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Translator’s Introduction

Jacques Ranciere’s Politics of Perception’

GABRIEL ROCKHILIL

As Alain Badiou has aptly pointed out, Jacques Rancitres work
does not belong to any particular academic community but rather
inhabits unknown intervals ‘between history and philosephy, between
philosophy and politics, and between documentary and fiction” (1995:
122). His unique methodology, eclectic resea rch habirs, and voracions
propensity for assimilating Furopecan intellecrual and culrural history
are comparable perhaps only to the unclassifiable work of Michel
Foucault, an author with whom he himselt acknowledges cortain

©

affinities. If his voice has yet to be heard in Full force in che English-

speaking world due to a lack of translations and suthcienr secondary
literature, it is perhaps attributable ro whar Runciere hrimself has
called the distribution of the sensible, or the system of divisions and
boundaries that define, among other things, what is visible and audible
within a particular aesthetico-pelitical regime.

Although closely affiliated with the group of neo-Marxists working
around Althusser in the 1960s, Ranciere's virulent criticisms of the
latter as of 1968 served to distance him from the author with whom
he had shared the common project Lire le Capitalin 1965. As Ranciere
explained in the Preface to La Legon d Althusser (1974), the theoretical
and political distance separating his work from Althusserian Marxism
was partially a resnlt of the events of 1968 and the realization thar
Althusser’s school was a ‘philosophy of order’” whose very principles
anaesthetized the revolt against the bourgeoisie. Uninspired by the
political options proposed by thinkers such as Deleuze and Lyotard,
Rancitre saw in the politics of difference the risk of reversing Marx’
statement in the Thesis on Feuerbach: “We tried to transform the world
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2 THE POLITICS OF AESTHETICS

in diverse ways, now it is a macter of interpreting it’ (1974: 14). These
criticisms of the response by certain intellectuals to the events of May
1968 eventually led him to a critical re-examination of the social,
political, and historical forces operative in the production of theory.

In the first two books to follow the collection of essays on Althusser,
Ranciere explored a question that would continue to preoccupy him
in his later work: from what position do we speak and in the name
of what or whom? Whereas Lo Nuis des prolétaires (1981) proceeded
via the route of meticulous historical research to unmask the illusions
of representation and give voice to certain mute events in the histor
of workers’ emancipation, Le Philosophe et ses paunvres (1983) provided
a conceptualization of the relationship between thought and society,
philosophic representation and its concrete historical object. Both
of these works contributed to undermining the privileged position
usurped by philosophy in its various attempts to speak for others, be ir
the proletariat, the poor, or anyone else who is not ‘destined to think’.
However, far from advocating a populist stance and claiming to finally
bestow a specific identity on the underprivileged, Ranciére thwarted
the artifice at work in the discourses founded on the singularity of the
other by revealing the ways in which they are ultimately predicated on
keeping the other in its place.

This general criticism of social and political philosophy was counter-
balanced by a more positive account of the relationship between the
‘intellectual’ and the emancipation of society in Ranciére’s fourch
book, Le Maitre ignorant (1987). Analysing the life and work of Joseph
Jacotet, Ranciere argued in favour of a pedagogical methodology that
would abolish any presupposed inequalities of intelligence such as
the academic hierarchy of master and disciple. For Ranciére, equality
should not be thought of in terms of a goal to be attained by working
through the lessons promulgated by prominent social and political
thinkers. On the contrary, it is the very axiomatic point of departure
whose sporadic reappearance via disturbances in the sct system of
social inequalities is the very essence of emancipation. This explains, in
part, Ranciere’s general rejection of political philosophy, understood as
the theoretical enterprise that abolishes politics proper by identifying
it with the ‘police’ (see below). It also sheds light on his own attempt
to work as an ‘ignorant schoolmaster’ who — rather than transmitting
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performatively contradictory lessons on the content of emancipation
— aims at giving a voice to those excluded from the hicrarchies of
knowledge.

With the more recent publication of Awux Bords du politigue (1990)
and La Méentente (1995), Ranciere has further elaborated a politics
of democratic emancipation, which might best be understood in terms
of its central concepts. The police, to begin with, is defined as an
organizational system of coordinates that establishes a distribution of
the sensible or a law that divides the community into groups, social
positions, and functions. This law implicitly separates those who rake
part from those who are excluded, and it therefore presupposes a prior
aesthetic division between the visible and the invisible, the audible and
the inaudible, the sayable and the unsayable. The essence of politics
consists in interrupting the distribution of the sensible by supple-
menting it with those who have no part in the perceptual coordinates
of the community, thereby modifying the very aesthetico-political field
of possibility. Tt is partially for this reason thar Rancicre defines the
political as relational in nature, founded on the intervention of politics
in the police order rather than on the establishment of a particular
governmental regime. Moreover, politics in its strict sense never presup-
poses a reified subject or predefined group of individuals such as the
proletariat, the poor, or minorities. On the contrary. the only possible
subject of politics is the people or the démos, ic. the supplementary part
of every account of the population. Those who have no name. who
remain invisible and inaudible, can only penetrate the police order via a
mode of subjectivization that transforms the aesthetic coordinates of the
community by implementing the universal presupposition of politics:
we are all equal. Democracy itself is defined by these intermittent acts
of political subjectivization that reconfigure the communal distribution
of the sensible. However, just as equality is not a goal to be atcained but
a presupposition in need of constant verification, democracy is neither a
form of government nor a stvle of social life. Democratic emancipation
is a random process that redistributes the system of sensible coordinates
without being able to guarantee the absolute climination of the social
inequalities inherent in che police order.

The irresolvable conflict between politics and the police, most visible
perhaps in the perennial persistence of a wrong that cannot be resolved
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THE POLITICS OF AESTHETICS

by juridical litigation, has led many readers to interpret La Mésentente
as a simple continuation of Lyotard’s Le Différend (1983). Although a
conceptual proximity is readily apparent, Ranciére is careful to distin-
guish his project from what he considers to be the essentially discursive
nature of le différend. According to his definition, disagreement is
neither a misunderstanding nor a general lack of comprehension. It
is a conflict over what is meant by ‘to speak’ and over the very distri-
bution of the sensible that delimits the horizons of the sayable and
determines the relationship between seeing, hearing, doing, making,
and thinking. In other words, disagreement is less a clash between
heterogeneous phrase regimens or genres of discourse than a conflict
between a given distribution of the sensible and what remains outside
it.

