
Across your work there is a constant focus 
upon the minor, the ambiguous and the 
overlooked. What sustains this interest?

I’m glad you asked this. It has a lot to do 
with feminist materialist thought as the 
foundation that shapes the way I think 
about culture, even when the object I’m 
studying doesn’t have anything explicitly to 
do with gender or sexuality. The sex-gender 
system as it intersects with capitalism 
produces so many lived contradictions for 
women and queer subjects in particular 
that just a bit of reflection on this 
makes one take affective and political 
ambiguity seriously. So although gender 
and sexuality are not always themes in 
my work, a feminist/materialist way of 
thinking informs my choice of objects 
or the aesthetic problems I write about. 
There is a historical objectivity to our 
subjective experiences, to our emotions, 
moods, and feelings, and to the aesthetic 
evaluations or judgments we base upon 
them. I want to be able to describe that 
objectivity as precisely as possible and to 
explain what is meaningful about it or at 
stake in it. Though the things I write about 
are often trivial, as in the case of the cute, 
what makes the experience of cuteness 
meaningful to people and therefore 
ubiquitous is often something not trivial 
but huge—as for instance our relation to 
the commodity form and its mediation by 
gender.

There’s a challenge to writing about 
affective qualities that to some people 
seem insubstantial simply because they 
are affective. As if our historically specific 
repertoires of feelings and ways of speaking 
about them were not material! Thinkers 
who work on the politics of affect are 
familiar with this problem. But the people 
who have worked in and through it the 
longest are feminists. Think back to 
that classic example from second-wave 
feminism, the “problem with no name.” 
Feminists are used to trying to elucidate the 

meaning of everyday experiences whose 
reality and objectivity, not to mention 
political importance, are put under 
suspicion or just flat out-denied. This is 
especially the case in societies in which 
gender oppression exists in subtle and 
diffused forms, alongside the vehement and 
explicit ones. 

So yes, even aside from the instability 
that some would say hovers around all 
discussions of affective qualities and 
evaluations (an instability that is just part 
of the course for the subject matter), I don’t 
think it’s an accident that the aesthetic 
phenomena I feel compelled to write about 
tend to be equivocal or compromised 
ones. Again this has to do with thinking 
and seeing as a feminist, which for 
me also means being used to having a 
conflicted or uneasy relation to things in 
which I am supposed to take pleasure or 
in which I often do take pleasure. I have 
a respect for the powerful effects of the 
ordinary, the repeated, the habitual. That 
comes from feminist theory but also from 
being influenced by ordinary language 
philosophy by way of Stanley Cavell, 
who was one of my teachers in graduate 
school. I think there’s a lot going on in 
the ways people feel compelled to speak 
or make their aesthetic judgments public, 
even as the grounding of these judgments 
in feelings as opposed to concepts or 
principles inevitably makes the speaker 
vulnerable to being challenged or rebuked 
or mocked by other judges. The action of 
judging based on feeling is universal—the 
judgments themselves quite obviously 
vary, but every human being does it. This 
relation of the judge to other judges, this 
fundamentally social and often antagonistic 
relation, is encoded in all of our aesthetic 
categories.

I have also learned a great deal about 
recognising the political ambiguity of 
cultural objects from reading the Marxist 
critic Fredric Jameson, who finds all art to 

be informed by a dialectic of utopia and 
ideology. The supposedly labor-saving 
gimmick (which is what I’m working on 
now), the aestheticisation of feminised 
powerlessness that is the cute, the often 
racialised affect of the excessive “lively” or 
hyperactive subject I call animatedness—
these familiar aesthetic experiences/
judgments are quite obviously ideological. 
They are however not just passive 
reflections of historical situations but ways 
of seeking to grasp them, which sometimes 
plant seeds of ways of imagining new ones.    

