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It is always tempting (if not fun) to play the “but for” game: this book would 
not have existed but for X, or Y, or Z. In this book’s case, that game is fairly 
short and easy. When I approached Ken Wissoker with this proj ect, its argu-
ments  were significantly abbreviated, focused on merely two of its chapters 
with a few ancillary reflections. As a supportive editor, Ken informed me 
that he’d be happy to publish it in its then- current form, if that’s what I 
wanted. However, Ken also prodded me, urging me that he thought I was 
onto “something much bigger,” that I was still figuring  things out. Thank-
fully, I took that advice, allowing this book to grow in directions I never 
could have  imagined. Since  those early conversations, Ken has pushed, 
inspired, focused, and nurtured this proj ect in countless ways that leave 
me humbled and thankful.

A number of lengthier collaborations left a particularly decisive imprint 
on this book’s arguments. Perhaps more than anything, efforts to assess 
the state of critique with Rita Felski (which happily sprouted into ongoing 
conversations) helped to shape its assertions. Dialogue with Bernie Mey-
ler about certain limits of humanistic scholarship on law  were similarly 
crucial to the book’s development. I am grateful to both Bernie and Rita 
for their friendships. At  later stages of the writing pro cess, the chance to edit 
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proj ects with Justin Desautels- Stein and Grant Farred honed and clarified 
a number of core positions.

I remain forever grateful to the many colleagues both at Cornell and 
beyond who have read drafts of  either par tic u lar sections or overviews of 
this book, offering patient and engaged criticism.  Those readers include 
Paulo Barrozo, Lior Barshack, Ayelet Ben- Yishai, Christopher Brown, Diane 
Brown, Emilio Christodoulidis, Elisha Cohn, Debbie Dinner, Rita Felski, 
Dean Franco, Jenny Mann, Irena Rosenthal, and Caleb Smith. Anna Korn-
bluh has become one of my longest- standing friends in the acad emy, and 
her incisive comments on large parts of this book have been irreplaceable. 
Martha Nussbaum has been an invaluable reader and interlocutor, and her 
mentorship and friendship is inexpressibly dear to me. A few friends read 
drafts of the entire book over the years— and multiple versions of some 
chapters, no less. I am indebted to both Caroline Levine and Aziz Rana for 
keeping our mutual writing schedules on task, and even more for their rigor-
ous and generative feedback on diverse iterations of this proj ect. Caroline 
and I have often laughed at the prospect that we  were “writing the same 
book,” and I can only hope  those synergies  will continue. The chance to 
have  people like Aziz and Odette Lienau as not only brilliant colleagues but 
also trusted friends is what makes Ithaca feel like a genuine home.

In this re spect, one of the best parts of academic life involves the fact that 
many of my favored partners in crime have been ardent and engaged inter-
locutors. In composing  these acknowl edgments, I have found myself reliving 
so many thrilling conversations, with Tanya Agathocleous, Amanda Ander-
son, Ian Balfour, Nathaniel Berman, Lauren Berlant, Wendy Brown, Zahid 
Chaudhary, Joshua Clover, Eleni Coundouriotis, Margo Crawford, James 
Dawes, Maks Del Mar, Wai Chee Dimock, Dan Edelstein, Ellis Hansen, 
Duncan Kennedy, Mahinder Kingra, Jonathan Kramnick, Sophia McClen-
nan, Sam Moyn, Crystal Parikh, Eduardo Penalver, Brian Richmond, Paul 
Saint- Amour, Alexandra Schultheis, Lily Sheehan, Judith Surkis, Chantal 
Thomas, Nelson Tebbe, Antoine Vauchez, Bryan Wagner, Sarah Winter, 
Dag Woubshet, and many  others.

This book is an artifact of the rich and lively intellectual community at 
Cornell, and I could not have written it without immersion therein. So many 
colleagues in the En glish department and across the humanities at Cornell 
helped to foster and inspire this book, among  others Kevin Attell, Mary Pat 
Brady, Bruno Bosteels, Laura Brown, Cathy Caruth, Cynthia Chase, Jona-
than Culler, Jason Frank, Peter Gilgen, Paul Fleming, Phil Lorenz, Tracy 
McNulty, Tim Murray, Simone Pinet, Camille Robcis, Neil Saccamano, 

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://dup.silverchair.com

/books/book/chapter-pdf/1650765/9781478023609-ix.pdf by guest on 24 April 2024



 ACKnOWL EDgMEnTS xi

Shirley Samuels, Dan Schwartz, Anette Schwarz, Derrick Spires, Lyrae Van 
Clief- Stefanon, and Helena Viramontes. While I  wasn’t aware at the time, 
a Mellon Sawyer Seminar on Po liti cal  Will sowed the seeds for some of its 
arguments, so I am grateful to the Mellon Foundation as well as a number 
of  people involved with that seminar (beyond  those already named, Paula 
Epps- Cepero, Michaela Brangan, and Eric Cheyfitz). A few friendships over 
the years have been essential to keeping me on track on all levels. Thank 
you to Diane Brown, Elisha Cohn, Sital Kalantry, Renee Knake Jefferson, 
Chantal Thomas, and Samantha Zacher. I am also deeply grateful for my 
siblings and their spouses: Christina and Brian, and David and Milay.