Beginning with the publication of Courts Voyages au pays du peuple
(1990) and up to his most recent work on film and modern art, Ranciére
has repeatedly foregrounded his long-standing interest in aesthetics
while at the same time analysing its conjunction with both politics
and history. In positioning himself against the Sartrean preoccupation
with engagement and the more recent hegemony of the 7e/ Quel group,
Rancitre presents his reader with a unique account of aesthetics as well
as an innovative description of its major regimes. According to the
genealogy he has undertaken, the ethical regime of images characrer-
istic of Platonism is primarily concerned with the origin and telos of
imagery in relationship to the ethos of the community. It establishes
a distribution of images — without, however, identifying ‘art’ in the
singular — that rigorously distinguishes between artistic simulacra and
the ‘true arts’ used to educate the citizenry concerning their role in
the communal body. The representative regime is an artistic system of
Aristotelian heritage that liberates imitation from the constraints of
ethical utility and isolates a normatively autonomous domain with its
own rules for fabrication and criteria of evaluation. The aesthetic regime
of art puts this entire system of norms into question by abolishing the
dichotomous structure of mimesisin the name of a contradictory identi-
fication between Jogos and pathos. It thereby provokes a transformation
in the distribution of the sensible established by the representative
regime, which leads from the primacy of fiction to the primacy of
language, from the hierarchical organization of genres to the equality
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of represented subjects, from the principle of appropriate discourse to
the indifference of style with regard to subject matter. and from the
ideal of speech as act and performance to the model of writing.

Ranciere has forcefully argued that the emergence of literature in the
ninetcenth century as distinct from fes belles-lettres was a central catalyst
in the development of the aesthetic regime of art. By rejecting the repre-
sentative regime'’s poetics of mimésis, modern literature contributed to a
general reconfiguration of the sensible order linked to the contradiction
inherent in what Ranciere calls literarity. i.e. the status of a written word
that freely circulares outside any system of legitimation. On the one
hand, literaricy is a necessary condition for the appearance of modern
literarure as such and its emancipation from the representative regime
of art. However, it simultancously acts as rthe contradictory fimit at
which the specificity of literature itself disappears duc to the fact that it
no longer has any clearly identifiable characteristics thar would distin-
guish it from any other mode of discourse. This partially explains the
other major form of writing that has been in constant struggle wirh
democratic literarity throughout the modern age: the idea of a ‘true
writing” that would incorporate language in such a way as to exclude the
free-Hoating, disembodied discourse of literaritv. The ‘positive contra-
diction’ between these two forms of writing, as well as the paradox that
defines the unique discursive status of literature as such. has given rise
to numerous and varied responses through the course of time. In other
words, this contradiction has played a productive role in the emergence
of modern literature, and it has also been decisive in setting the stage
for later developments in the aestheric regime of art. To take one
example among many, Rancitre has recently argued in La Fable cinéma-
tographique (2001) that a positive contradiction — between clements of
the representative and aesthetic regimes of art ~ is also operative in film.
On the one hand, the very invention of film materially realized the
propetly aesthetic definition of art, first claborated in Schelling’s System
of Transcendental ldealism, as a union of conscious and unconscious
processes. On the other hand, however, film is an art of fiction that
bestows a new youth on the genres, codes, and conventions of represen-
tation that democratic literarity had put into question.

In his critical genealogy of art and politics, Ranci¢re has also dealt
extensively with the emergence of history as a unique discipline (Les
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6 THE POLITICS OF AESTHETICS

Noms de [’histoire, 1992) and, more recently, with psychoanalysis
(L'Inconscient esthétique, 2000), photography, and contemporary art
(Le Destin des images, 2003). Behind the intricate analyses present in
each of these studies, a central argument is discernible: the historical
conditions of possibility for the appearance of these practices are to be
found in the contradictory relationship between elements of the repre-
sentative and aesthetic regimes of art. Thus continuing to work in the
intervals between politics, philosophy, aestherics, and historiography,
Jacques Ranciere will undoubtedly leave his own indelible mark on one
of his privileged objects of study: the distribution of the sensible.

The Distribution of the Sensible




Foreword

The following pages respond to a twofold solicitation. At their origin
was a set of questions asked by two young philosophers, Muriel Combes
and Bernard Aspe, for their journal, Alice, and more specifically for the
section entitled “The Factory of the Sensible’. This section is concerned
with aesthetic acts as configurations of experience that create new
modes of sense perception and induce novel forms of political subjec-
tivity. It is within this framework that they interviewed me on the
consequences of my analyses—in Disagreement—of the distribution of
the sensible that is at stake in politics, and thus of a certain aestherics
of politics. Their questions, prompted as well bv a novel reflection on
the major avant-garde theories and experiments concerning the fusion
of art and life, dictate the structure of the present text. At the request
of Eric Hazan and Stéphanie Grégoire, 1 developed my responses and
clarified their presuppositions [8] as far as possible.”

This particular solicitation is, however. inscribed in a broader
context. The proliferation of voices denouncing the crisis of art or irs
fatal capture by discourse, the pervasiveness of the spectacle or the
death of the image, suffice to indicate that a battle fought yesrerday
over the promises of emancipation and the illusions and disillu-
sions of history continues today on aesthetic terrain. The trajectory
of Situationist discourse — stemming from an avant-garde arristic
movement in the post-war period, developing into a radical critique of
politics in the 1960s, and absorbed today into the routine of the disen-
chanted discourse that acts as the ‘critical’ stand-in for the existing
order — is undoubtedly symptomatic of the contemporary ¢bb and
flow of aesthetics and politics, and of the transformations of avant
garde thinking into nostalgia. It is, however, the work of Jean-Francois
Lyotard that best marks the way in which ‘aesthetics’ has become, in
the last twenty years, the privileged site where the tradition of critical
thinking has metamorphosed into deliberation on ’mourning. The
reinterpretation of the Kantian analysis [9] of the sublime intradiuced
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10 THE POLITICS OF AESTHETICS

into the field of art a concept that Kant had located beyond it. It did
this in order to more effectively make art a witness to an encounter
with the unpresentable that cripples all thought, and thereby a witness
for the prosecution against the arrogance of the grand aesthetico-
political endeavour to have ‘thought’ become ‘world’. In this way,
reflection on art became the site where a mise-en-scéne of the original
abyss of thought and the disaster of its misrecognition continued after
the proclamation of the end of political utopias. A number of contem-
porary contributions to thinking the disasters of art or the image
convert this fundamental reversal into more mediocre prose.

This familiar landscape of contemporary thought defines the context
in which these questions and answers are inscribed, but it does not
specify their objective. The following responses will not lay claim yet
again, in the face of postmodern disenchantment, to the avant-garde
vocation of art or to the vitality of a modernity that links the conquests
of artistic innovation to the victories of emancipation. These pages do
not have their origin in a desire to take a polemical stance. They are
inscribed in a long-term project that aims at re-establishing a debate’s
conditions of intelligibility. This means, first of all, elaborating the
very meaning of [10] what is designated by the term aestherics, which
denotes neither art theory in general nor a theory that would consign
are to its etfects on sensibility. Aesthetics refers to a specific regime for
identifying and reflecting on the arts: 2 mode of articulation between
ways ofdoing and making, their corresponding forms of visibility, and
possible ways of thinking about their relationships (which presupposes
a certain idea of thought’s effectivity). Defining the connections within
this aesthetic regime of the arts, the possibilities that they determine,
and their modes of transformation, such is the present objective of
my research and of a seminar held over the past few years within the
framework provided by the University of Paris-VIII and the College
[nternational de Philosophie. The results of this research will not be
found in the present work; their elaboration will follow its own proper
pace. I have nevertheless attempted to indicate a few historical and
conceptual reference points appropriate for reformulating certain
problems that have been irremediably confused by notions that pass off
conceptual prejudices as historical determinations and temporal delim-
itations as conceptual determinations. Among the foremost of these
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notions figures, of course, the concept of modernity, today the source
of all the jumbled miscellany thar arbitrarily sweeps [11] together such
figures as Hélderlin, Cézanne, Mallarmé, Malevich. or Duchamp into
a vast whirlwind where Cartesian science gets mixed up with revolu-
tionary parricide, the age of the masses with Romantic irrationalism,
the ban on representation with the techniques of mechanized repro-
duction, the Kantian sublime with the Freudian primal scene, the Hight
of the gods with the extermination of the Jews in Europe. Indicating
the general lack of cvidence supporting these notions obviously does
not entail adhering to the contemporary discourses on the return to
the simple reality of artistic practices and its criteria of assessment. The
connection berween these simple practices’ and modes of discourse,
forms of life, conceptions of thought, and figures of the com munity
is not the fruit of a maleficent misappropriation. On the contrary, the
effort to think through this connection requires forsaking the unsae-
isfactory mise-en-sctne of the ‘end” and the “return’ that persistently
occupies the terrain of arr, politics, and any other object of thought.

