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P R E F A C E

T H E  M O T I V AT I O N S  that bring one’s attention to an author’s modes of han-
dling words, vistas, and dispositions are many. Literary and theoretical 
interests are hardly specifiable topics but rather a spectrum of sensibilities 
and affinities. In the case of reading Jacques Rancière’s oeuvre, the matter 
of literary and theoretical interest is even more complicated. I encountered 
Rancière’s work for the first time in 1993, as I was completing a master’s 
thesis on theories of ideology, and as I proceeded to develop my interest in 
his writings I felt the need to cultivate a series of strategies and reposition-
ings of my readerly expectations so as to deal with what I felt were persis-
tent displacements. Simply put, I never felt that Rancière’s corpus offered 
a theory of judgment, and at the time I believed a theoretical interest de-
manded the elaboration of criteria of judgment so that I could assess the 
nature of political and aesthetic value. How does Rancière judge the works 
he engages? Why does he judge them in that way? And how does he articu-
late the priority of judgment for politics? Not only did his writings not pro-
vide me with a theory of judgment, but they didn’t even provide me with a 
reason as to why judgment matters. And that seemed incredibly disorient-
ing: How is it that an author so committed to thinking the relation of aes-
thetics and politics doesn’t divine a method of judgment, or even celebrate 
judgment as a political faculty?



viii Preface

The most controversial aspect of this book on Rancière’s aesthetics and 
politics is my claim that Rancière is not a theorist of political judgment, 
that he does not defend a theory of judgment as crucial to political life, and 
that his intellectual ambitions are not committed to elaborating interpre-
tive methods for understanding the meaning of aesthetic works or a her-
meneutic system for the political interpretation of artistic objects. This isn’t 
to say that he makes no judgments of his own, nor that he doesn’t provide 
assessments for things like works of art or political events. But Rancière 
has no interest in articulating political practices as somehow enabled or 
emboldened by capacities for making judgments—reflective, determina-
tive, or otherwise.

Instead his project is to articulate new forms of criticism that look to 
the workings of things. “The critic,” he says, “is no longer a person who 
compares a work to a norm and says if it’s well done or not. . . . The critic 
is the person who identifies what’s happening.”1 And this, for him, means 
“constructing the sensible world to which the artwork belongs or which a 
political act makes possible.”2 This ambition for criticism puts him at odds 
with a substantial strain of Anglo- American political theory devoted to the 
celebration of judgment’s freedom potential, whether that strain is iden-
tified with a defense of Kantian reflective judgment, as is evident with the 
Arendtian tradition of theorizing judgment, or is the parallel tradition that 
situates the power of the imagination as the source and site of continuity 
and innovation for the development of political ideas in the North Atlan-
tic and Mediterranean territories, as is exemplified in the work of Sheldon 
Wolin.3 And, finally, this puts him decidedly at variance with those norma-
tive theories of political judgment committed to the application of a con-
cept, a norm, or a criterion for the assessment of the success or failure of 
an action.

This is not the same as saying that Rancière’s political and aesthetic 
ambitions are to take the possibility of making judgments away from indi-
vidual or collective actors. On the contrary, for Rancière politics comes 
with no qualifications—even the qualifying condition that individuals and 
collectivities ought to be capable of making judgments. It is to say, then, 
that for Rancière the elaboration or assertion of theories of judgments is 
not where politics happens. This is because the pronouncement of a judg-
ment already presumes a system of criteria for participation in the scene of 
judgment’s locution that, in the end, always appeals to the faculty of under-
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standing. Simply put, an appeal to the politics of judgment is an appeal to 
comprehension, to a specific form of intelligence, that some may have and 
others won’t: it is an appeal to self- reflexivity as an account of knowing and 
perceiving the world, an appeal that stands as a qualification for political 
participation. And for Rancière, such an intellectual qualification breeds 
inequality. This is no doubt aided by the fact that in French the expression 
le bon sens is used to designate the good sense, the agreeable sense, and 
common sense all at the same time. The linguistic conflation here projects 
the point that the pronouncement of a judgment will, in the end, always be 
regulative in some way.

Hence the centrality of scenes of “disagreement” in Rancière’s work, 
which, as I elaborate in the pages of this book, do not stage a dispute be-
tween competing understandings but rather stage misunderstandings—or 
better, they are scenes of missed understandings: a talking at crossed pur-
poses, if you will, where there is no sense that interlocutionary coordi-
nation is a goal or even an ambition. One might say, in this regard, that 
Rancière is a thinker of incommensurability in the dictionary definition of 
the term (“having no common standard of measurement; not comparable 
in respect of magnitude or value”)4 and that for him any and all forms of 
judgment are normative precisely because they demand our signing on to 
a prepolitical commitment to understanding that betrays a specific way of 
orienting one’s self to the world, a partition of the sensible.

Though this articulation of Rancière’s stance on judgment may seem 
surprising given that we are dealing with a thinker who has opened up an 
entire field for the study of aesthetics and politics, it shouldn’t be. Ran-
cière’s intellectual and political career is punctuated by repeated instances 
of standing up to judgment’s authority—not just, that is, to the authority 
of judgments but to the normative stature of the concept of judgment in 
political life. We see this in Rancière’s published critiques of Althusser’s sci-
entism, but we also see it in his own life as an activist and autodidact, where 
experiences have shaped his commitment to what he will call the ignorant 
method.5 Biography and individual experience here matter because, as we 
know, Rancière’s intellectual work emerges from and is entangled with his 
personal history of political activism, his experiences studying in a highly 
segmented university system, his autodidacticism, and his having partici-
pated in a series of political movements ultimately judged unsuccessful.6 
Many of the ambitions that motivated an entire generation of students and 
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scholars of the 1960s and 1970s were thwarted despite furtive engagement 
and political activity, not to mention literary and intellectual productivity. 
The result was a subsequent series of denouncements that judged those 
political activities as unadulterated failures. What to do, then, with the fact 
that the task of judgment (regardless of its genre and mode of elaboration) 
is to identify and denounce political failures? What to do with the accusa-
tion of political failure and the subsequent dismissal and denunciation of 
one’s political ideals? Rancière’s answer is to treat the scene of critical judg-
ment as radically insufficient and inegalitarian.

