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INTRODUCTION: ON REVENGE

Well, well, well. The book has started. There’s no turning back.

I wrote these essays over the past three years, though several were percolating for longer. All are published here for the first time. The essays on gossip, Goodreads, and vulnerability arose as many of my ideas do: from a growing agitation about what I perceived to be misunderstandings and fallacies spreading in cultural criticism and commentary, and a resulting feeling that I must say something to attempt to intervene, as futile an endeavor as that may be. The essay on spoilers has a similar origin story, but I won’t ruin it for you.

The essays on expatriation, autofiction, and anxiety are more personal, though I no longer have any idea what counts as a “personal essay.” They are about, among other things, me and my experiences, and they deal with the many ways we are encouraged, at this specific moment in history, to understand ourselves and our experiences, and with the ways these frameworks fail, change, and reroute us. Some of the points of departure for these essays were also things that annoy me—misconceptions, received wisdom, clichés—but because I am closer to the subjects, what might have remained mere annoyance often felt like an affront. A feeling is not the truth, of course—anyone who has talked to me at a party might wonder why I don’t consider an essay on the ethics of gossip as a private and increasingly public practice “personal.” But that’s the nature of feelings: not always rational. They pick favorites, develop complexes, fixate, concoct paranoid narratives. This tension—between thought and feeling, reason and impulse—is a feature of my own writing as well as of the conflicts and arguments I’m most often drawn to write about.

This book is called No Judgment because the phrase has become a discursive shield against the discomforts of these tensions. “No judgment!”—it’s almost always spoken in a patronizingly casual tone, with a fake smile, the kind of thing you’re supposed to say to approach awkward conversations that you know your interlocutor might not enjoy. We use it to preface advice a friend won’t want to take, to soften an unflattering observation, to ease our way into difficulty. It means, sometimes, “I am not judging you harshly or negatively” or, more often, “I promise not to express the judgment I am making to your face.” Regardless, it’s always ironic. There is never no judgment, and certainly not in this book.

Deciding what to do with judgment is a more productive line of inquiry than worrying about what other people think. If you possess enough anxious self-awareness as a writer, you will learn a lot about yourself working on a long project. Although I intended all the pieces in this book to “fit together”—although I wanted this essay collection to cohere as a book that rewards cross-reference and highlights connections among apparently distant topics—I didn’t anticipate that revenge, or its easier-going synonym justice, would become a theme. Upon reflection, I know exactly why I was thinking about revenge, but that is the subject of a future novel. In the meantime, I left all the little half-jokes about vengeance in; the abstract relationship between judgment and revenge isn’t super hard to parse. A harsh judgment might inspire a desire for vengeance; a revenge plot, in a film or novel, implies a moral judgment of the initial act, particularly if you make it to the twist at the end. If I experience, as the title of the essay on gossip has it, “Embarrassment, Panic, Opprobrium, Job Loss, Etc.,” I might seek revenge, in the form of making judgments that I distribute as gossip, or I might have been the unfortunate target of revenge, in the form of the same. The relationship between the internet commenter and the public figure, and between the critic and artist, which I discuss in “My Perfect Opinions,” is often governed, or thought to be governed, by a desire for vengeance brought on by the harsh judgments of amateur and professional critics alike.

Writing is often nothing but revenge, as the critic Terry Castle is quoted saying later in the book. This revenge need not be the kind of autobiographical novel that I just suggested I’m working on myself. There are sentences and paragraphs in my essay on autofiction, “I Am the One Sitting Here, for Hours and Hours and Hours,” that appeared in the first draft of my novel Fake Accounts, which for most of its prepublication life contained a single footnote. This footnote consisted of a jaunty 2,500-word essay about autofiction and the relationship between myself and my narrator. While a survey of preliminary readers was truly mixed on the presence of the footnote in the novel, I was encouraged by my agent to remove it for the purposes of selling the book, which I did. My revenge for this edit, about which I continue to feel ambivalent—particularly given how often comments were made about the relationship between myself and that narrator—was to make the essay much, much longer, and better, and to include it here.

The idea that the best revenge is living well is about envy, but it is also about judgment. The saying suggests that the feeling of being above or at least beyond judgment is not just a solace, or mentally healthy to cultivate; it suggests that to be unaffected by whoever or whatever has (ostensibly) painfully wronged or merely upset you can be a kind of affront itself. To live well despite past injustice is a harsh judgment; the act of living an enviable life says that whoever harmed you has no power, doesn’t matter in the long run. Like “no judgment,” the cliché that the best revenge is living well is the kind of thing you say to placate. “You’re better than that,” a friend adds, looking a little worried, a little desperate to stop whatever scheme you have in motion. “Don’t stoop to his level.” No one actually believes any of this, but to admit that the best revenge is patient, quiet, clever, and untraceable would mean admitting not only that we care about what other people think but also that maybe, sometimes, we should. As these essays show, that often feels very bad.
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