew. Ruez and Cockayne’s turn

away from turns is welcome; the ambivalence at the

heart of their critique feels different. But at times we

were left wondering: does it skirt around the edges,

perhaps offering too much generosity, too much

leniency? There are glimmers, however, where their

frustration shines through, such as their mention of

‘how the ways of feeling about a discipline are often

crafted by a narrow set of mostly white male scho-

lars’. Yet, despite the plentiful citations, we some-

times found ourselves longing for Ruez and

Cockayne to be more direct: what are the specific

problems for critique that emerge out of certain
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arguments in the geographical literature on affect?

Whose writing is too masterful, too bitter, or too

generous? And why? We cannot help thinking that

we – as critical race, feminist, queer scholars –

might need, at times, in certain spaces, to be bolder

than this: there is too much at stake. Violent omis-

sions, exclusionary citational practices, whiteness,

colonial dominance, masculine logics, business as

usual (Johnson, 2019; Oswin, 2020). These debates

around the moods of critique are not just dry aca-

demic games or a case of one upmanship (and it so

often is a male game); something more is on the line.

We know that Ruez and Cockayne know this, but

sometimes this urgency feels somewhat lost.

At its heart, though, Ruez and Cockayne’s piece

is a rejoinder to a tendency in much human geogra-

phy scholarship to privilege affirmation. They ques-

tion the combination of an ontological stance that

offers positive affirmation of becoming with a gen-

erosity towards objects of understanding and appre-

hension that purports to generate and multiply new

affective dispositions towards those objects. Such

approaches are often said to cultivate new capacities

for action and to open towards hopeful, joyful uto-

pian becomings (a conflation of affirmation and a

preference for positive affect that Ruez and Cock-

ayne do well to warn against). Yet, who is it who can

invest in hope? Who can be joyful? Whose

capacities to act might be curtailed, repressed, or

closed-off from them? These are some of the crucial

questions that Ruez and Cockayne raise about the

uneven distribution of capacities to act and how the

turn towards positive affects of critique brings with

it a risk of turning away from suffering and injustice

(Harrison, 2015; Philo, 2017). We would have liked

them to have delved further into who benefits from

such moods of critique and the kinds of analysis that

they afford. Conversely, what kinds of affect, expe-

rience, understanding, relationalities, and oppres-

sions thus become marginalised and devalued

within academic knowledge production, implied to

be both paranoid and antediluvian?

We are writing this commentary towards the end

of the northern hemisphere summer of 2020. The

Covid-19 pandemic has brought the prospect of loss,

illness, and mass unemployment for many parts of

the world. This looming threat brings into sharp

relief how the academic affirmation of increasing

capacities for action is too easily aligned with proj-

ects of austerity, governmentality, and affective

self-management. Little room is left for valuing and

accepting weariness, little scope for dissenting from

the imperative to strive – the imperative to try to

throw oneself back into the grinder of all-too-often

precarious work (Wilkinson and Ortega-Alcázar,

2019). This summer has also witnessed a resurgence

of anti-racist protest, rallying around the insistence

that Black Lives Matter. Following the police kill-

ing of George Floyd in Minneapolis, thousands of

protests – not only in the United States, but in over

60 countries worldwide – have been interwoven

with: wider political organising; the establishment

of autonomous spaces; and calls for defunding the

police, decarceration, reparation for harms associ-

ated with slavery, the extension of LGBTQIAþ
rights – all organised within a broader framework

for social, economic, political, housing, health, edu-

cation, and environmental justice. What has been

opened up are indeterminate potentials for change –

to how cities and other polities are run and orga-

nised, to how labour and housing markets work, to

community safety, to social services, to schooling,

to the rearrangement of political alliances and ima-

ginations; indeed, to the very nomos of the city and

beyond. The important point here is that it is not yet

known how this will turn out; yet, none of this could

have happened without the long arduous work – the

work of generations – to specify and spread public

recognition of systematic and structural racism. It

remains important to be able to research, expose,

and draw attention to structural forms of oppression

and subjugation even while considering these

claims as parts of broader and indeterminate trans-

formative processes (see Kouri-Towe, 2015: 25).

