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For if we live in a world in which texts of all kinds surround, penetrate and
determine our lives, we need at the very least to know how they operate, to
what end, and on behalf of whom.

Terence Hawkes’ rallying cry for Textual Practice, following his critique of
the parlous state of the humanities, seems urgently contemporary. But this
was 1987: before digital media had condensed and extended the ways texts
surround, penetrate, and determine our lives, although they were entering
the cultural imaginary. 1987: a time when the contemporary chronic condition
of the humanities – not yet acute but staggering on in a state of
depressed maintenance far from the solid ground of health – was first
being diagnosed. It is both salutary and authentically melancholic to note
that not so much has changed. We remain committed to understanding
how texts operate, to what end, and on behalf of whom. Indeed, using
[bookmark: _GoBack]newly digitised resources to survey and select large amounts of information,
our ability to understand how texts sit within an archive, a broader oeuvre, a
canon, or a socio-economic context, has been significantly enhanced. But
this continuity of textual practices may occlude how criticism in the humanities
has also been repositioning itself, staking claims on solid ground, on
matters of fact that act as a bulwark against the translation of all material
into the paradigm of information. The emergence of ‘big data’ in criticism
– computational methods that examine inhumanly large data sets to reveal
patterns and networks of association – speaks of a new romance with the
quantitative. The Stanford Literary Lab has mobilised extraordinary computing
and critical power to reveal how ‘distant reading’ allows us to see
things about texts obscured by the human scale of close reading practices.
Quantitative data thus follows the archive as a repository of the real,
the ineluctably authentic, that defends against the flimsy subjectivity – the
qualitative quality – of criticism. But in the classroom another account of
the real persistently emerges. A novel, poem, film gets praised; it is ‘relatable’,
we hear. Naïve, sticky, compacted, ‘relatable’ feels like a short-cut in
critical thinking that privileges a strong, undefined feeling of relation in
the present over the reflective, temporally extended close work that criticism
understands texts to be inviting and yielding. ‘Relatable’ is also clearly the
obverse of ‘distant readings’ reliant on institutionally funded hardware, software,
technical support, and long research timelines. ‘Relatable’ names a text
as present, available – as offering reciprocity. To affirm that the world is
relatable suggests that one might find recognition in it, even that one’s
needs might be met there. Indeed, I think ‘relatable’ speaks precisely to
the socio-historical moment Lauren Berlant describes, in which, she tells
us, there has been a wearing out of the power of the good life’s fantasy
bribes without a relinquishment of the need for a good life. It is an assertion
that attachments can be found, made, maintained against the horizon of a
foreclosed future and a stuck, impeded present spinning with information.
What criticism offers to such a moment is a vital mediation between
these different scales – between individual feelings and attachments, distributed
affects and investments, and networks of information operating beyond
human perceptual thresholds. Criticism must thus commit to parsing the
significance of the relations it discovers rather than simply pointing to
‘facts’. For in tracking the shape and significance of relationships within
and between texts and worlds, criticism models a way of imagining those
as yet unimaginable communities and connections that lie curled and
extended within our pasts, our presents, and our futures.