(12]
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The Distribution of the Sensible: Politics
and Aesthetics

In Disagreement, politics is examined Sfrom the perspective of what you
call the “distribution of the sensible’ In your opinion, does this expression
provide the key to the necessary junction between aesthetic practices and
political practices?

I call the distribution of the sensible the system of self-evident facts
of sense perception that simultaneously discloses the existence of
something in common and the delimitations that define the respective
parts and positions within it.> A distribution of the sensible therefore
establishes at one and the same time something common that is shared
and exclusive parts. This apportionment of parts and positions is based
on a distribution of spaces, times, and forms of activity that deter-
mines the very manner in which something in common lends itself to
participation and in what way various individuals have a part in this
distribution. Aristotle states that a citizen is someone who Abas 4 part
in the act of governing and being governed. However, another form of
distribution precedes this act of partaking in government: the distri-
bution that [13] determines those who have a part in the community
of citizens. A speaking being, according to Aristotle, is a political
being. If a slave understands the language of its rulers, however, he
does not ‘possess’ it. Plato states that artisans cannot be put in charge
of the shared or common elements of the community because they do
not have the time to devote themselves to anything other than their
work. They cannot be somewhere else because work will not wair. The
distribution of the sensible reveals who can have a share in whar is
common to the community based on what they do and on the time
and space in which this activity is performed. Having a particular
‘occupation’ thereby determines the ability or inability to take charge
of what is common to the community; it defines what is visible or not
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in a common space, endowed wich a common language, etc. There is
thus an ‘aesthetics’ at the core of politics that has nothing to do with
Benjamin's discussion of the ‘acstheticization of politics’ specific to
the “age of the masses’. This acsthetics should not be understood as
the perverse commandeering of politics by a will to ar. by a consid-
eration of the people qua work of art, If the reader is fond of analogy,
aesthetics can be understood in a Kantian sense — re-cxamined perhaps
by Foucault - as the system of a priori forms determining what presents
itself to sense experience. It is a delimitation of [14] spaces and times,
of the visible and the invisible, of speech and noise, that simultancously
determines the place and the stakes of politics as a form of experience.
Politics revolves around what is seen and what can be said abour it.
around who has the ability to see and the talent ro speak, around the
properties of spaces and the possibilities of time.

It is on the basis of this primary aesthetics that ir is possible to raise
the question of ‘aesthetic practices’ as | understand them, that is forms
of visibility that disclose artistic practices, the place they occupy, what
they ‘do’ or ‘make’ from the standpoint of what is common to the
community. Artistic practices are ‘ways of doing and making’ that
intervene in the general distribution of ways of doing and making as
well as in the relationships they maintain to modes of being and forms
of visibility. The DPlatonic proscription of the poets is based on the
impossibility of doing two things ar once prior to being based on the
immoral content of fables. The question of fiction is firse a question
regarding the distribution of places. From the Platonic point of view,
the stage, which is simultaneously a locus of public activity and the
exhibition-space for ‘fantasies’, disturbs the clear partition of identities,
activities, and spaces. The same is true of [15] writing. By stealing away
to wander aimlessly without knowing who to speak to or who nort to
speak to, writing destroys every legitimate foundation for the circu-
lation of words, for the relationship between the effects of language
and the positions of bodies in shared space. Plato thereby singles out
two main models, two major forms of existence and of the sensible
effectivicy of language — writing and the theatre —, which are also
structure-giving forms for the regime of the arts in general. However,
these forms turn out to be prejudicially linked from the outset to a
certain regime of politics, a regime based on the indetermination of
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14 THE POLITICS OF AESTHETICS

identities, the delegitimation of positions of speech, the deregulation
of partitions of space and time. This aesthetic regime of politics is
strictly identical with the regime of democracy, the regime based on
the assembly of artisans, inviolable written laws, and the theatre as
institution. Plato contrasts a third, good form of art with writing and
the theatre, the c/)oreogmp/]z’f form of the community that sings and
dar}ces its own proper unity. In sum, Plato singles out three ways in
which discursive and bodily practices suggest forms of community:
the surface of mute signs that are, he says, [16] like paintings, and
the space of bodily movement that divides itself into two antagonistic
models (the movement of simulacra on the stage that is offered as
material for the audience’s identifications and, on the other hand, the
authentic movement characteristic of communal bodies).

Here we have three ways of distributing the sensible thac structure
the manner in which the arts can be perceived and thought of as forms
of art and as forms that inscribe a sense of community: the surface
of ‘depicted’ signs, the split reality of the theatre, the rhythm of a
dancing chorus. These forms define the way in which works of art or
performances are ‘involved in politics’, whatever may otherwise be the
guiding intentions, artists’ social modes of integration, or the manner
in which artistic forms reflect social structures or movements. When
Madame Bovary was published, or Sentimental Education, these works
were immediately perceived as ‘democracy in literature’ despite Flaubert's
aristocratic situation and political conformism. His very refusal to
entrust literature with any message whatsoever was considered to be
evidence of democratic equality. His adversaries clajmed that he was [17]
democratic due to his decision to depict and portray instead of instruct.
This equality of indifference is the resule of a poctic bias: the equality
of all subject matter is the negation of any relationship of necessity
between a determined form and a determined content. Yer what is thi
indifference after all if not the very equality of everything thar comes to
pass on a written page, available as it is to everyone’s eyes? This equality
destroys all of the hierarchies of representation and also establishes 1
community of readers as a community without legitimacy, a community
formed only by the random crculation of the written word.