Ruez and Cockayne open up a space for ques-

tioning the tendency for affirmation without forget-

ting the potential problems of simply passing over

into negativity. They identify how the tendency

towards affirmation is presented by many geogra-

phers as an alternative to ‘negative’ modes of cri-

tique that operate by debunking the hidden truths of

a text or by revealing hidden structures of power and

ideology. Negative critique is often made from what

Sedgwick called a ‘paranoid-schizoid’ position of
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suspicion. It constrains the possibilities for social

and political change by generating overdetermining

explanations of the world in which alternatives to

injustice can only be imagined through negation of –

or opposition to – the current set of political inter-

ests, identities, and relations. If negative critique is

overdetermining and the turn to affirmation too

often overlooks the uneven organisation of affect

and capacities to act, Ruez and Cockayne’s attempt

to pluralise the moods and modes of critique offers

another alternative that draws upon a heterogeneous

understanding of difference. It is telling, then, that in

their piece Ruez and Cockayne note how some of

the most nuanced and thoughtful work on these

debates around reparative and paranoid readings,

affirmation and affect, come from queer, feminist,

and critical race scholars: the difference that differ-

ence makes. Yet they highlight how some of the

deeply political roots of this work have been over-

looked in human geography.

At the heart of their piece, then, is a desire not to

forget the political conditions in which these con-

ceptual frameworks emerge. Here, we welcome

Ruez and Cockayne’s close engagement with Sedg-

wick’s work on reparative reading. Sedgwick’s first

reflections on paranoid and reparative reading came

in the aftermath of the AIDS crisis, in the wake of

Butler’s paranoid work on gender trouble (Sedg-

wick, 1996; Sedgwick and Frank, 1995). As Heather

Love (2010) argues, Sedgwick should not be read as

calling only for a reparative reading; rather, her

work left space for the political necessity of para-

noid readings. What does it mean to use these con-

cepts 25 years later, often reducing reparative

reading to a touchy-feely, open, generous approach

that positions critique solely as an act of love? What

does this sort of critique do, and what does it elide?

How often, then, in human geography do concepts

get taken up, wrenched from the context in which

they were written, and repeated in a way that over-

looks complexity and their political underpinnings?

How often do concepts become removed from their

political context, at times used in a way that is at best

politically naı̈ve, at worst as a way to maintain struc-

tures of violence and domination? Central to their

argument, then, is a critique of how we scholars may

pick up particular tools of critique, taking parts of a

concept, but avoiding other parts that might unsettle

us, make us uncomfortable, or challenge our posi-

tion of power and dominance. These omissions are

often more than just poor scholarship. Certain crit-

ical tools can be selectively picked up in a way that

allows business as usual – in a way that allows

uneven and violent power relations to remain

unchallenged.

In a similar light, as Tim Dean notes, much of the

literature on reparative readings appropriates the

language of psychoanalysis and uses its terms out

of context (Dean and Wiegman, 2013). Even Sedg-

wick herself perhaps portrays reparation in a more

positive register than Klein ever did (see Seitz,

2017, for exactly the kind of close careful reading

we so desperately need). Reparation can never be

about complete repair: the subject remains split,

feelings of love and hate are always simultaneously

present – the ‘constant interaction of love and hate’

(Klein, 1937: 57). Reparation is an attempt to repair

the hateful damage we have caused to our object of

love. Ambivalence, then, is certainly not a middle

ground; it is the focal point of Kleinian object rela-

tions. Ambivalence is at the heart of the reparative

position.

Yet, we were left wanting a more thorough dis-

cussion of the role of ambivalence in critique. In

particular, Ruez and Cockayne offer a reading of

Sedgwick and Deleuze against the grain of how

they are usually read in human geography; yet, the

implications of these re-readings for their later dis-

cussion of ambivalent critique framed through

queer affects and minor pluralisms needs further

teasing out. How, for example, does Sedgwick’s

understanding of reparation – in which the shat-

tered object is not necessarily returned to some

‘orignal’ state, but still nonetheless presupposes a

subject and an apprehended object – sit alongside

the ontological tentativeness towards bodies and

objects emerging out of a Deleuzian understand-

ing? How does it sit alongside the ‘improper

objects, undomesticated feelings, and repudiated

social desire’ that emerge from Georgis’s (2013)

exploration of queer affect?