I do want to make something very clear. 
When I say that the affective or aesthetic 
objects I pay attention to are ambiguous 
or equivocal I do not mean that their 
historical objectivity should be regarded 
as uncertain or equivocal. I simply mean 
that their forms or structures are often 
marked by contradiction. For example, 
the aesthetic categories I came to work 
on after Ugly Feelings, which I argue are 
especially well-suited for making sense 
of late capitalist culture as a whole, are 
marked by an equivocality that stems 
from the specific combination of clashing 
feelings at their hearts: tenderness and 
aggression, in the case of the cute; interest 
plus boredom, in the case of the interesting; 
fun with unfun, in the case of the zany. 
And for their part, the affective states 
considered individually in Ugly Feelings 
are equivocal in the sense of not being 
linked to strong cognitive appraisals (as in 
the case of ambient moods like irritation) 
or in having been rendered so socially or 
epistemologically illegitimate that they 
do not permit us to feel a secondary, 
satisfying sense of conviction about what 
they are nonetheless simultaneously 
telling us about our relations to others 
and the world (as in the case of envy and 
paranoia). For these reasons such feelings 
are not conducive to their own cathartic 
release or to resolute actions, which is not 
to say that their political ambiguity is not 
politically meaningful. These feelings tend 
to go on and on rather than flaring up and 
dissipating quickly, in part because many 
of them lack clearly defined objects. But for 
this reason they become good for capturing 
the form of what Rob Nixon calls “slow 
violence”—he’s talking about the long-term 
effects on poor communities of forms of 
structural injustice like colonialism as 
well as of environmental disasters like oil 
spills and climate change—or what Lauren 
Berlant calls the “becoming-structural” 
of contemporary capitalist crises. If, as 
Berlant points out in particular, what is 
structural is by definition enduring, certain 
feelings have “temporal profiles” that make 
them better at capturing the form of this 
contemporary reality than others.  

What does the predominance of these 
particular aesthetic categories—and again, 
the equivocal feelings and/or strikingly 

contradictory combinations of feeling 
that lie at their foundation—tell us about 
our contemporary moment? What does it 
mean, in particular, that the cute is a way 
of aestheticising powerlessness; that the 
zany is a way of aestheticising besetness 
or overexertion and the overexertion of 
the figure of the worker quite specifically? 
What does it mean that the interesting is 
a way of aestheticising uncertainty, or a 
state of knowing and also not knowing 
at the same time, including not knowing 
exactly yet how to feel? Why would a 
historical culture place such obviously 
not so great experiences—powerlessness, 
bodily overexertion, epistemological 
uncertainty—at the core of its most 
prevalent aesthetic styles and judgments? 
These are questions I tried to answer in 
Our Aesthetic Categories. But I was clearly 
led there by focusing on a specific group of 
affective and politically ambiguous negative 
feelings in Ugly Feelings.

The aesthetic categories I’ve written about 
also tend to be spatially and temporally 
dispersed phenomena—not contained 
by a specific genre or even medium. 
This makes things challenging. Think 
of the cute, for example, which we can 
find in toys, industrial design, food, 
poetry, fashion, television, you name it. 
It’s surprisingly more difficult to study 
something spread out in a million different 
places than something more historically 
and institutionally circumscribed, like, 
say, the Baroque or conceptual poetry. 
Diffused throughout culture as they are, 
qualities like the cute or stuplimity or 
animatedness or the interesting are not 
abstractions but historically concrete 
phenomena, materialized through very 
specific practices. And far from being 
rarefied experiences they are utterly 
everyday. People of all social classes use the 
judgment of the interesting on a daily basis 
to articulate their aesthetic pleasures and/
or displeasures to one another. It seems 
important that we use this judgment more 
frequently than the beautiful, as if our 
aesthetic pleasures and displeasures are 
now frequently mixed up in ways that the 
conviction of the beautiful won’t allow us 
to register.

I wanted to ask you about the Stuplimity 
essay, which was included in your 2006 
book Ugly Feelings. The key point of the 
text (which spurred on the making of this 
show) concerned proximity and pace; when 
an encounter with something is too close, 
too much, too fast, or recursive and cyclical 
for instance. In conclusion you seem to 
suggest these conditions are at the root of 
postmodern, lived experience. Could you 
explain this tendency?  

I like repetition. Unlike some theorists 
I do not believe it automatically cancels 
out powerful aesthetic experience, which 

is assumed to mean only rare or novel 
experience. Repetition can mean and do 
so many things. And it is really not the 
opposite of difference. Deleuze in fact 
argues that the only thing that ever truly 
repeats is difference. So in “Stuplimity” I 
was trying to point out a quality shared by 
a number of twentieth-century artworks in 
which repetition figures prominently. It’s a 
quality that stems from the intersection of 
two kinds of feeling that we usually think of 
as antithetical or even as ruling one other 
out: being astonished or overwhelmed, 
on the one hand, and being bored, on the 
other. This involves the intersection of 
two temporalities: instantaneousness or 
suddenness, on the one hand (when we 
feel astonished by something, the feeling 
hits us “all at once”) and ongoingness or 
duration, on the other (when we feel bored 
the feeling itself seems to go on and on). 
And with this there’s a coming together 
of two appraisals. A sense of the “too 
much,” as you put it, or of something too 
big for the subject to handle. Like when 
a Beckett character gets overwhelmed 
after calculating the staggering amount 
of permutations there are for eating his 
box of assorted cookies. But then, also, 
a feeling of the too little or not much 
(we’re talking about cookies, after all). 
This conjunction of clashing affects and 
temporalities is interestingly ubiquitous; 
you can find it in a lot of different kinds of 
contemporary music and in serial artworks, 
in the obsessive-compulsive logic behind 
collections and hoarding and also in certain 
kinds of conceptual art and writing. It 
interested me because it seemed to be an 
aesthetic of excess and of minimalism at 
once. 