In this way, a sensible politicity exists that is immediately ateribured
to the major forms of aestheric distribution such as the H]eatre, the
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page, or the chorus. These ‘politics’ obey their own proper logic, and
they offer their services in very different contexts and time periods.
Consider the wav these paradigms functioned in the connection
between art and politics at the end of the nineteenth century and the
beginning of the twentieth. Consider, for example, the role taken on
by the paradigm of the page in all its different forms, which exceed
the materiality of a written sheet of paper. Novelistic democracy, on
the one hand, is the indifferent democracy of writing such as [18] it is
symbolized by the novel and its readership. There is also, however. the
knowledge concerning typography and iconography, the intertwining
of graphic and pictorial capabilities, that plaved such an important
role in the Renaissance and was revived by Romantic typography
through its use of vignettes, culs-de-lampe, and various innovations.
This model disturbs the clear-cut rules of representative logic that
establish a relationship of correspondence at a distance berween the
sayable and the visible. [t also disturbs the clear partition between
works of pure art and the ornaments made by the decorative arts.
This is why it played such an important — and generally underesti-
mated — role in the upheaval of the representative paradigm and of its
political implications. ] am thinking in particular of its role in the Arts
and Crafts movement and all of irs derivatives {Art Deco, Bauhaus,
Constructivism). These movements developed an idea of furniture — in
the broad sense of the term — for a new com munity, which also inspired
a new idea of pictorial surface as a surface of shared writing.
Modernist discourse presents the revolution of pictorial abstraction
as painting’s discovery of its own proper ‘medium’: two-dimensional
surface. By revoking the perspectivist illusion of the third dimension,
painting was to regain [19] the mastery of its own proper surface. In
actual fact, however, this surface does not have any distinctive feature.
A surface’ is not simply a gecometric composition of lines. It is a certain
distribution of the sensible. For Plato. writing and painting were equiv-
alent surfaces of mute signs, deprived of the breath that animates and
transports living speech. Flar surfaces, in this logic, arc not opposed
to depth in the sense of three-dimensional surfaces. They are opposed
to the ‘living". The mute surface of depicted signs stands in opposition
to the act of ‘living’ speech, which is guided by the speaker towards
its appropriate addressce. Moreover, painting's adoption of the third
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16 THE POLITICS OF AESTHETICS

dimension was also a response to this distribution. The reproduction
of optical depth was linked to the privilege accorded to the story. In the
Renaissance, the reproduction of th ree-dimensional space was involved
in the valorization of painting and the assertion of its ability to caprure
an act of living speech, the decisive moment of action and rhe;ming. In
opposition to the Platonic degradation of mimésis, the classical poetics
of representation wanted to endow the ‘far surface’ with speech or with
a ‘scene’ of life, with a specific depth such as the manifestation of an
action, the expression of an interiority, or the transmission of meaning.
Classical poetics established (20] a relationship of correspondence at
a distance between speech and painting, between the sayable and the
visible, which gave ‘imitation’ its own specific space.

It is this relationship thar is at stake in the supposed distinction
between two-dimensional and three-dimensional space as ‘specific’
to a particular form of art. To a large extent, the ground was laid for
painting’s ‘anti-representative revolution’ by the flat surface of the
Page, in the change in how literature’s ‘images’ function or the change
in the discourse on painting, but also in the ways in which typog-
raphy, posters, and the decorative arts became interlaced. The type
of painting that is poorly named abstract, and which is supposc:dlv
b.rought back to its own proper medium, is implicated in an overall
vision of a new human being lodged in new structures, su rrounded by
different objects. Ies flatness is linked to the flatness of pages, posters,
and tapestries. It is the flatness of an interface. Morcover, its anti-repre-
sentative ‘purity” is inscribed in a context where pure art and decorative
art are intertwined, a context that straight away gives it a political
signification. This context is not the surrounding revolutionary fever
that made Malevich at once the artist who painted Black Square and
the revolutionary culogist of [21] ‘new forms of life’ Furthermore,
this is not some theatrical ideal of the new human being that seals
the momentary alliance between revolutionary artists and politics.
It.is initially in the interface created between different ‘mediums’
— in the connections forged between poems and their typography or
the%r illustrations, between the thearre and its set designers or poster
'C[CSIgnCI‘S, between decorative objects and poems — thar this ‘newness’
is formed that links the artist who abolishes figurative representation
to the revolutionary who invents a new form of life. This interface is
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political in that it revokes the twofold politics inherent in the logic
of representation. On the one hand. this logic separated the waorld
of artistic imitations from the world of vital concerns and politico-
social grandeur. On the other hand, its hierarchical organization — in
particular the primacy of living speech/action over depicted images -
formed an analogy with the socio-political order, With the triumph of
the novel’s page over the theatrical stage, the egalitarian intertwining
of images and signs on pictorial or typographic surfaces, the elevation
of artisans’ art to the starus of grear art, and the new claim to bring art
inrto the décor of each and every life, an entire well-ordered disrribution
of sensory experience was overturned.

[22] This is how the ‘planarity’ of the surface of depicted signs, the
form of egalitarian distribution of the sensible stigmatized by Plaro,
intervened as the principle behind an art’s ‘formal’ revolution ar the
same time as the principle behind the political redistribution of shared
experience. The other major forms, among which there are those of the
chorus and the theatre that I mentioned carlier, could be considered in
much the same way. A history of aesthetic politics, understood in this
sense, has to take into account the way in which these major torms
stand in opposition to one another or intermingle. T am chinking,
for example, of the way in which this paradigm of the surface of
signs/forms entered into conflict or joined forces with the theatrical
paradigm of presence, and with the diverse forms that this paradigm
itselt has taken on, from the Symbolist figuration of a collective legend
to the actualized chorus of a new humanity. Politics plays itself ouc
in the theatrical paradigm as the relationship between the stage and
the audience, as meaning produced by the actor’s body, as games of
proximity or distance. Mallarmé's critical prose writings stage, in an
exemplary manner, the play of cross-references, oppositions or asstmi-
lations between these forms, from the intimate theatre of the page or
calligraphic choreography to the new ‘service’ performed by concerts.

(23} In one respect, these forms therefore appear to bring forch,
in very differenc contexts, figures of communicy equal to themselves.
However. they are susceptible to being assigned to contradictory polirical
paradigms. Let us take the example of the tragic stage. It simultan-
eously carries with ir, according to Plato, the syndrome of democracy
and the power of illusion. By isolating mimésis in its own proper space
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and by enclosing tragedy within a logic of genres, Aristotle — even if
this was not his intention — redefined it politicity. Furthermore, in
the classical system of representation, the tragic stage would become
the stage of visibility for an orderly world governed by a hicrarchy
of subject matter and the adapration of situations and manners of
speaking to this hierarchy. The democratic paradigm would become a
monarchical paradigm. Let us also consider the long and contradictory
history of rhetoric and the model of the ‘good orator’. Throughout the
monarchical age, democratic eloquence 2 la Demosthenes denoted an
excellence in speaking, which was itself established as the imaginary
attribute of the supreme power. It was also always receptive, however,
to the recovery of its democratic function by lending its [24] canonical
forms and its consecrated images to the transgressive appearance of
unauthorized speakers on the public stage. Let us consider as wel] the
contradictory destinies of the choreographic model. Recent research
has evoked the metamorphoses undergone by Laban’s notation of
movement. It was developed in a context favouring the liberation
of bodies and became the model for the large Nazi demonstrations
before regaining, in the anti-establishment context of performance
art, a new subversive virginity. Benjamin’s explanation via the fatal
aestheticization of politics in the ‘era of the masses’ overlooks, perhaps,
the long-standing connection between the unanimous consensus of
the citizenry and the exaltation of the free movement of bodics. In
a city hostile to the theatre and to written law, Plato recommended
constantly cradling unweaned infants.