Rancière thus privileges the activity of partaking (i.e., partager) over the 
activity of judging. Partaking is his site for the exploration of an ecology 
of dispositions, sensibilities, and forms of participation by individuals, 
groups, objects, and histories who have been repeatedly judged as un-
entitled to participate because their assigned mode of acting in the world 
does not include the specific activity in question—whether that might be 
writing, filmmaking, political theorizing, or grassroots organizing. Given 
this, no amount of discussion, justification, elaboration, or validation will 
suffice to legitimate those agents in their forms of participation. This is be-
cause whatever reasons they might give, the simple fact of their doing what 
they are doing—the simple fact of their participation in an activity—is im-
proper. This, at its core, is the formal scene repeatedly staged in Rancière’s 
writings, and it is a scene that can’t be addressed or resolved by an appeal 
to theories of political and aesthetic judgment.

In short, what distances Rancière from judgment- oriented political 
theory is his view that the game of validation is actually a retroactive de-
scription of a multitude of happenings occurring at one time and that it is 
unwarranted—from his perspective—to consider the plethora of activities 
in any space and time as either reducible or beholden to the expectations 
of responsiveness, as if politics happens because something like persua-
sion or reason- giving or acknowledgment is available to action. Rancière’s 
actors don’t have that sense of responsibility to responsiveness. They are 
part- takers. They act by taking part in an activity that doesn’t belong to 
them and that they have not been tasked to do.7 And they don’t spend their 
time making or justifying arguments to one another, or to others, because 
their doings are improper and any reason they may give for their actions is 
de facto illegitimate.

I am reminded at this point of a passage from Linda Zerilli’s Feminism 
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and the Abyss of Freedom, where she offers one of the most astute and com-
pelling accounts of the politics of judgment. Placing Rancière alongside 
Cavell and Arendt, she affirms, “Aesthetic and political judgments, in which 
there is no concept to be applied, raise the question of criteria in an acute 
way, for saying what counts involves something other than the activity of 
subsumption. Unique to such judgments is that the subject does not re-
call the grounds upon which things can be rightly judged, but is called 
upon to elicit, in relation to specific interlocutors, the criteria appropriate 
to the particular at hand.”8 Like Arendt (via Cavell), Zerilli wants to extend 
Kant’s claim (articulated in the Critique of Judgment) that aesthetic experi-
ence solicits a sense of freedom and that that sense of freedom arises from 
the experience of ungroundedness that emerges from one’s encounter with 
an object of taste. The absence of a concept that might be applied to that 
particular moment of experience with an object raises the possibility of a 
criteria- less condition of coexistence between individuals.9 The result for 
Zerilli is a calling upon the subject of experience to be responsive to the ex-
perience by eliciting criteria that acknowledge the moment of unground-
edness. And this “being called upon to elicit criteria” is an important di-
mension of politics and—especially—of freedom.

No scenario could be further from Rancière’s orbit of thinking about 
aesthetics and politics. This, for several reasons. The first is that for Ran-
cière, politics isn’t about being called upon to elicit criteria for counting; 
it is about the making count, regardless of whether or not that activity is 
persuasive to others. The condition of inequality—which is his basic start-
ing point—is such that the giving of an account is pointless. Try as you 
might, if your voice is deemed noise, then any account you can give simply 
won’t count. In other words, Rancière is especially diffident of the dynamic 
whereby we are called upon to account for our experiences, our criteria, 
ourselves. This is because the language game in that scene of hailing al-
ready presupposes a set of conditions that individuals might have in com-
mon—most notably the fact that sounds coming out of my mouth are 
words rather than blabber, that providing criteria is a relevant fact about 
political behavior, that it is decorous to give reasons to others, that we must 
be responsive to one another in that way, and that we are capable of hearing 
the call of responsiveness and accountability. Second, Rancière’s political 
actor is not a subject (of language, of judgment, of experience, etc.). Par-
ticipation in activities produces the possibility of the emergence of a par-
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ticular coordination of subjectivity. But there is no subject that exists prior 
to participation in an activity.

Further to this, the hailing scenario implies a schema of power that as-
sumes a specific form of intelligence as a qualification for participation. 
It doesn’t matter, then, whether you think of judgment as the application 
of a concept that proves one’s argument or whether you describe it as an 
activity of being “able to say how one came to an opinion, and for what 
reasons one formed it.”10 In either instance, what is being proscribed or 
required is a qualification of intelligibility of and for the world. On the 
judgment model, what precedes politics is an already agreed- upon com-
mitment to the authority of responsiveness that compels one to have to 
provide reasons about one’s forms of perceptibility and sensibility. In short, 
the problem for Rancière is pedagogical: theories of judgment presuppose 
a prepolitical authority that qualifies the dividing line of political partici-
pation. This goes directly counter to his “method of the ignorant” that he 
describes as “the opposite of the method that first provides a set of general 
determinations that function as causes and then illustrates the effects of 
these causes through a certain number of concrete cases. In the scene, the 
conditions are immanent to their being executed. This also means that the 
scene . . . is fundamentally anti- hierarchical. It’s the ‘object’ that teaches 
us how to talk about it, how to deal with it.”11 The challenge of Rancière’s 
writings is to engage a scenographic critical disposition committed to the 
arrangement and rearrangement of participatory forms instead of, or in 
the place of, a critical method that elaborates reasons for judgment and 
the conditions for their implementation.12 His is a sensibility that attends 
to the specific arrangements of a situation and their reconfigurations so as 
to surmise not so much a radical political program that might be followed 
as the absolute limits of an occurrence such that politics is incipient.13

To appreciate this sentiment is to begin to see how compelling and un-
settling an aesthetics of politics can be for political thinking. The ambition 
of this book is to tease out the distensions of such unmoorings.
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I N T R O D U C T I O N

The Manner of Impropriety

T H I S  B O O K  is about Jacques Rancière’s aesthetics and politics. It distin-
guishes itself from other works on or about Rancière’s thought by giving 
emphasis to the simultaneity of aesthetics and politics in his oeuvre and 
to his styles of reading, writing, and thinking.1 I am less committed to the 
application of his ideas than I am to describing the distensions and exten-
sions of his literary operations. One of the central contentions of this book, 
then, is that stylistic arrangements matter to Rancière’s aesthetic and po-
litical thought. I thus pay heed to his scenographic mode, which “consists 
in choosing a singularity whose conditions of possibility one tries to recon-
stitute by exploring all the networks of signification that weave around it.”2

