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Introduction
João Pedro Cachopo, Patrick Nickleson and 
Chris Stover

What new problematics does a turn to music animate in Rancière’s 
political-aesthetic thought? What existing problematics can be 
newly attended to, and what new deployments can be imagined? 
What musicalities are revealed in his thought and writings by 
such a turn? What, in short, is the role of music, of the musical, 
of musicking for Rancière, either explicitly or implicitly? And 
backing up slightly, what is the role of sound? Is sound the medium 
in which the art of the muses is inextricably embedded? Or can 
music reach beyond the sonic sphere in the course of its various 
metamorphoses? Music is overtly present in Rancière’s writing 
only very rarely; indeed, it has become a truism that Rancière does 
not have much to say about music. But music is often tacitly – 
mutely – present in his thought, and we can see how it rises to the 
surface as a point of intersection and resonance between the arts, 
through or as musicality.

Rancière’s multifaceted enquiry into the relationship between 
aesthetics and politics offers many new prospects for musical 
insight, research and practice, as the chapters that comprise this 
volume will demonstrate. Conversely, music offers a rich terrain 
– a rich scenographic field1 – for continuing to develop Rancière’s 
political/aesthetic thought. Music’s essentially temporal, relational 
status, its modes of expressing and engendering (often non- or 
paralinguistic) meaning, the lines it draws between philosophical 
and political (in conventional usage) expression, the ontological 
and epistemological questions it continues to raise: all of these 
are fertile ground both for engagement via Rancièrean concep-
tual apparatuses and for developing, refining and transforming 
those apparatuses. Some of these themes reflect why music has 
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been philosophically valuable for so many canonical philosophers, 
an abbreviated list of whom must include Rousseau, Schiller, 
Schopenhauer, Hegel, Nietzsche, Bergson, Husserl, Adorno, 
Bloch, Langer, Jankélévitch, and Deleuze and Guattari. Because 
music’s particular mode of temporal extension does not break 
down into basic syntactic units in any fully agreed-upon way, 
it provides a valuable illustration of an irreducible temporality 
that extends to other modes of existence. Likewise with music’s 
fundamental relationality: sounds acquire meaning through their 
interactions with other sounds, words and images, and listen-
ers interact with those sound-constellations in ways that both 
express and challenge the historical and sociocultural contexts in 
which they find themselves. The political-aesthetic implications of 
music – its potential to disrupt sedimented modes of hearing and 
 thinking – are profound here.

While we will take care not to overdetermine them – and, most 
important, not to overly historicise them – we should begin with 
Rancière’s three regimes of art. As Gabriel Rockhill summarises, 
‘a regime of art is a mode of articulation between three things: 
ways of doing and making, their corresponding forms of visibility, 
and ways of conceptualizing both the former and the latter’.2 In 
Rancière’s ethical regime, art is considered directly in terms of the 
use to which it is put and the effects that result. Art is freed from 
this ethos in the representative regime and is given autonomy as 
art, or, more accurately, as a range of specific modes of making, 
perceiving and critiquing art. The aesthetic regime occurs as an 
interruption in this distribution of ways of doing and making: it 
‘strictly identifies art in the singular and frees it from any specific 
rule, from any hierarchy of the arts, subject matter, and genres’.3 In 
doing so it calls into question the constructedness both of mimesis 
and hierarchies. ‘The aesthetic state is a pure instance of suspen-
sion, a moment when form is experienced for itself. Moreover, it 
is the moment of the formation and education of a specific type of 
humanity’4 – the radical implications of this last point for consid-
erations of teaching and learning should not go underemphasised.