I have evoked these three forms because Plato conceptually charted
them our and because they maintain a historical constancy. They
obviously do not define all of the ways that figures of community
are aesthetically designed. The important thing is that the question
of the relationship between aesthetics and politics be raised at this
level, the level of the sensible delimitation of what is common to
the community, the forms of its visibility and of its organization.
[25] Tt is from this perspective that it is possible to reflect on artises
political interventions, starting with the Romantic literary forms that
aimed at deciphering society, the Symbolist poetics of dreams or the
Dadaist or Constructivist elimination of art, and continuing up to
the contemporary modes of performance and installation. From this
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perspective, it is possible to challenge a good many imaginary stories
about artistic ‘modernity’ and vain debates over the autonomy of art
or its submission to politics. The arts only ever lend to projects of
domination or emancipation whart they are able to lend to them. th'm
is to say, quite simply, what they have in common with Arhcm: hodl]y
positions and movements, functions of specch, the parcelling out f)f the
visible and the invisible. Furthermore, the autonomy they can enjoy or
the subversion they can claim credit for rest on the same foundation.
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Artistic Regimes and the Shortcomings of

the Notion of Modernity

Certain of the most fundamental categories used for thinking about artistic
creation in the twentieth century, namely the categories of modernity, the
avant-garde and, for some time now, postmodernity, also happen to have
a political mmnzng Do these categories seem to you to have the slightest
interest for conceiving, in precise terms, what ties ‘acsthetics’ to ‘/m//f/(c ?

I do not think that the notions of modernity and the avant-garde have
been very enlightening when it comes to thinking about the new forms
of art that have emerged since the last century or the relations between
aesthetics and politics. They actually confuse two very different
things: the historicity specific to a regime of the arts in general and
the decisions to break with the past or anticipate the future that take
place within this regime. The notion of aesthetic modernity conceals —
without conceptualizing it in the least — cthe singularity of a particular
regime of the arts, that is [27] to say of a specific type of connection
between ways of producing works of art or developing practices, forms
of visibility that disclose them, and ways of conceptualizing the former
and the latrer.

A detour is necessary here in order to clarify this notion and situate
the problem. With regard to what we call ars, it is in fact possible
to distinguish, within the Western tradition, three major regimes of
identification. There is first of all what | propose to call an ethical
regime of images. In this regime, ‘art’ is not identified as such but is
subsumed under the question of images. As a specific type of entity,
images are the object of a twofold question: the question of their origin
(and consequently their truth content) and the question of their end
or purpose, the uses they are put to and the effects they result in. The
question of images of the divine and the right to produce such images
or the ban placed on them falls within this regime, as well as the
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question of the status and signification of the i images produced. The
entire Platonic polemic against the <|mu|au.1 of painting, pocms, and
the stage also falls within this regime.® Plato does not, as it is ofren
claimed, place arc under the voke of politics. This very distinction
would have made no sense for Plato since art did not exist for [28] him
bur only arts, ways of doing and making. And it is among these thar
he traces the dividing line: there are truc arts, that is to say forms of
knowledge based on the imitation of a model with precise ends, and
artistic simulacra that imitate simple appearances. These imitations.
differentiated by their origin, are then distinguished by their end or
purpose. by the way in which the poem’s images provide the spectators,
both children and adult citizens, with a certain educarion and fir in
with the distribution of the cirv's occupations. Tois i this seose that
[ speak of an erhical regime of images. Tn this regime, 1t 15 a marrer
of knowing in what way irn;lgc§ mode of being affeces the ethos, the
mode of being of individuals and communities. This question prevents
‘art’ from individualizing itself as such.”

The poetic — or representative — regime of the arts breaks away from
the ethical regime of images. It identifies the substance of art — or
rather of the arts — in the couple poicis/mimesis. The mimetic principle
is not at its core a normative principle stating that art must make
copies resembling their models. Tt is first of all a pragmatic principle
that isolates, within the general domain of the arts (ways of doing and
making), certain particular forms of art that produce specific entities
[29] called imitations. These imitations are extricared. ar one and the
same time, from the ordinary concrol of artistic products by their use
and from the legislative reign of truth over discourses and images.
Such is the vast operation carried our by the Aristotelian elaboration of
mimésiy and by the privilege accorded to rragic action. It is the substance
of the poem, the fabrication of a plot arranging actions that represent
the activities of men. which is the foremost issue, to the decriment of
the essenceof the image, a copy examined with regard to irs modet. Such
is the principle guiding the functional change in the thearrical model
I was speaking of carlier. The principle regulating the external delimi-
ration of a well-founded domain of imitations is thus ar the same time
a normarive principle of inclusion. It develops into forms of norma-
tivity that define the conditions according to which imitations can be
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recognized as exclusively belonging to an art and assessed, within this
framework, as good or bad, adequate or inadequate: partitions between
the representable and the unrepresentable; the distinction between
genres according to what is represented; principles for adapting forms
of expression to genres and thus to the subject matter represented: the
distribution of resemblances [30] according to principles of verisimil-
itude, appropriateness, or correspondence; criteria for distinguishing
between and comparing the arts; etc.

[ call this regime poetic in the sense that it identifies the arts — what
the Classical Age would later call the ‘fine arts’ — within a classification
of ways of doing and making, and it consequently defines proper ways
of doing and making as well as means of assessing imitations. | call
it representative insofar as it is the notion of representation or mimésis
that organizes these ways of doing, making, seeing, and judging. Once
again, however, mimésis is not the law that brings the arts under the
yoke of resemblance. It is first of all a fold in the distribution of ways of
doing and making as well as in social occupations, a fold that renders
the arts visible. It is not an artistic process but a regime of visibility
regarding the arts. A regime of visibility is at once what renders the
arts autonomous and also what links this autonomy to a general order
of occupations and ways of doing and making. This is what T evoked
earlier concerning the logic of representation, which enters into a
relationship of global analogy with an overall hierarchy of political
and social occupations. The representative primacy of action over
characters or of narration over [31] description, the hierarchy of genres
according to the dignity of their subject matter, and the very primacy
of the art of speaking, of speech in actuality, all of these clements figure
into an analogy with a fully hierarchical vision of the communiry.