I was struck by the theme of vulgar 
materiality this aesthetic style kept calling 
up, as if to counter the assumption that 
a thing that aesthetically overwhelms us 
must be a transcendent object of quasi-
religious reverence or awe. For in the kind 
of experience of being overwhelmed I was 
trying to describe, object was not so much 
the Alps or the Milky Way or the idea of 
infinity (and for the record I do in fact find 
mountains and the starry sky and infinity 
sublime), but more like a giant heap of 
rubble or a ridiculously vast and detailed 
and supposedly exhaustive taxonomy of 
psychological human types or a catalogue 
of all the words beginning with “un-” 
in Moby Dick or an enormous stack of 
ledgers containing numbers representing 
years. So we end up with a stupid or not 
entirely successful sublime that returns 
us to finitude, that keeps one mentally 
tethered to one’s body. A sublime that is 
more tedious or exhausting than terrifying. 
Why have so many late twentieth-century 
and contemporary artists been interested 
in exploring this effect? Has there been a 
fundamental, historical modification in our 
relation to aesthetic awe?

In the late 1990s when I wrote the essay, 
the sublime was the noticeably dominant 
way of talking about the aesthetics of 
postmodernism or late capitalism, thanks 
in part to influential essays by Lyotard and 
Jameson. In a way this made perfect sense. 
The scale and complexity of contemporary 
global capitalism is overwhelming. When 
making the effort to grasp this system as 
a totality, the subject is likely to feel that it 
exceeds her faculties for processing it. In 
an age of simulacra and media spectacles, 
moreover, even the spontaneous feeling 
of pleasure no longer seem to be a secure 
pathway to aesthetic conviction. One gets 
a meta-feeling of our feelings no longer 
linking up in any secure or consistent way 
to the acts of evaluation they nonetheless 
continue to underpin. The Kantian 
sublime, aesthetic theory’s classic example 
of an aesthetic experience/judgment that 
turns on the unpleasurable sensation of 
feeling cognitively overwhelmed (at least 
at first), and also its primary example 
of a complicated aesthetic experience/
judgment involving both negative and 
positive feelings, was thus a natural 
place to go for both poststructuralist and 
Marxist theorists who took seriously this 
dissonance between the world of late 
capitalism and the subject’s capacities for 
cognising it. And yet to me the concept 
of the sublime alone, which at the time 
seemed like it was being used as a giant 
drawer in which to shove everything that 
is aesthetically ambiguous or nonbeautiful, 
seemed insufficient to account for all the 
specific varieties of equivocal late-capitalist 
aesthetic experience. 

So it’s not that the sublime is not important, 
it just felt like the concept was being 
used to cover too many things about late 
capitalist culture, inadvertently obscuring 
aspects of everyday aesthetic experience 
that I found really interesting. In a way the 
poststructuralist version of the sublime was 
too sublime, meaning that it stressed the 
experience of being overwhelmed to such 
a degree that it couldn’t register the way 
in which people are not in fact obliterated 
by their perceptions of the astounding 
complexity of global financial systems, how 
they recover and adjust and go on. (Like 
repetition itself, this is kind of comical, 
isn’t it? It’s crucial that stuplimity always 
has comedy in it whereas the sublime 
does not.) Bruce Robbins’s concept of the 
“sweatshop sublime” was an important 
early intervention in this direction. It’s a bit 
analogous to what Lauren Berlant writes 
about in Cruel Optimism, which is the 
way in which people’s responses to trauma 
are not always themselves traumatic. At 
the same time, the Kantian version of the 
sublime wasn’t quite sublime enough, 
because it culminates in a resolution of 
the negative feeling into a positive one, 
in which the subject’s capacity to process 
the world ends up prevailing after all. 
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What I was trying to describe was a rather 
ordinary aesthetic experience involving a 
mix of conflicting feelings in which there 
was no resolution. And so in writing about 
stuplimity I was trying to do justice to 
an affectively mixed, temporally complex 
aesthetic experience that feels a little like 
the sublime but is finally not. 