Throughout these pages I explore the networks of sensibilities that 
weave in and through Rancière’s writings. Hence the title, Rancière’s Senti-
ments. A central tenet in my recounting of Rancière’s intellectual enterprise 
is that he is best considered a sentimental thinker and author, by which I 
mean he is the kind of thinker who believes that one’s sensibilities and 
perceptibilities play a leading role in one’s disposition to the world and to 
others, and that the work of politics is the work of arranging and adapting, 
if not transforming altogether, world- making sensibilities and perceptibili-
ties. Hence the simultaneity of aesthetics and politics and his scenographic 
mode of reading, writing, and thinking.
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The idea of scenographic arrangements and sentimental dispositions 
have political corollaries, namely solidarity, emancipation, equality, and 
participation. Rancière’s aesthetics and politics address emergent collec-
tive formations that arise from the active participation of individuals and 
groups unauthorized to partake in those same activities that constitute 
their collectivity. The objects and persons he recounts in his books are all 
objects or persons who are not authorized to express sentiments, sensibili-
ties, and actions but who nonetheless realign affective practices of time 
and space, of systems of value, and partake in the work of expressivity. The 
result is a transformational scenario of the conditions of participation and 
of how we think solidarity, emancipation, and equality. Such transforma-
tions are conceivable as akin to the ways artistic explorations of the limits 
of specific media imply not just a new instance of that medium but an en-
tirely new medium. Thus with Rancière it’s not just that the occupations he 
describes in any particular scene imply a new way of participating in soli-
darity or emancipation or equality; more radically such reconfigurations 
imply new forms of solidarity or emancipation or equality. In short, Ran-
cière’s aesthetics and politics offer us an affective pragmatics for a politics 
of equality and emancipation.3

The most readily familiar example of the transformative happenings 
of improper partakings is that of the worker- poets in nineteenth- century 
France whom Rancière recounts in Proletarian Nights and who took time at 
night to write rather than sleep. Such acts of literary production generated 
a series of disruptions to the extant regimes of sensibility, not the least of 
which is a realignment of the temporal regime that dictates who is and who 
is not entitled to leisure. Through their aesthetic activities the worker- poets 
“took back the time that was refused them by educating their perceptions 
and their thought in order to free themselves in the very exercise of every-
day work, or by winning from nightly rest the time to discuss, write, com-
pose verses, or develop philosophies.”4 These discrete forms of improper 
participation disrupted the circadian rhythms of labor’s day. Through their 
acts of literarity, the nineteenth- century worker- poets quite literally took 
time they didn’t have; theirs was an act of reappropriation of a propriety 
not assigned to them. They created a new medium of dayness, not simply a 
new instance of it. The result is a rearrangement of a series of sensibilities 
and perceptibilities that generate a novel mode of solidarity of persons, 
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places, times, and practices—a new staging, if you will, or a new partition 
of the sensible.

Politics for Rancière thus begins with an act of aesthetic impropriety, 
with a refiguring of the line that separates the sensible and the insensible. 
For him everything has the same potential power of sensorial appearance: 
anything whatsoever can appear or speak or sound. For this reason no par-
tition between visible and invisible, audible and inaudible, is a necessary 
quality of the object or scene in question. Perceptibility is a condition of 
arrangement in the way that comprehension is a matter of composition. 
To be sure, lines of division do exist. But these lines are not natural objects 
in the world. And the work of emancipation and equality involves the aes-
thetic rearrangement of lines that, through discreet activities of tinkering, 
attests to their malleability.

Much of my exploration of Rancière’s aesthetics and politics focuses on 
repeated moments in his writings that aim to put on display how aesthetic 
practices that transform perception and sensibility are also political prac-
tices of emancipation, solidarity, and participation, and vice versa. For what 
carries weight in these instances of aesthetic and political simultaneity is 
the capacity to arrange relations, and therefore worlds, anew regardless of 
one’s assigned ways of being and doing. I consider such approaches char-
acteristic of sensibility thinkers (from Francis Hutcheson and David Hume 
to Jane Austen, Laurence Sterne, and Gustave Flaubert, to William James, 
Walter Benjamin and Gilles Deleuze) who place less emphasis on specific 
accounts of the meaning of things (whether events, texts, or symbols) and 
focus instead on the centripetal and centrifugal forces that enable persons, 
places, and things to relate.5 Rather than the affirmation of political con-
cepts that require an unpacking of their propositional content, then, terms 
like emancipation, solidarity, and participation are—from a sentimental 
point of view—relational forms that dispose and arrange bodies and cre-
ate frictions and fluidities for the transformation of existing arrangements.6

More to the point, I show the extent to which, for Rancière, these prac-
tices of transformation don’t simply point us to new sources for thinking 
about traditional concepts of solidarity, equality, or emancipation. That is, 
it’s not simply the case that Rancière is suggesting we can arrive at these 
concepts from more directions than we have hitherto imagined. It is the 
case that, given his own explorations of specific scenes of arrangement and 
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rearrangement, these ideas are markedly different: each scene of solidarity 
bespeaks a new experience of a ‘becoming with.’ Notably Rancière will 
emphasize the pragmatic dimension of these activities. Solidarity, eman-
cipation, and equality aren’t concepts, in other words; they’re practices. 
And if we consider them practices, then each iteration of the practice is 
unique precisely because every scene manifests a specific configuration of 
forces and objects and persons. That is to say, the construction and re-
construction of the sensible world to which a specific activity and event of 
assembly- forming belongs means that we can’t speak of a general concept 
of solidarity or equality or emancipation. This is a fundamental point about 
aesthetic experience: it is born of the particular (not the general) and is 
resistant to the general application of a concept. Hence there are no gen-
eral concepts of solidarity, emancipation, or equality. There are only scenes 
whose “conditions are immanent to their being executed.”7