The aesthetic regime of the arts stands in contrast with the repre-
sentative regime. [ call this regime aesthetic because the identification
of art no longer occurs via a division within ways of doing and making,
but it is based on distinguishing a sensible mode of being specific to
artistic products. The word aesthetics does not refer to a theory of
sensibility, taste, and pleasure for art amareurs. Jt strictly refers to the
specific mode of being of whatever falls within the domain of art, to
the mode of being of the objects of art. In the aesthetic regime, artistic
phenomena are identified by their adherence to a specific regime of
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the sensible, which is extricated from its ordinary connections and is
inhabited by a hererogeneous power, the power of a form of thought
that has become foreign to itself: a product identical with something
not produced, knowledge transformed into non-knowledge,  logos
identical with pathos, the intention of the unintentional, ere. Thisidea
of a regime of the sensible that has become foreign to itself, the locus
for a form of thought that has become foreign to itself. is the invariable
core in the [32] identifications of art that have configured the aesthetic
mode of thought from the outser: Vico's discovery of the ‘true Homer'
as a poet in spite of himself, Kantian ‘genius’ that is unaware of the law
it produces, Schiller’s ‘aesthetic state” that suspends both the acrivity of
the understanding and sensible passivity, Schelling’s definition of art as
the identity between a conscious process and an unconscious process,
ete. The aesthetic mode of thought likewise runs through the specific
definitions that the arts have given to themselves in the Modern Age:
Proust’s idea of a book that would be entirely planned out and fully
removed from the realm of the will; Mallarmé’s idea of a poem by the
spectator-poet, written ‘without the scribe’s apparatus’ by the steps
of an illiterate dancer: the Surrealist practice of producing work thar
expresses the artist's unconscious with the outdated illustrations in
catalogues or newspaper serials from the previous century: Bresson's
idea of film as the film-maker’s thoughr withdrawn from the body of
the ‘models” who. by unthinkingly repearing the words and gestures
he lays down for them, manifese their proper truth withour cirher the
film-maker or the models knowing it; etc.

[t is pointless to go on with definitions and examples. We need
to indicate, on the contrary, the heart of the problem. The aestheric
regime [33] of the arts is the regime that strictly identifies art in the
singular and frees it from any specific rule, from any hierarchy of
the arts, subject matter, and genres. Yet it docs so by destroying the
mimetic barrier thar distinguished ways of doing and making athliared
with art from other ways of doing and making, a barrier that separated
its rules from the order of social occupations. The aesthetic regime
asserts the absolute singularity of art and, at the same time, destroys
any pragmatic criterion for isolating this singularity. It simultaneously
establishes the autonomy of art and the identity of its forms with the
forms thar life uses to shape itsclf. Schiller's aesthetic state, which is this




w

24 THE POLITICS OF AESTHETICS

regime’s first manifesto (and remains, in a sense, unsurpassabk"), clcarl.y
indicates this fundamental identity of opposites. The aesthetic state is
a pure instance of suspension, a moment when form is expcricr?ced for
itself. Moreover, it is the moment of the formartion and education of a
specific type of humanity. o

From this perspective, it is possible to understand the hmctxoqs
served by the notion of modernity. The aesthetic regime of the arts, it
can be said, is the true name for what is designated by the incoherent
label ‘modernity’. However, ‘modernity’ is more than an incoherent
label. It is, in its different versions, the concept that diligently works
at [34] masking the specificity of this regime of the arts and the very
meaning of the specificity of regimes of art. It traces, in order either
to exalt or deplore it, a simple line of transition or rupture between
the old and the new, the representative and the non-representative or
the anti-representative. The basis for this simplistic historical account
was the transition to non-figurative representation in painting. This
transition was theorized by being cursorily assimilated into arFistic
‘modernity’s’ overall anti-mimetic destiny. When the eulogists of this
form of modernity saw the exhibition-spaces for the well-behaved
destiny of modernity invaded by all kinds of objects, machines, and
unidentified devices, they began denouncing the ‘tradition of the new’,
a desire for innovation that would reduce artistic modernity to the
emptiness of its self-declaration. However, it is the starting point that
is erroneous. The leap outside of mimésis is by no means the refusal of
figurative representation. Furthermore, its inaugural moment has often
been called realism, which does not in any way mean the valorization
of resemblance but rather the destruction of the structures wichin
which it functioned. Thus, novelistic realism is first of all the reversal
of the hierarchies of representation (the primacy of the narrative over
the descriptive [35] or the hierarchy of subject matter) and the adoption
of a fragmented or proximate mode of focalization, which imposes raw
presence to the detriment of the rational sequences of the story. The
aesthetic regime of the arts does not contrast the old w1th thf: new. It
contrasts, more profoundly, two regimes of historicity. It is within the
mimetic regime that the old stands in contrast with the new. In the
aesthetic regime of art, the future of art, its separation from the present
of non-art, incessantly restages the past.
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Those who exalt or denounce the ‘tradition of the new’ actually
forget that this tradition has as its strict complement the ‘newness
of the tradition”. The aesthetic regime of the arts did not begin wirh
decisions to initiate an artistic rupture. It began with decisions to
reinterpret what makes art or what art makes: Vico discovering the
‘true Homer’, that is to say not an inventor of fables and characters but
a witness to the image-laden language and thought of ancient rimes;
Hegel indicating the true subject matter of Dutch genre painting: not
in stories or descriptions of interiors but a nation’s freedom displayed in
reflections of light: Holderlin reinventing Greek tragedy: Balzac [36]
contrasting the poetry of the geologist who reconstructs worlds out
of tracks and fossils with the poctry that makes do with reproducing
a bit of agitation in the soul; Mendelssohn replaying the St. Marthew
Passion; etc. The aesthetic regime of the arts is first of all a new regime
for relating o the past. It actually sets up as the very principle of
artisticity the expressive relationship inherent in a time and a state
of civilization, a relationship thar was previously considered to be the
‘non-artistic’ part of works of art (the part that was excused by invoking
the crudeness of the times when the author lived). The aesthetic regime
of the arts invents its revolutions on the basis of the same idea that
caused it to invent the museum and art history, the notion of classicism
and new forms of reproduction. .. And it devotes itself to the invention
of new forms of life on the basis of an idea of what art was, an idea of
what art would have been. When the Futurists or the Constructivists
declared the end of art and the identification of its practices with the
practices that construct, decorate, or give a certain rhythm to the times
and spaces of communal life, they proposed an end of art equivalent to
the idenrtification of art with the life of the community. This proposal
is directly dependent on the Schillerian and Romantic reinterpretation
of Greek art as a community’s mode of life, while also communicating,
(37] in other respects, with the new styles introduced by the inventors
of advertising who, for their part, did not propose a revolution but
only a new way of living amongst words, images, and commodities.
The idea of modernity is a questionable notion that tries to make clear-
cut distinctions in the complex conhiguration of the aesthetic regime
of the arts. Tt tries to retain the forms of rupture, the iconoclastic
gestures, etc., by separating them from the context that allows for their
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existence: history, interpretation, patrimony, the museum, the perva-
siveness of reproduction. .. The idea of modernity would like there.to
be only one meaning and direction in history, whereas the rcﬁmpomllry
specific to the aesthetic regime of the arts is a co-presence of heteroge-
neous temporalities. .