In Stuplimity, it seems you’re addressing 
the construction of sense in bodily or 
atmospheric qualities by highlighting its 
affective or contagious potential. Is it fair to 
say that you’re drawing on both meanings 
of sense (cognitive and bodily)?

Yes. The movement between affect and 
cognition is central to my work. Now I 
would never collapse the two together, 
or say we somehow “feel meaning.” The 
difference between them is essential, as is 
the difference between how things come 
via our moods to matter to us and how 
things come via concepts to mean. And 
yet our specific repertoires of feelings are 
historical and mediated in part by changing 
discourses and concepts of feeling. For 
example, as many scholars of feeling have 
pointed out, the idea that our emotions 
“are us” or the key to our true selves—
in contrast to a much older concept of 
passions as external visitations, as things 
that passively overtake or possess a self 
already defined apart from them—is a 
distinctively modern idea (and one that has 
enabled the entire discipline of psychology 
to exist). Not all feelings are cognitive 
appraisals of situations but most of the ones 
that interest me are. I’m different in this 
respect from other people who work on 
affect, who tend to stress the disconnection 
between affect and concepts rather than the 
pathways between them. Even the lack of a 
pathway between affect and cognition that 
we encounter in specific feelings can give 
rise to a cognition or appraisal (as well as 
being felt).

In connection to this, I’ve always witnessed 
a kind of cool, detached approach to 
be the default pose for most viewers of 
contemporary art. I often find myself 
adopting this approach. Do you consider 
this pattern of behaviour (which 
carries many of the characteristics of 
your diagnosis of The Interesting) to be 
prevalent, and if so, why?

Yes—though we should remember 
that coolness or detachment is also a 
historically specific kind of attachment, 
arguably emerging when art became 
produced as a commodity specifically 
for contemplation and/or understood 
as relatively unthreatening or powerless 
(compare for contrast the way in which 
Plato regards art as a possible real danger to 
the state, as Giorgio Agamben points out in 
The Man Without Qualities).  It’s an attitude 
often elicited by discursive or information-

based work in particular, and by art that 
foregrounds the dialectic of repetition and 
difference. I suppose I could have used a 
version of coolness to talk about a lot of 
things I talk about when I talk about the 
interesting but the interesting is a broader 
concept with a much longer history. An 
interesting thing about the interesting is 
that unlike a lot of other aesthetic qualities 
it can be coupled with just about any other 
aesthetic quality (including qualities like 
the sublime and beautiful) without the two 
cancelling each other out. Things can be 
interesting and gaudy as well as interesting 
and delicate but not gaudy and delicate 
all at once. This has something to do with 
the affective minimalism of the interesting 
and its status as an aesthetic of difference 
without a concept. The minimal condition 
for something being interesting is that it 
seems different from others of its kind. But 
what is the kind? We might not know when 
we start out. But the interesting always 
pushes us to search for the concept, if it is 
indeed truly interesting.

Stuplimity like “repeating” for Gertrude 
Stein leads to an “open feeling” related to 
not-yet conceptualised difference as well. 
Looking back at that essay I’m realising 
that it was a kind of gateway to the second 
book, and especially to the work on the 
merely interesting, as you suggest. The two 
have a lot in common. Both involve a clash 
of speeds or temporalities (fast and slow), 
though the interesting more specifically 
rests on a counterpoint between perception 
and concept. Sometimes the concept of the 
artwork is what comes to us instantly, while 
the perceiving of its sensory qualities takes 
us more time. Other times the perception 
(of difference) is what is immediate, and 
the concept emerges later. I like work that 
plays with the tension between these two 
things.

Is to call something interesting to praise or 
dispraise it? It’s never instantly clear. Once 
again, the most historically distinctive 
thing about the dominant aesthetic 
categories of our time is their equivocality 
as feeling-based judgments. The ambiguous 
mixture of positive and negative feelings on 
which these judgments are founded make 
them ill-suited for producing a secondary 
feeling of conviction which would in turn 
provide a satisfying confirmation of the 
cognitive powers of the autonomous self.  
Yet their very existence nonetheless attests 
to a situation in which the compulsion to 
evaluate the world persists, even in the face 
of new uncertainties about how our feelings 
link up to the situations we continue to use 
them to describe. 

Sianne Ngai is a Professor of English at 
Stanford University. Her books include 
Ugly Feelings and Our Aesthetic Categories, 
both published by Havard Press. 
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