Such formulations, and such ambitions, mark one of the reasons Ran-
cière has frustrated many commentators (Peter Hallward is best among 
these) who can’t find in his oeuvre an instrumental rationality (or praxis) 
for political action,8 while others attempt to devise supplements to his in-
sights by articulating a theory of responsiveness as a complement to his 
provocations. In this respect Aletta Norval’s ambition to cultivate an ethos 
of aversive responsiveness that is neither presupposed nor predetermined 
in the scene, but emergent from it, is exemplary. “This includes, crucially,” 
she affirms, “an emphasis not only on the perspective of the articulators of a 
wrong, but on their addressee, those occupying privileged positions within 
the extant order. It requires attention to historical specificity and singu-
larity, just as it calls for an emphasis on the politics of claim- making and the 
fragile collectives it brings into being.”9 Now while such political ambitions 
are admirable extensions of Rancière’s work, and the theoretical sophisti-
cation of Norval’s position is limpid, the ambition here is still to demand 
some form of redemption beyond the imminence of the scene—an aspi-
rational teleology that, as we shall see (especially in chapter 2), is denied 
by Rancière’s critique of the structure of authority in Aristotelian poetics. 
The most challenging fact about Rancière’s work is that through his mode 
of reading and writing—that is, the sentimental disposition evident in his 
arrangement of words, ideas, events, and objects on a page—the reader is 
compelled to have to come to terms with a radically alternate sensibility of 
what political thinking is. Or, better, what it is not: for Rancière, political 
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thinking is not in the business of producing “advice to princes” literature. 
His way of doing political thinking is not committed to the prescription of 
concepts, ideas, and norms for the purpose of a political program.

Rancière’s Sentiments thus enacts what I call a sentimental readerly 
mood in order to access the networked distributions of juxtapositions, 
allusions, and assertions that occupy his writings.10 Allow me, then, to say 
something about the status of the sentimental in my approach to reading 
and in my descriptions of Rancière’s project. I follow James Chandler’s ac-
count of the sentimental and its proximity to the Roman rhetorical sense 
of dispositio, a term that refers to the arrangement, assembly, or indeed dis-
position of things—of the ordered arrangement of individual parts into a 
composite whole. “The sentimental revolution in literature that dates from 
the mid- eighteenth century is not just about new kinds and levels of feel-
ing but also about ways of ordering works and organizing the worlds repre-
sented in them,” Chandler explains.11 A sentimental mood is what Rancière 
invokes and deploys when affirming that politics is about the reconfigura-
tion of the sensible fabric of an existing order.12 The decorum attributed 
to a given way of sensing, or a common sense, would be one such arrange-
ment. And so when Rancière names his political actant “the part of those 
who have no- part,”13 he is naming an amorphous force that is at once im-
manent to but also extraneous to decorum. The no- parts are un- arranged 
and un- arrangeable according to existing dispositional regimes; they are 
not agreeable, to use a belletristic term of art. Politics for Rancière hap-
pens when the extant norms of how things fit can neither sustain nor ex-
plain the existence of discrete parts that don’t fit. Such fragments don’t ac-
count for an exclusion so much as an inability to register a relation with an 
established sense of ordering. Thus what is required is the articulation of 
a new disposition, arrangement, or networks of sensibilities. Such acts of 
rearticulation are what Rancière calls partager, and they are acts that refer 
to moments of radical mediation where the inequalities of qualification 
that enable access to politics are rendered indistinct.14 Anyone can partager 
anything whatsoever, to rework Jacotot’s famous precept that “everything 
is in everything.”15

One of Rancière’s most compelling formulations of this aesthetic and 
political entanglement is when he speaks of “the measurelessness of the 
mélange” so as to register an amorphous form of solidarity devoid of any 
common principle that might act as a qualifying condition for participation 
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in the ensemble.16 As we will see, he is troubled by the term commons and 
its coupling in recent democratic theory with a capacity for consensus as 
the necessary qualification for participation in democratic life. That is, Ran-
cière is troubled by the tendency in recent democratic thought to reduce 
the commons (le commun) to the in- common.17 The expectation of having 
to sign on to a common set of conditions in order to belong to and thus 
participate in various forms of political action is at the heart of consensus 
theories of democratic representation. At their most basic such accounts 
of political participation demand capacities like judgment and attention of 
their agents and presume that a capacity for judgment or a specific mode 
of attention (and thus a particular account of intelligence) is necessary 
for politics. But Rancière’s formulation aims to affirm an immanent and 
amorphous political form that resists fitting into the available schema of ac-
countability; it affirms that there is always more stuff in any coordination of 
time and space that any institutionalized form of counting can accommo-
date. Precisely because anything can make a sound or appear, the specifica-
tion of capacities that condition what is or isn’t perceptible is circumspect 
since such attempts limit what is and what is not a relevant appearance or 
sound—in the manner, say, that compression ratios for the transmission of 
conversations over a telephone line work in such a way as to minimize the 
amplitude of tone, voice, and other noises deemed unnecessary qualities of 
communicative experience so as to transmit a signal.18

What I have just described is the operation Rancière calls dissensus, 
which, as Frances Ferguson rightly notes, is “the basis for an abstract mod-
eling of politics and has made politics susceptible to a schematic and spa-
tial representation that involves minimal attention to specific political con-
tent or issues.”19 Dissensus is not a term that determines either the content 
of a concept or the normative elements of a practice. Rather it registers 
the fact of indistinction as a force that troubles political ambitions of com-
monality: aesthetic works have no ground for legitimating their stature as 
works of art, and collective forms of being are devoid of final appeals to 
right action in and for the collectivity.20 The impropriety of the discrete, 
unauthorized gesture—the ignorant gestu, if you will—marks the condi-
tion of possibility for democratic participation and equality.

