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Jacques Ranciere’s book Mute Speech is a particularly illuminating example of the way in which a reading of Romanticism constitutes a necessary touchstone for developing current approaches in critical and political theory. In it, Ranciere lays out an argument according to which Romanticism marks the creation of a modern conception of literature through a rejection of classical representational hierarchies that dominated artistic production until and into the Nineteenth Century. What emerges, according to Ranciere, is a literature that creates a new aesthetic regime founded on a fundamental equivalence: everything becomes a possible expression of “the people.” For Ranciere, Romanticism not only begins the democratization of art, but constitutes the inaugural moment for a new understanding of the relation between aesthetics and politics that he calls the “distribution of the sensible.” The “distribution of the sensible” invokes a general regime that configures the limits of what can be seen, and what can be said.

My presentation outlines the nature of Ranciere’s engagement with Romanticism by articulating how he situates a form of “mute” speech at its core, a kind of “speaking” that appears only by withdrawing. This notion of an unspoken kernel that comes to be “voiced” in Romanticism, albeit indirectly, constitutes a crucial touchstone for understanding how Romantic and post-Romantic aesthetic and political theory problematizes the alleged unity of “the people” that its conception of literature is supposed to “express.” I argue that Ranciere’s particular reading of the political valence of “mute speech” reintroduces a series of aporias already present in Romanticism itself.  These aporias recreate a crucial impasse of the political in our own time: how to read the difference between two silences, one that is specific to speech itself, and one that points towards a pronouncement or declaration (of “the people”) that has not yet been voiced.