In its final stages of completion, I was welcomed as a full- time and 
tenured member of the faculty at Cornell Law School. I am infinitely 
thankful to Eduardo Penalver and Jens Ohlin (and Nancy) for oversee-
ing aspects of that transition and, more importantly, for their friendship. 
Along with  those mentioned above, I am so lucky to be part of a commu-
nity that includes Emad Atiq, Dan Awrey, Cynthia Bowman, Sherry Colb, 
Michael Dorf, Valerie Hans, Andrei Marmour, Saule Omarova, and Brad 
Wendel and Liz Peck.

The chance to teach and work with gradu ate students at Cornell Uni-
versity has also been vital to the evolution of this book’s interventions. As 
one section discusses, a seminar on Theory and Method in the fall of 2018 
was a turning point in my thought, so a particularly hearty thank you to 
that group. During the time I’ve been working on this proj ect, it’s been an 
absolute delight to work with Kelly Hoffer, Molly MacVeagh, Katie Thor-
steinson, Christina Fogarosi, Kristin Angierski, Daniel Haefke, Gabriella 
Friedman, Meredith Shepherd, and many  others. In this book’s final stages, 
Jonathan Culler lent his irreplaceable support. Many sections would look 
very diff er ent without Austin Lillywhite’s impeccable research, savvy edito-
rial suggestions, and other smart comments.

Lively audiences at vari ous lectures  were also formative. It was a gift to 
have the chance to pre sent versions of this book’s arguments in talks, pre sen-
ta tions, or workshops at Amherst College, Binghamton University, Boston 
College Law School, Católica Global School of Law, Clark University, Freie 
Universitat Berlin, Harvard University, Reichman University, Indiana Uni-
versity, nyu, Oregon State University, Penn State University, Prince ton 
University, Queen Mary College (University of London), Stanford Law 
School, uC- Berkeley, Université Catholique de Louvain, the University 
of Connecticut, the University of Haifa, Wake Forest University, and Yale 
University.
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I had the chance to explore early articulations of some components of its 
ideas in the following publications: “The Architecture of Critique,” sympo-
sium issue of Yale Journal of Law and Humanities 31, no. 2 (2021), edited by Justin 
Desautels- Stein and Samuel Moyn; “Uncensorable Speech and the Snares of 
Illiberalism,” forthcoming in Law and Illiberalism, edited by Austin Sarat, Law-
rence Douglas, and Martha Umphrey (University of Mas sa chu setts Press); 
“Beyond Ambiguity and Ambivalence: Rethinking the Tools of Critique,” 
special issue, “The Fatigue of Critique?” On Education 9 (December 2020); 
“ Human Rights,” The Oxford Handbook of Law and the Humanities, edited by 
Maks Del Mar, Bernadette Meyler, and Simon Stern (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2019); “Postcritical Reading, the Lyric, and Ali Smith’s 
How To Be Both,” Diacritics 45, no. 4 (2017); “Postcritique and Social Justice,” 
American Book Review 38, no. 5 (July/August 2017); “Why We Love Coetzee; 
or The Childhood of Jesus and the Fun house of Critique,” in Critique and Post-
critique, edited by Elizabeth Anker and Rita Felski (Durham, NC: Duke 
University Press, 2017); and “ ‘The Scent of Ink’: Toni Morrison’s Beloved 
and the Semiotics of Rights,” Critical Quarterly 56, no. 4 (December 2014).

Two other “but for”s necessarily conclude  these acknowl edgments. First, 
my infinite gratitude to Mitchel Lasser for his patience and support over 
the many years I’ve been consumed by this proj ect. Mitchel, Sacha, and 
Zoe Lasser have been all too forgiving of so many hours at my computer. 
But this book is also the byproduct of endless joyful hours of repartee with 
Mitchel sitting en terrasse in Paris, Lisbon, L.A., Berlin, Palo Alto, and so many 
other favorite haunts. I hope that this is the first of many proj ects that  will 
be blessed by such enthusiasm, commitment, and generosity. This book’s 
arguments never would have come together without Mitchel’s constant 
encouragement as well as dialogue.

Fi nally, this book is dedicated to my parents, Roy and Ellen Anker. Insofar 
as it recounts something of an intellectual biography, that story begins with 
my parents. From a very young age, my parents imparted to me the relish 
for intellectual discovery, play, and ideas to which this book is, more than 
anything, a testament. From the beginning, moreover, that pursuit was 
always closely tied to  matters of social justice, value, and the dilemma of 
figuring out what truths are worth believing in. Of course,  those links  were 
never uncomplicated, but they represented an unfailing point of departure 
and return for any intellectual conversation. It is above all  under my par-
ents’ influence that I have therefore worked on this book. They continue to 
model not only intellectual curiosity and dedication but the right reasons 
one might endeavor to embark on a life of ideas. Thank you to my parents.
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