To consider Rancière’s sentiments is thus to consider his manners of im-
propriety. As I suggest throughout, Rancière is a contrarian and his oeuvre 
gives emphasis to ways in which propriety is undermined as a mode of 
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decorum or as a normative system for the assignment of persons in places 
and times. As I see it, Rancière’s manner of impropriety is at the heart of 
his logic of emancipation to the extent that social and political emancipa-
tion for him occurs when the system of relations that determine concrete 
conditions of individual and collective existence are refigured. Hence the 
perpetual simultaneity of aesthetics and politics. As I noted in the preface 
to this book, the work of politics is first and foremost the work of disman-
tling the privilege of judgment as a model of social valuation and political 
participation. Judgments rely on criteria, and criteria are the currency of 
the entitled, that is, those whose pedagogical and social stature entitles 
them to make proclamations about the hierarchy of values. Thus the charm 
and attraction of a figure like Joseph Jacotot is not simply the charm and 
attraction of the eccentric populist.21 Jacotot matters to Rancière in the 
same way that he mattered to the Communards of the Paris Commune: 
he matters because Jacotot develops an account of equality that refuses the 
propriety of judgment as a condition of political participation by refusing 
a priori common standards, including the common standard that to be an 
eligible participant in politics one must have a faculty of judgment.22 And 
that refusal comes not with a declamation of social injustice but with par-
ticipation in improper modes of doing and learning that show how there 
are no necessary ways of arranging things; that a pedagogical enlighten-
ment can, itself, be improper; and that the coordination of a collectivity 
like a scholarly canon or a curriculum or any scenography of things can 
exist without having to adhere to accepted principles of organization. The 
form of propriety that privileges judgment as necessary to politics is simply 
that: a privilege of those who have already accepted the faculty of judg-
ment as necessary to aesthetics and politics.23 In contrast, the manner of 
impropriety that is at the heart of Rancière’s sentiments affirms that there 
is no necessary order for the coordination of persons, places, and things— 
including an order of thinking that prioritizes reflexivity and judgment.

Consider in this context Rancière’s emphasis on the “excess of words” 
in discussing the democratic revolutions of the eighteenth century in The 
Names of History or the importance he’ll give to the force of “disjunctive 
conjunction” in Jean- Luc Godard’s montage techniques.24 In both these 
moments (discussed extensively in chapter 3) Rancière wants to register 
how the disfiguration of a particular way of arranging things is enabled by 
pushing on the limits of accountability inherent in an existing order. In the 
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case of the democratic revolutions of the eighteenth century the politi-
cal order of rule that attached the power of speech to the inheritance of 
nobility was disrupted by the explosion of voices that rearranged the rela-
tion of words and things and, in doing so, made apparent that “no prime-
val legislator put words in harmony with things.”25 Simply put, the order 
of authority that assigned a right of authorship (of words and deeds) was 
disfigured. Similarly, in the case of Godard’s montage techniques, the re-
lation between cut and continuity that was the basis of narrative cinema is 
disfigured, the cut itself is put on display through the repetition of a tempo-
ral jump, and the aesthetic ambitions of Aristotelian dramaturgy are turned 
upside down.

I should note at this point that Aristotle’s Poetics is an important refer-
ence point for me in thinking about Rancière’s aesthetics and politics, and 
it is a reference I carried with me throughout the writing of this book. This 
is another point of connection between Rancière’s thought and the senti-
mental writers of the eighteenth century, who, for their part, did what they 
could to undermine an Aristotelian- Thomist notion of natural sociability.26 
The reason Aristotle’s Poetics matters to Rancière is because in that work 
Aristotle establishes a formal system of representation that requires the 
delimitation of discrete activities called “action” and their installment in 
their proper place along a linear plot sequence. In short, the Poetics is the 
archetype of an arrangement of perceptions and sensibilities that labors to 
produce an account of proper fit. And it does so by relying on a specific 
sense of temporal continuity grounded in the notion of narratocratic tele-
ology. Anything that doesn’t fit within the system of arrangement of words 
and deeds that is Aristotelian dramaturgy simply does not count as repre-
sentable.

Now it’s not simply the case that Rancière is critical of Aristotelian 
poetics, though that is abundantly verifiable throughout his oeuvre, as I 
show in chapter 2. More exactly, Aristotle’s hylomorphism, which aligns 
form and content, words and deeds, perceptions and sensibilities, is the 
ground of what Rancière will call the representative regime of the sen-
sible, which, he claims, is also a normative regime of political access. The 
shift that Rancière’s work traces from the representative regime of the sen-
sible to the aesthetic regime of the sensible coincides with the emergence 
of modern democracies in the West, and it is a shift that registers political 
emancipation as an undermining of the Aristotelian emphasis on proper 
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fit and right action. The part of those who have no- part, that is, the abstract 
political subject of Rancière’s aesthetics and politics, stands as the occupa-
tional force of agency that registers improper capacities enacted by those 
persons and things who are not entitled to act.

This, in part, is why the category of the artisanal is ubiquitous through-
out Rancière’s writings. It is yet another site of his sentiment of impro-
priety. His writings are populated by aesthetic works made by individuals, 
from cobblers to parlor dancers, who blur the lines of official knowledge 
and skill. Or, better put, the artisanal (like the categories of the decorative, 
the ornamental, and the cinephile, also available throughout his oeuvre) is 
a category of uninitiated and autodidactic culture- making that Rancière 
places alongside official training in the arts (in the manner in which he 
places Jacotot’s radical pedagogy alongside Althusser’s scientism).

The artisanal is an important category not only for Rancière’s own 
aesthetics and politics but for the historical and cultural trajectory that 
informs much of his thinking. As I noted, and as many others also have 
noted, Jacotot is an archetype for Rancière. But he was also an archetype 
for a nineteenth- century Parisian political imaginary that attempted to 
undermine the cultural imperialism of the time. As Kristin Ross shows, 
appeals to Jacotot were pervasive during the time of the Paris Commune, 
especially at its origin, when Gustave Courbet sent out a call to artists on 
April 6, 1871. The idea was to establish a system of total emancipation from 
the patronage of the Second Empire so as to liberate artists from social and 
political control. The initial call mentioned painters and sculptors as the 
artists in question (not surprisingly, given Courbet’s predilections for the 
fine arts). But it was Eugène Pottier who took over the April 14 meeting 
and read out his manifesto that proclaimed a “rallying of all artistic intelli-
gences.”27 This mattered because, as Adam Rifkin has shown, painting and 
sculpture had a privileged stature vis- à- vis censorship rights at the time.28 
Other arts, including the decorative and artisanal crafts, were easily sus-
ceptible to accusations of immorality in a way from which sculpture and 
painting were immune. Moreover sculptors and painters had a legal right 
to sign their names on their works; their propriety was their legal prop-
erty.29 But designers and drawers who participated in the production of 
statues by drawing up the prints for the foundries that would then produce 
the sculptures, for instance, didn’t share that right and so could not claim 
economic benefit for their work. These artisanal workers did not, under 
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Rancière’s terms, have a part in the system of artistic production. Their 
labor did not count; they were a part who had no- part in the recognized 
structures of artistic labor. The artisanal, in other words, is one of those 
aesthetic and political categories that, for Rancière, is an archetypal site of 
the inequality of practices and intelligences, of the affective pragmatics of 
impropriety. For what Pottier’s manifesto ultimately declared was the im-
propriety of specialization.