The notion of modernity thus seems to have been deliberately
invented to prevent a clear understanding of the transformatiqns of
art and its relationships with the other spheres of collective experience.
The confusion introduced by this notion has, it seems to me, two
major forms. Both of them, without analysing it, rely on the contra-
diction constitutive of the aesthetic regime of the arts, which makes art
into an autonomous form of life and thereby sets down, at one and the
same time, the autonomy of art and its identification with a moment
in life’s process of self-formation. The two [38] major variants of the
discourse on ‘modernity’ derive from this contradiction. The first
variant would have modernity identified simply with the autonomy
of art, an ‘anti-mimetic’ revolution in art identical with the conquest
of the pure form of art finally laid bare. Fach individual ar.t‘wyould
thus assert the pure potential of art by exploring the capabilities of
its specific medium. Poetic or literary modernity WOLI!d c.xplore the
capabilities of a language diverted from its commun.lcatllonal uses.
Pictorial modernity would bring painting back to its distinctive featu re:
coloured pigment and a two-dimensional surface. Musical modernity
would be identified with the language of twelve sounds, set free from
any analogy with expressive language, ctc. Furthermore, these speci.ﬁc
forms of modernity would be in a relationship of distant an:?logy with
a political modernity susceptible to being identified, depending on the
time period, with revolutionary radicality or with the sober a.nd disen-
chanted modernity of good republican government. The main feature
of what is called the ‘crisis of art’ is the overwhelming defeat of this
simple modernist paradigm, which is forcyer more distant From‘ .the
mixtures of genres and mediums as well as from the numerous political
possibilities inherent in the arts’ contemporary forms. [39]

This overwhelming defeat is obviously overdetermined by the
modernist paradigm’s second major form, which might be called
modernatism. 1 mean by this the identification of forms from” thﬁc
aesthetic regime of the arts with forms that accomplish a task or fulfil
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a destiny specific to modernity. At the roor of this identification there
is a specific interpretation of the structural and generative contra-
diction of aesthetic ‘form’. Tt is, in this case. the determination of
art qua form and self-formation of life that is valorized. The starting
point, Schiller’s notion of the aesthetic education of man, constitutes
an unsurpassable reference point. Tt is this notion thar established the
idea that domination and servitude are, in the first place, part of an
ontological distribution (the activity of thought versus the passivity of
sensible matter). It is also this notion that defined a neutral state, a state
of dual cancellation, where the activity of thought and sensible recep-
tivity become a single reality. They constitute a sort of new region of
being — the region of free play and appearance — that makes it possible
to conceive of the equality whose direct materialization, according to
Schiller, was shown to be impossible by the French Revolution. It is this
specific mode of living in the sensible world that must be developed by
‘aesthetic education” [40] in order to train men susceptible to live in
a free political community. The idea of modernity as a time devored
to the material realization of a humaniry still latent in mankind
was constructed on this foundation. Tt can be said. regarding this
point, that the ‘aesthetic revolution’ produced a new idea of political
revolution: the material realization of a common humanity still only
existing as an idea. This is how Schiller's ‘aesthetic state’ became
the “aesthetic programme’ of German Romanticism. the programme
summarized in the rough draft written together by Hegel, Holderlin,
and Schelling: the material realization of unconditional freedom and
pure thought in common forms of life and belicf. Tt is rhis pa radigm of
aesthetic autonomy that became the new paradigm for revolution, and
it subsequently allowed for the brief bur decisive encounter between
the artisans of the Marxist revolution and the artisans of forms for a
new way of life. The failure of this revolution determined the destiny
— in two phases — of modernatism. At first, artistic modernatism, in
its authentic revolutionary potential for [41] hope and dehance, was
set against the degeneration of political revolution. Surrealism and
the Frankfurt School were the principal vehicles for this counter-
modernity. The failure of political revolution was later conceived of as
the failure of its ontologico-acsthetic model. Modernity thus hecame
something like a fatal desting based on a fundamental forgerting:
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the essence of technology according to Heidegger, the revolutionary
severing of the king’s head as a severing of tradition in the history of
humanity, and finally the original sin of human beings, forgetful of
their debt to the Other and of their submission to the heterogeneous
powers of the sensible.

What is called postmodernism is really the process of this reversal. At
first, postmodernism brought to light everything in the recent evolurion
of the arts and possible ways of thinking the arts that destroyed modern-
ism’s theoretical edifice: the crossing-over and mixture between the
arts that destroyed Lessing’s conventional set of principles concerning
the separation of the arts; the collapse of the paradigm of functionalist
architecture and the return of the curved line and embellishment; the
breakdown of the pictorial/two-dimensional/abstract model through
the return of figurative representation and [42] significarion as well as
the slow invasion of painting’s exhibition-space by three-dimensional
and narrative forms, from Pop Art to installation art and ‘rooms’ for
video art;® the new combinations of painting and language as well as
of monumental sculpture and the projection of shadows and lights; the
break-up of the serial tradition through new mixtures between musical
systems, genres, and epochs. The teleological model of modernity
became untenable at the same time as its divisions between the
‘distinctive features” of the different arts, or the separation of a pure
domain of art. Postmodernism, in a sense, was simply the name under
whose guise certain artists and thinkers realized what modernism had
been: a desperate attempt to establish a ‘distinctive feature of art’ by
linking it to a simple teleology of historical evolution and rupture.
There was not really a need, moreover, to make this late recognition
of a fundamental fact of the aesthetic regime of the arts into an actual
temporal break, the real end of a historical period.

However, it was precisely the next episode that showed that postmod-
ernism was more than this. The joyful, postmodern artistic license, its
[43] exaltation of the carnival of simulacra, all sorts of interbreeding
and hybridization, transformed very quickly and came to challenge
the freedom or autonomy that the modernatist principle conferred — or
would have conferred — upon art the mission of accomplishing. There
was thus a return from the carnival to the primal scene. However, the
primal scene can be taken in two senses, cither as the starting point of a
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process or as an original separation. Modernist faith had latched on to
the idea of the ‘aesthetic education of man’ thar Schiller had extracted
from the Kantian analytic of the beautiful. The postmodern reversal
had as its theoretical foundation Lyorard’s analysis of the Kantian
sublime, which was reinterpreted as the scene of a founding distance
separating the idea from any sensible presentation. From this moment
onward, postmodernism came into harmony with the mourning and
repenting of modernatist thought, and the scene of sublime distance
came to epitomize all sorts of scenes of original distance or original
sin: the Heideggerian flight of the gods, the irreducible aspecr of
the unsymbolizable object and the dearh drive as analvsed by Trend.
the voice of the Absolurely Ocher declaring a ban on representarion,
the revolutionary murder of the Facher. Postmodernism thus became
thcgmndrhrcnndy()f‘rhenm'cprcscmalw]c/inrr;lcmblc[/}4]/irrcdccmnl‘,!c-.
denouncing the modern madness of the idea of a self-emancipation of
mankind’s humanity and its inevitable and interminable culmination
in the death camps.