It is important to clarify that the three regimes are an element 
– a relatively recent one – of Rancière’s thought, and not its cul-
mination. Music scholars attempting to bridge the perceived gap 
between ‘Rancière’ on the one hand and ‘music’ on the other 
have often overplayed the very existence of this gap precisely 
because they overdetermine the regimes. A recent article by Jairo 
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Moreno and Gavin Steingo sought, in essence, to map (what they 
suggest are) the three regimes of the (visual) arts on to musical 
examples.5 Their article proposes a pedagogico-political stance, 
in which a valuable theoretical lens is translated into the language 
of music history, but introduces more troubles than necessary in 
its suggestion that there might be such a thing as a Rancièrean 
‘equal music’. Similar concerns arise in a recent volume in which 
Rancière is a key touchstone. David Brackett, in his contribution 
‘The Social Aesthetics of Swing in the 1940s’, critiques what he 
sees as a problematic simplicity of the three regimes because, he 
suggests, Rancière’s focus is exclusively on French ‘high culture’.6 
In instances of this sort, Rancière has been criticised for what 
music scholars see as a facile restatement of the ideal of modernist 
‘rupture’ in the guise of a new theoretical framework. Rancière’s 
regimes, according to these readings, point us back to a time when 
musicology focused on a prescribed Western canon (‘high culture’) 
understood through a series of epistemic ruptures articulated in 
a single, teleological line. This is precisely not how Rancière’s 
regimes operate, though it has become a major element of how 
Rancière has been received among sceptical music scholars.7

While the three regimes of art certainly play an important role 
in this volume, we recognise these concepts as articulated within a 
broader philosophy that touches not on the historicisation, catego-
risation or hierarchisation of the arts, but which rather combines 
a concern for the relationship between aesthetics and politics, 
in the broad sense of their mutual interdependence as a condi-
tion of experience, and an enquiry into whether and how artistic 
discourses, practices and works may come to unsettle particular 
distributions of the sensible. All of this necessarily occurs along-
side a well-articulated theory of politics, history and pedagogy 
grounded in egalitarianism. Towards that end, in this Introduction 
we broadly outline our approach to Rancière’s work and its 
potential interrelations with music studies. The statement of the 
problem here is important. Although Rancière has not written as 
frequently and as profusely about music as he has about literature, 
cinema or the visual arts, there is, we suggest, a rich musicality to 
Rancière’s thought that we will outline here. This Introduction 
thus focuses on two interrelated issues: first, an articulation of 
the role of musicality in Rancière’s thought, and second, the ways 
in which its echoes can be deflected or prolonged beyond the 
scope of Rancière’s work. That is, we aim to draw out some 
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of the major places in which musicality breaches the surface of 
Rancière’s writing as a means of pointing to the broader problem 
addressed by the essays in the volume: that it is not entirely clear, 
and certainly never fully articulated, how music as the name of a 
particular practice of sounding art fits into Rancière’s thought, in 
particular how it relates to ideas about politics and aesthetics as 
practices of equality.

Musicality

Written as part of a catalogue for an exhibition on electronic 
music, the essay ‘Metamorphosis of the Muses’ has offered an 
entry point for many considerations of Rancière’s engagement 
with music. In Rancière’s conception, the muses appear already 
transfigured, alongside music as self-transformative: ‘The screen 
sometimes goes black to attest to music’s power to create images 
all on its own.’8 The muses appear as spirits or ghosts that inhabit 
and animate matter; they are radicalised as ‘the Dionysian roar of 
music which claims for itself the Apollonian shimmering of images’ 
and ‘mystical oceans of sound, blessed in the name of Bachelard, 
Stockhausen or Sun Ra’.9 Music, sound and noise are thus already 
always flowing through one another, often as part of a larger shift-
ing and relocation of their conception and reception: ‘This roar is 
also the shift from an art of notes to an art of sounds, from the art 
of sound to the art of noises and from the latter to the boundless 
and anonymous murmur of life.’10

Much as film undercuts the muthos of ancient poetic principles 
through jump-cuts and montage, music takes the next step by 
locating thought non-discursively in sensibility. At first sight, it 
seems possible to read this as a restatement of the nineteenth-
century absolute music gambit. Nevertheless, the particular kind 
of aesthetic eruption that music enacts takes place within the very 
logic of discursive thought, of language itself. Music is not the only 
art that does this, but very often when another medium makes 
this transformative move we describe it as being musical in some 
important way; hence Kandinsky’s ‘improvisations’, Mallarmé’s 
poems, Calder’s sculptures, Chaplin’s films, Flaubert’s prose. That 
all of these examples have in turn inspired further musical activity 
speaks to this affinity.