Aesthetics for Rancière thus does not register a mode of inquiry that 
attempts to coordinate the social assignment of taste or the elaborations 
of qualifications and criteria for judging what is beautiful. Rather aesthet-
ics names the affective pragmatics for the realignment of the dynamics of 
sensibility that render anything whatsoever or anyone whosoever sensible 
and thus perceptible. In short, the aesthetic regime of the sensible that 
Rancière traces as emergent parallel to the age of democratic revolutions 
of the long eighteenth century describes a force of equality for the appear-
ance of words, deeds, sensibilities, and perceptibilities. This is why, in the 
end, aesthetics is always political and politics is always aesthetic: because 
any system of representation is a carrier of a normative set of assumptions 
about political inclusivity and exclusivity expressed in terms of who or what 
counts as worthy of perceptibility and sensibility. And given that the formal 
conditions of any system are such that it reaches its limit at the point when 
the propriety of its principles of organization fall short of establishing 
legitimacy of the system in perpetuity, then transformation is possible.

By determining the importance of aesthetics for politics, what Rancière 
traces is not the political importance of acts of judgments. A judgment is 
merely the representation of an experience that determines which objects 
are worthy of sense- making and intelligibility. His concerns lie elsewhere, 
in that inattentive moment that precedes judgment—a presubjective, but 
also preobjective, moment when the distensions of sensation have yet to 
assign value to specific persons, things, and events. This is the aesthetic mo-
ment of indistinction, which is also the political moment of equality, when 
anything whatsoever or anyone whosoever can count.30 Indistinction un-
does the Aristotelian aesthetico- political formula of decorum by making 
it so that anything and everything can make a perceptible difference be-
cause anything and everything can be a part since the extant conditions for 
partaking remain unassigned. Here the “measurelessness of the mélange” 
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marks an interval in judgment’s urge to direct perception and attention, 
thereby enabling a transformation of the possible.31

In important and compelling ways, then, Rancière’s aesthetics and poli-
tics are a provocation to alter contemporary critical discourse in the face 
of that discourse’s commitment to the subject/object distinction. His cri-
tique of Althusser’s theoreticism is one instant in a larger series of con-
cerns he expresses regarding the status of criticism (literary, political, etc.) 
as a tool deployed to impose rather than eliminate inequalities. At its most 
basic, Rancière sees contemporary critical discourse, especially those sci-
entistic forms of cultural Marxist analysis that rely either on ideology cri-
tique or reification theory, as establishing epistemic qualifications for po-
litical emancipation, as if in order to be free, you must free yourself of your 
reveries and stop experiencing the world as you do so that you may know 
the world as it ought to be known. Freedom, in other words, can come 
only with knowing the world correctly. Rancière finds such critical moods 
in Althusser’s theory of interpellation and the epistemic break hermeneu-
tic for reading Marx, but he also considers these as available in a certain 
kind of critical stance that accepts the status of the epistemic as the basis 
for the formulation of political insights.32 The sovereign stature of critical 
epistemology is, for Rancière, yet another dividing line that adjudicates 
legitimacy to certain forms of experience at the cost of others, producing 
scenarios wherein those who cannot render their experiences intelligibly 
simply don’t count.

No doubt this provides a substantial challenge to our appreciation of 
Rancière’s works, especially since scholarship in the social sciences and 
humanities is de facto oriented toward producing intelligibilities in the 
form of interpretations and understandings.33 And it presents equally ro-
bust challenges to our appreciation of what critical thinking might be like, 
given how accustomed we are to enacting and teaching critical reflection 
in the Porphyrian mode of epistemic analysis. Throughout his oeuvre Ran-
cière resists the privilege of the epistemic as both the root for and a branch 
of political thinking, and he does so by persistently offering up to readers 
scenes that can’t be judged or interpreted but are nonetheless available to 
experience because they are affective in their transformation of sensibili-
ties. He eschews the relentless predation of intelligibility via an equally 
relentless practice of description, aided by a prodigious deployment of 
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style indirect libre (free indirect discourse).34 This is what is at stake in his 
scenographic mode and his affective pragmatics, that is, to develop a criti-
cal milieu that positions things that typically don’t belong together along-
side (rather than against) one another, generating multiple moments of 
unweaving, through improper forms of solidarity. Such is the nature of 
Rancière’s aesthetics and politics.

Consider in this regard one last example, Rancière’s scenography of “di-
vided beauty” and his treatment in Aisthesis of Johann Winckelmann’s dis-
cussion of the Belvedere Torso. With Aisthesis we are dealing explicitly with 
scenography as both mood and mode of political writing: Rancière’s book 
is written in fourteen discrete scenes, and each scene is explicitly not meant 
to be illustrative of an idea. The aesthetic here does not operate as represen-
tative of anything. Unlike Martha Nussbaum, for instance, who will claim a 
purposiveness of the literary in terms of the propositional character of sty-
listics (as when she says that “any style makes, itself, a statement”),35 Ran-
cière denies such purposiveness to his scenographies. For him a scene is 
“the optical machine that shows us thought busy weaving together percep-
tions, affects, names and ideas, constituting the sensible community that 
these links create, and the intellectual community that makes such weaving 
thinkable. The scene captures concepts at work, in their relation to the new 
objects they seek to appropriate, old objects that they try to reconsider, and 
the patterns they build or transform to this end.”36 So, how is the Belvedere 
Torso scene arranged and what does it render thinkable?

It is a scene that displays the inactivity of a part that has no- part (see 
figure I.1). The object of the scene, and the scene’s arrangement, posits a 
break in the sensible regime of representation through the advenience of 
the aesthetic regime of the sensible: the break breaks with the privilege of 
sculpture within the hierarchies of the arts. What we have in view with the 
Belvedere Torso is not simply a mutilated statue but a statue afflicted by the 
injuries of time that have transformed it into a found object, a ready- made. 
There is no grandeur of Greek Antiquity here but the most ruined of found 
ruins. And Rancière places this ruin alongside the rediscovery of Ancient 
Greek Art as if to ask, How much ruin is necessary before we must accept 
that there is no longer a work of art here?