The notion of the avant-garde defines the type of subject suitable
to the modernist vision and appropriate, according to this vision,
for connecting the aesthetic ro the political. Trs success is due less to
the convenient connection it proposes between rhe artistic idea of
innovation and the idea of politically-guided change, than to the more
covert connection it establishes between two ideas of the ‘avant-garde’.
On the one hand, there is the topographical and military notion of the
force that marches in the lead, that has a clear understanding of rhe
movement, embodies its forces, determines the direction of historical
evolution, and chooses subjective political orientations.” In short. there
is the idea that links political subjectivity to a certain form: the party,
an advanced detachment that derives its ability o lead from ies abiliry
to read and interpret the signs of historv. On the other hand. there
is another idea of rhe avane-garde that, in accordance with Schiller’s
model, is rooted 1 the aestheric anticipation of the furnre. It the
concept of the avane-garde has any meaning in the acsthetic regime of
the arts, it is on chis side of things. not on the side of the [45] advanced
detachments of artistic innovation but on the side of the invention of
sensible forms and material scructures for a life ro come. This is whar
the “acstheric avant-garde brought o the “political’ avant-garde, or
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what it wanted to bring to it — and what it believed ro have brought to
it — by transforming politics into a toral life programme. The history of
the relations between political parties and aesthetic movements is first
of all the history of a confusion, sometimes complacently maincained,
at other times violently denounced, between these two ideas of the
avant-garde, which are in fact two different ideas of political subjec-
tivity: the archi-political idea of a party, that is to say the idea of a
form of political intelligence that sums up the essential conditions for
change, and the meta-political idea of global political subjectivity, the
idea of the potentiality inherent in the innovative sensible modes of
experience that anticipate a community to come. There is, however,
nothing accidental about this confusion. It is not the case, as today’s
doxa would have us believe, that artists’ ambitious claims to a total
revolution of the sensible paved the way for rotalitarianism. It is rather
that the very idea of a political avant-garde is divided between the
strategic conception and the aesthetic conception of the avant-garde.

[46]

Mechanical Arts and the Promotion of
the Anonymous

In one of your texts, you establish a connection between the development of
photography and film as ‘mechanical” arts and the bireh of ‘new history’ "
Can you explain this connection? Does it correspond to Benjamin's idea
that the masses as such acquired wisibility at the beginning of the ceninry
with the help of the ‘mechanical” arts?

Perhaps first T should clear up a misunderstanding concerning the notion
of ‘mechanical arts’ The connection 1 established was between a scicn-
tific paradigm and an aesthetic paradigm. Benjamin’s thesis presupposcs
something different, which seems questionable to me: the deduction of
the aesthetic and political properties of a form of art from irs technical
properties. Mechanical arts, qua mechanical arts, would result in a change
of artistic paradigm and a new relationship between arc and [47] irs
subject matter. This proposition refers back to one of modernism’s main
theses: the difference between the arts is linked to the difference berween
their technological conditions or their specific medium or material.
This assimilarion can be understood cither in the simple modernist
mode, or in accordance with modernatist hyperbole. The persistent
success of Benjamin’s theses on art in the age of mechanical repro-
duction is, morcover, undoubtedly due to the crossing-over they allow
for between the categorics of Marxist materialist explanation and thosc
of Heideggerian ontology, which ascribe the age of modernity to the
unfurling of the essence of technology. This link berween the acsthetic
and rhe onto-technological has, in fact, been subjected to the general fate
of modernist caregories. Tn Benjamin, Duchamp, or Rodchenko’s time.
it coexisted wirh the faith in the capabilities of clectricity and machines,
iron, glass, and concrete. With the so-called ‘postmodern’ reversal, it has
kept pace with the return to the icon, which presents the veil of Veronica
as the essence of painting, film, or photography.
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It is thus necessary, in my opinion, to take things the other way
around. In order for the mechanical arts to be able to confer visibility
on the masses, or rather on anonymous individuals, they [48] first
need to be recognized as arts. That is to say that they first need to be
put into practice and recognized as something other than techniques
of reproduction or transmission. It is thus the same principle that
confers visibility on absolutely anyone and allows for photography and
film to become arts. We can even reverse the formula: it is because the
anonymous became the subject matter of art that the act of recording
such a subject matter can be an art. The fact that what is anonymous
is not only susceptible to becoming the subject matter of art but also
conveys a specific beauty is an exclusive characteristic of the aesthetic
regime of the arts. Not only did the aesthetic regime begin well before
the arts of mechanical reproduction, but it is actually this regime that
made them possible by its new way of thinking art and its subject
matter.

The aesthetic regime of the arts was initially the breakdown of the
system of representation, that is to say of a system where the dignity
of the subject matter dictated the dignity of genres of representation
(tragedy for the nobles, comedy for the people of meagre means;
historical painting versus genre painting; etc.). Along with genres,
the system of representation defined the situations and forms of
expression that were appropriate for the lowliness or loftiness of the
subject matter. The aesthetic regime [49] of the arts dismantled this
correlation between subject matter and mode of representation. This
revolution first took place in literature: an epoch and a society were
deciphered through the features, clothes, or gestures of an ordinary
individual (Balzac); the sewer revealed a civilization (Hugo); the
daughter of a farmer and the daughter of a banker were caught in the
equal force of style as an ‘absolute manner of seeing things’ (Flaubert).
All of these forms of cancellation or reversal of the opposition between
high and low not only antedate the powers of mechanical repro-
duction, they made it possible for this reproduction to be more than
mechanical reproduction. In order for a technological mode of action
and production, i.e. a way of doing and making, to be qualified as
falling within the domain of art — be it a certain use of words or of
a camera —, it is first necessary for its subject matter to be defined as

THE DISTRIBUTION OF THE SENSIBLE 33

such. Photography was not established as an art on the grounds of its
technological nature. The discourse on the originality of photography
as an ‘indexical’ art is very recent, and it is less a part of the history of
photography than of the history of the postmodern reversal touched
upon above."" Furthermore, photography did not become an arc by
imitating the mannerisms of art. Benjamin accurately demonstrated
this regarding [S0] David Octavius Hill: it is with the lictle anonymous
fishwife from New Haven, not with his grand pictorial compositions,
that he brought photography into the world of art. Likewise, it is not
the ethereal subject martter and soft focus of pictorialism rhat secured
the status of photographic art, it is rather the appropriation of the
commonplace: the emigrants in Stieglitz’s The Steerage, the ftrontal
portraits by Paul Strand or Walker Evans.'> On the one hand, the
technological revolution comes after the aesthetic revolution. On the
other hand, however, the aesthetic revolution is first of all the honour
acquired by the commonplace, which is pictorial and literary betore
being photographic or cinematic.

We should add that the honour conferred on the commonplace
is part of the science of literature before being part of the science of
history. Film and photography did not determine the subject martrer
and modes of focalization of ‘new history’. On the contrary, the new
science of history and the arts of mechanical reproduction are inscribed
in the same logic of aesthetic revolution. This programme is literary
before being scientific: it shifts the focus from great names and events
to the life of the anonymous; it finds symptoms of an epoch, a society,
or a civilization in the minute decails of ordinary life [51]; it explains
the surface by subterranean Jayers; and it reconstruces worlds from
their vestiges. This does not simply mean that the science of history
has a literary prehistory. Literature itself was constitured as a kind of
symptomatology ofsocicty. and it set this symptomatology in contrast
with the clamour and imagination of the public stage. In his preface to
Cromnwell, Hugo called for a literature based on the story of the customs
of everyday life that would be opposed to the story of events practised
by historians. In War and Peace, Tolstoy contrasted the documents of
literature, taken from narratives and testimonial accounts of the action
of innumerable anonymous actors, with the documents of historians.
taken from the archives — and from the imagination — of those who