We consider it productive to give a name to this element of 
Rancière’s thought – the ways in which sound, noise and music 
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flow into each other, the metaphorical role that music often plays 
in other arts and as the specific fact of music’s sensible reality. 
With reference to his own ideas about literarity, we propose a per-
sistent musicality in his writing. Musicality should be understood 
as, more within Rancière’s own language, a technē for interrupt-
ing a given representative regime, centring affective sensation as 
that which engenders an event. Rancière’s extensive writings on 
Flaubert and Mallarmé provide the most helpful evidence towards 
how we read his staging of musicality. Flaubert, for example, 
‘lets himself be lulled by the music of his own phrase in the same 
way that [Emma Bovary] gets lulled by the “mystical languor” of 
the altar’.11 Several points can be drawn from this simple claim, 
which we will continue to support below. First, Rancière conflates 
the musicality of Flaubert’s own writing with the sort of mysti-
cism that we have already encountered in ‘Metamorphosis of the 
Muses’, music’s power to create its own images. A further paral-
lel can be drawn with Rancière’s discussion of Mallarmé, who 
understood music as ‘an art which uses a material instrument to 
produce an immaterial sensible milieu’.12 In both instances, this 
mysticism is closely tied to a kind of para-materiality. Through the 
technē of musicality, Flaubert’s staging of Emma’s desire and the 
content of that staging fold irreducibly into one another, just as, 
for Mallarmé, Loïe Fuller’s veil stages and transposes an idea of 
music as the production of immateriality.13

Similarly, a discussion of ‘muteness’ as essential to literature 
as an art form finds Rancière proclaiming that ‘music is mute’ 
in that it is able ‘to claim to signify everything’.14 Music alone 
‘proposes a language that is structurally pure of representation, 
in which representation vanishes in the fact of vibration’ or ‘the 
conversion of the mute signs of mathematics into sensuous intui-
tions’.15 In these moments, Rancière seems most closely related to 
Romantic conceptions. Indeed, he seems precisely to be articulat-
ing a Romantic philosophy; Rancière’s assertion here is that music 
becomes ‘an idea of art’ at precisely the time of the Romantics: ‘it 
is the idea that comes to occupy precisely the place formerly held 
by poetry’.16 While poetry had been the model of the arts at least 
since Aristotle, the modern ideal of art – the one that Rancière 
labels the aesthetic regime – appears simultaneously with, and is 
perhaps coexistent with, the moment when late eighteenth-century 
instrumental music began to take over as the purest expression of 
the sublime Idea. As Rancière writes,
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Instrumental music in the age of Haydn, Mozart and Beethoven freed 
itself from playing an auxiliary function to the language of words and 
being the expressive complement to feelings they described. It explored 
all the richness of its own harmonic language. But this autonomy only 
makes sense if it allows a new encounter between the power of think-
ing put into words and the power of the sensible fulfilment promised 
by the harmonic ‘ocean’ . . . Music makes sensible what words try 
to make visible in vain: the ineffability of sensation, the power of 
unconscious life.17

The implication here is not only that music might be able to 
express a sensibility that words fail to reach, but that it does 
so within its own immanent space, the ‘ocean’ of its harmonic 
language. Music, then, becomes the fundamental ideal of art not 
in a specific (Romantic) time period, but at the precise moment 
when the aesthetic regime appears – that is, when art, in the 
singular, is conceived in Western thought as a category in its own 
right, referring specifically to the separation of the arts from their 
homologous function as mimetic practices owing to the propriety 
of their subject.