The scene itself works as allegory for the finitude of the logic of repre-
sentation in democratic systems of government. In order for democracy 
to happen, according to Rancière, the form, function, and status of repre-
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sentation as the modes in and through which persons, events, and things 
are made sensible are overturned. This posits the at once paradoxical and 
counterintuitive idea that the rise of democracy announces the limits of 
representation itself. That is to say, democracy emerges when the hylo-
morphic relation of form and content in representation is no longer viable 
because the force of efficient causality that sustained the function of repre-
sentation is dissolved. This centrifuge of relationality is a characteristic of 
the aesthetic regime of the sensible, which, it’s worth repeating, coincides 
with those incipient democratic moments that disarticulate extant struc-
tures of and commitments to representation as the ground of political au-
thority.

The scene of “divided beauty” regards a broken statue of an illustrious 
figure, known for his heroic labors, whose ability to act has been mutilated, 
as has our possibility of viewing him as the archetype of heroic agency. The 
Belvedere Torso is the statue of a Hercules with no head, arms, or legs, sit-
ting, and not doing anything. It overturns the ambitions of Aristotelian 
dramaturgy because here we have an inactive, inert agent who is doing 

F I G .  I . 1  — The Belvedere Torso. 
Photo by Jean- Pol Grandmont / 
Wikimedia Commons.
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nothing. Treatments of the statue up until Winckelmann’s commentary (in 
his second volume of The History of Art, 1764) tried to persuade audiences 
that there was a purpose to the work, that the Belvedere Torso intended to 
show action of some kind, even of the contemplative variety. Some artist 
had even tried to complete the figure by imagining it as a sitting statue of 
a hero who had accomplished an action. Not only a hero, then, but a suc-
cessful one too. In other words, some artistic and critical renderings at-
tempted to recast the work as purposeful. But Winckelmann, Rancière tells 
us, refused to compensate for the lack that is the mutilated no- part, insist-
ing, “There is no action to imagine.”37 Indeed the statue is pure inactivity 
because “a mutilated statue is not only a statue lacking parts. It is a rep-
resentation of a body that cannot be appreciated any longer according to 
two main criteria used by the representative order: firstly, the harmony of 
proportions—that is to say, the congruence between parts and the whole; 
secondly, the expressivity—that is, the relation between visible form and a 
character—an identity, a feeling, a thought—that this visible form makes 
recognizable in unequivocal traits. It will be forever impossible to judge.”38

The subject of this scene could just as easily be a political system. Indeed 
for Rancière it is, because the subject of the scene is not the statue itself but 
the collapse of an entire way of ordering the world, or, better put, the scene 
that has the mutilated statue as one of its parts portrays the dissensus of 
sensorial and perceptual organization. But more than that, the mutilated 
statue in Winckelmann’s work is the site for the impossibility of judgment 
in the face of something that has no purpose, meaning, or interest. The Bel-
vedere Torso doesn’t simply lack parts; it lacks the necessary conditions for 
parts to relate to one another so as to count as either purposeful or mean-
ingful—neither coherence nor contiguity, nor consensus nor proportion, 
nor purpose nor necessity, nor any other principle of cohesion suffices to 
warrant a judgment. The Belvedere Torso is, for Rancière, “radically insuf-
ficient,” and this radical insufficiency “corresponds to the structural break-
down of a paradigm of artistic perfection.”39 In the face of the mutilated 
statue, the extant criteria for judging beauty—the harmony of forms and 
their expressive powers (i.e., the Aristotelian ideal of representation de-
fined in terms of the correct relation of form and content)—are broken, 
disassembled, and made ineffectual. In one word: disinterested.40

And yet the object works. Somehow. It possesses an active element (or 
more than one?) imminent to the possibility of the scene. To paraphrase 
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Jane Bennett’s political ecology of things, the scene of the Belvedere Torso 
makes available the statue’s vitality intrinsic to its materiality.41 It’s not just 
the case that the part that has no- part is decidedly not inert because of 
(or as a function of) its brokenness. On the contrary, the no- partness is 
the condition of possibility for activity itself, an activity or vitality that has 
no purpose. With this in mind, one could go so far as to provoke this con-
sideration: the conspicuousness of the Belvedere Torso is such that what 
is disclosed in the scene is the vitality of a nonsovereign collective agency 
beyond the ideal of a coordination of wills.42

Thus when I say that the mutilated statue is a part that has no- part, I 
mean to highlight the extent to which the aesthetic and the political are 
superimposed upon one another in Rancière’s thought in very explicit 
ways, to the point of being genuinely indistinguishable. That’s all very well 
and good. But we have yet to consider the effects of the scene and answer 
the question What does the scene do? The short answer is quite simple: 
the scene—and the scenographic per se—does nothing other than arrange 
and dispose elements. Rancière’s writing, in other words, is not oriented 
toward the making of a justifiable argument whose purpose it is to give 
reasons to think or act in a particular way. It is instead a writing that puts 
on display an arrangement of perception and sensation. In this respect 
the connection that David Owen and Jonathan Havercroft make between 
Rancière’s scenes and Wittgenstein’s notion of aspect- dawning is entirely 
apropos. The force of that affinity lies in the fact that neither Rancière nor 
Wittgenstein requires “a substantive principle that can be stated indepen-
dently and in advance of the particular disputes within which it is mani-
fest.”43 I would extend this further, as I have elsewhere, and say that the 
sensible world of the manifest is the site for an aesthetics and politics.44 
That is to say, the scene renders remarkable an aspect in a manner akin to 
how Wittgenstein makes the remarkability of things an event, as when he 
says “Don’t take it as a matter of course, but as a remarkable fact, that pic-
tures and fictitious narratives give us pleasure, occupy our minds.”45 For 
both Rancière and Wittgenstein, what is remarkable (i.e., in both the sense 
of something being appreciable and what gives us pause to regard) is the 
vitality of the manifest.