Ruez and Cockayne’s reading of Georgis’s

account of queer affect – and of abject, aberrant

desire – situates them neither in the ‘better story’
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of resistance, nor in stories of the undifferen-

tiated suffering of fixed-collectivities, nor in the

forms of gratification of liberal heteronormative

modernity. Rather, they emerge always amidst

what is at stake in the world, tied directly to the

political. Concomitantly, and drawing upon

Arendt as well as Deleuze and Guattari, they

argue that critical and ethical judgement must

always arise in-between, always immanent to the

relations of plural worlds, and not be a concep-

tual judgement that evades or attempts to move

beyond ‘a reckoning with the catastrophes of

racial capitalism, historical and continuing colo-

nialisms, or heteronormativity’. Here, we think

there is something about dominant theorising that

needs spelling out more explicitly, for it is the

dominant forms of affirmative thinking in human

geography that Ruez and Cockayne imply risk

evading or moving past exactly this kind of

reckoning.

In considering how dominant theorising of

collective positivity can elide uncomfortable dis-

cussions of power, domination, and violence, we

could turn to José Esteban Muñoz’s work on

affect and minoritarian subjects, and what he

terms the illegibility of ‘minoritarian affects’ in

the moments when we ‘don’t feel quite right

within the protocols of normative affect and

comportment’ (2006: 676). The minoritarian sub-

ject, the minoritarian activist, the minoritarian

critic: we often exist in a perpetual state of dis-

orientation, reorientation, shattering, paranoia,

reparation. Our affirmations of aberrant affects

are rendered illegible or misrecognised as simply

negative. Negativity has been rendered impermis-

sible, retrograde, a dead-end. Yet, negativity is

not simply negation, nor an opposition that over-

determines, prescribes, or shuts down potential.

Rather, it is also the weariness necessary for self-

preservation – for still having a future. It is the

refusal of structural violence in Black Lives Mat-

ter that opens up potentials for an indeterminate

future. Even the thinking of negativity gets cap-

tured by dominant voices in affirmative theoris-

ing. But, this is not our negativity, the queer

longing of Muñoz and his feeling ‘that this world

is not enough’ (2009: 1), the broken fractured

glimmers of hope found in the words of Eli Clare

(2017), the utopia that exists on the horizon, the

place where we hope our critique will lead us.

The very purpose of why we are here, why we do

this, why we put our bodies through this again

and again. As queer, feminist, decolonial, and

critical race scholars have taught us, negativity

can open up other worlds; we build lifeworlds

from the fragments.
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Wilkinson E and Ortega-Alcázar I (2019) The right to be

weary? Endurance and exhaustion in austere times.

Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers

44: 155–167.

116 Dialogues in Human Geography 11(1)



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Gray Gamma 2.2)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness false
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages false
  /ColorImageMinResolution 266
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Average
  /ColorImageResolution 175
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50286
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages false
  /GrayImageMinResolution 266
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Average
  /GrayImageResolution 175
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50286
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages false
  /MonoImageMinResolution 900
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Average
  /MonoImageResolution 175
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50286
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox false
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier (CGATS TR 001)
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<
    /ENU <>
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AllowImageBreaks true
      /AllowTableBreaks true
      /ExpandPage false
      /HonorBaseURL true
      /HonorRolloverEffect false
      /IgnoreHTMLPageBreaks false
      /IncludeHeaderFooter false
      /MarginOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetadataAuthor ()
      /MetadataKeywords ()
      /MetadataSubject ()
      /MetadataTitle ()
      /MetricPageSize [
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetricUnit /inch
      /MobileCompatible 0
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (GoLive)
        (8.0)
      ]
      /OpenZoomToHTMLFontSize false
      /PageOrientation /Portrait
      /RemoveBackground false
      /ShrinkContent true
      /TreatColorsAs /MainMonitorColors
      /UseEmbeddedProfiles false
      /UseHTMLTitleAsMetadata true
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /BleedOffset [
        9
        9
        9
        9
      ]
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToRGB
      /DestinationProfileName (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
      /DestinationProfileSelector /UseName
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /ClipComplexRegions true
        /ConvertStrokesToOutlines false
        /ConvertTextToOutlines false
        /GradientResolution 300
        /LineArtTextResolution 1200
        /PresetName ([High Resolution])
        /PresetSelector /HighResolution
        /RasterVectorBalance 1
      >>
      /FormElements true
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles true
      /MarksOffset 9
      /MarksWeight 0.125000
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PageMarksFile /RomanDefault
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.000000
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [288 288]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