The Belvedere Torso scene manifests a part that has no- part that inter-
rupts an established way of organizing the proper relation between form 
and function, action and purpose. The representative regime of the sensible 
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that expects action to be heroic, expressive, and meaningful is torn apart by 
the advenience of a ready- made, found object that cannot express anything 
and does nothing but changes everything. (As we shall see in chapter 4, 
“doing nothing” is an important mode of aesthetic and political action for 
Rancière.) The scene of the Belvedere Torso displays an artifact becoming 
media. And Rancière projects this becoming media through discrete acts 
of assembly that collect individual parts in order to compose themselves 
as a scene: the statue, the piece of writing, the cultural milieu, the crite-
ria of judgment, and the structures of experience that legitimate interest 
(i.e., interest in the object, interest in the beautiful, interest in value, etc.). 
The scene calls for a division of all those elements that, up until that point, 
had authored the propriety of judgment. It is, in short, a scene of impro-
priety that recalibrates the relations of discrete units that constitute a col-
lectivity grounded in “division, not completion”;46 to wit, the Belvedere 
Torso scene manifests a parsing of the sensible.

To the extent that politics is an activity of organization it is aesthetic 
because scenographic. And this is the way Rancière’s writings are simulta-
neously political and aesthetic. They show the transformations of the sen-
sible through acts of articulations of solidarity that admit of perceptibilities 
and sensibilities that undo authoritative structures of belonging. Equality 
is the operation of undoing, or dissolving, the structures of necessity that 
authorize the emplotment of persons, places, and times; this is the opera-
tion of dissensus. It is this manner of impropriety that I peruse throughout 
Rancière’s Sentiments.

In this book I try to show the interaction of all these dynamics so as to 
keep in play the simultaneity of Rancière’s aesthetics and politics. Most of 
the time I do this at the cost of justifying his arguments, defending his po-
litical conclusions, defining the meaning of his terms, or attesting to their 
applicability through either endorsement or example. My mode of read-
ing focuses on distending dispositions rather than stacking propositions; 
I privilege description over prescription. This is the sense of “sentiment” 
I work with throughout the book that informs both my mode of reading 
Rancière’s works as well as my appreciation of the scenographic work of 
dispositio in his aesthetics and politics. The sentimental mode of reading I 
adopt thus seeks to articulate repeated combinations of the following in-
sights about Rancière, implicit in my discussions above:
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1. Everything and anything has the power of sensorial appearance.
2. The disposition or style or arrangement of things is of primary 

political importance.
3. Given 2, politics is aesthetic.
4. The site of political and aesthetic attention is the dividing line that 

relates persons, things, and events.
5. Meaning, explanation, intelligibility, and understanding are not the 

exclusive determinants of critical thinking in the social sciences and 
humanities.

6. Given 5, nonpurposiveness (or disinterest) is a real dimension of 
experience.

The first chapter, “Rancière’s Partager,” focuses on the variability of 
Rancière’s notion of partager that I take to be central to his aesthetics and 
politics. I begin by unpacking some conventional senses of the term par-
tager, which in French signifies both sharing and dividing. It is a liminal 
term Rancière employs throughout his oeuvre, and though it’s convenient 
and accurate to call it a term, it is better to regard it as a sensibility that 
works to coordinate a whole series of critical practices and literary dispo-
sitions. So in the second part of chapter 1, I show how partager resonates 
throughout Rancière’s writings as mood. In doing so I propose to consider 
Rancière’s partager as the basis of his theory of radical mediation.47

In chapter 2, “Rancière’s Police Poetics,” I delve into Rancière’s style of 
thwarting relations. Here I am most explicit about the centrality of Aristo-
telian poetics as one of the principal sites of repeated engagement through-
out Rancière’s oeuvre. Relying extensively on the work of Paul Ricoeur, I 
reconstruct the kind of reading of Aristotle to which Rancière is respond-
ing. There is a bigger story to tell here, which I don’t recount for reasons 
of space and fit, that regards the postwar French political and aesthetic re-
ception of and response to Aristotelian hylomorphism in philosophy, lit-
erature, and cinema. But the basic moral of the story is this: Aristotelian 
poetics is the prototype of bourgeois decorum that exalts the privilege of 
being over becoming. More to the point, in chapter 2 I elaborate what I 
take to be Rancière’s most scandalous proposition: that political emanci-
pation might have little to do with intellectual enlightenment.

In chapter 3, “Rancière’s Style,” I offer an extended discussion of the 
politics and aesthetics of Rancière’s deployment of style indirect libre, or 
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free indirect style. In this regard I focus on the role of Flaubert in Ran-
cière’s thinking and posit Flaubert as an alternative Jacotot. Also in this 
chapter I expand on Rancière’s critique of intelligibility and understanding 
as fundamental to critical thinking. All of these combined elements labor 
to propose a way of doing critical work and reading theoretical writings as 
oriented to forms of relationality and assembly formation rather than treat-
ing works and concepts as objects of interpretation and application. I do 
this in order to give weight to Rancière’s own aesthetic and political am-
bitions of eschewing the purposeful in both thought and experience. This 
chapter elaborates what an unpurposive mode of critical inquiry might be 
like.

In the fourth and final chapter, “Rancière’s Democratic Realism,” I 
focus on the place of reverie in Rancière’s oeuvre and how reverie is at the 
heart of his democratic realism. This is to say that I emphasize the work 
of dreaming in Rancière’s affective pragmatics, and I do so by elaborating 
his critique of the Marxist tradition, especially that line of Marxist critical 
modernism that, he claims, has dismissed reverie as a real political prac-
tice. Throughout I focus on some scenes in Aisthesis and on the project of 
that book more generally. The emphasis of the chapter is on the role that 
leisure plays in Rancière’s work as a way of undermining an extant parti-
tion of the sensible in modern life between those who are and those who 
are not entitled to take time.

Finally, a note on my writing: I try to write in such a way as to occupy 
the sentimental mood I find characteristic of Rancière’s oeuvre. This means 
writing with an awareness of the work of distension and extension as well 
as fluidity and interconnectivity. At times this leads to repetition, not so 
much of insights as to formulations and points of emphases. In the conclu-
sion of the book I attempt to collect those flows as well as possible in order 
to consider what an aesthetics of politics not rooted in the representation 
of experience through interpretation and judgment might look like.
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