Still, Rancière is careful to warn that music – or the concept 
of music, its idea – is not a utopian conception that singularly 
solves all of our theoretical problems. He is clear that we must not 
overdetermine the productive power of music’s representational 
muteness or its status as a conduit beyond representation and into 
a pure, Romantic, sonorous spirituality. While music is perhaps 
‘the idea of antirepresentation’, called upon to ‘“sweep away” the 
dust of representation’, it is just as quickly becomes a new law, a 
new order, a new police: ‘it only frees us from the old law and the 
old covenant to subject us to the new covenant, to the speechless 
law of spirit and interiority’.18 As we will elaborate below, every 
political eruption will ultimately fold back into a new logic. But 
even if Mallarmé or Hegel (or Rancière) are not quite willing to 
grant music this fully emancipatory status, we still must think 
seriously about the new structurings that music and musicality 
advance.19 And indeed, these structurings are a major element, 
closely tied to the mystical and para-materialist Romantic ideal. 
These two aspects seem always to be in balance in music’s meta-
phorical usage: music, despite the efficacy of its dematerialisation, 
seems always to carry within it its own structuring, its own logic 
or order that is particularly trenchant when Rancière describes 
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shifts from noise to music. There is a particularly dimensional and 
affective potential in this sense:

Flaubert . . . extracts the impersonal haecceities from the personal 
appetites and frustrations. He hollows within the narration of [Emma’s] 
desires and disillusions what he calls ‘small apertures’ through which 
we ‘glimpse abysses’. He makes us feel the music of the impersonal, the 
music of true life, through the noise of her misfortunes.20

Across these passages, closely tied to the ideals he ascribes to 
Flaubert and Mallarmé especially, we can distinguish both the 
familiarity and the nuance of Rancière’s position. We move from 
the proclamation of music as the very ideal of Romantic art, and 
therefore the operative ideal-concept at the time of the emergence 
of art in the singular, to the realisation that it merely proclaims a 
new order of things. It is in these passages that Rancière is most 
often misread, even by his adherents. We should briefly turn to 
his equally important distinction between politics and police here 
to make the point. At the time of the major writings of Schelling, 
Hegel and others (as well as the symphonies of Beethoven), systems 
of representation determined certain styles of painting that were 
appropriate for the depiction of glorious events and heroic figures, 
and other styles that were appropriate for the depiction of peas-
ants and quotidian life. This division amounted to a policing of 
modes of representation. In contrast, the insistence that anything 
at all can be the subject of artistic expression, the confusion of art 
and life that heralds the arrival of the aesthetic regime, certainly 
stands as an instance of politics in that moment. Importantly, 
police is a largely neutral term here, despite the efforts to mobilise 
it in some of the more anarchist readings of Rancière; politics 
always and necessarily emerges from the police.21 Still – and this is 
the key point – the ideal of music displacing the ideal of poetry, in 
all its importance, merely reinstates a new normal, a new covenant 
even, and pushes immediately towards a new police logic, in which 
interiority and ‘the spirit’ become the dominating constraints of 
artistic production.

Inseparable from Rancière’s aesthetic regime is that it resists 
such a sedimentation into a new police count. As Rancière 
insists, ‘the aesthetic regime allows old forms to coexist with new 
forms’.22 This is a crucial point that can get lost when aesthetics is 
conflated with a kind of high-modernist or avant-garde eschewal 
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of all that had been in pursuit of a putative or pure ideal of 
newness. Where there certainly might be musics that effect some-
thing close to complete epistemological or ontological ruptures, 
most don’t, and don’t purport to. More importantly, nothing can 
be permanently new, or remain inherently disruptive of the his-
torical reality of a situation. There is still a narrative quality to the 
‘absolute’ musicality of a late Beethoven quartet, and radical as 
their interventions were, those quartets have long been central to 
the Western art music canon. The rhythmic impetus of the dance 
is a vital part of a Chopin Mazurka or Corigliano Tarantella. 
There is still muthos in the opsis of Boulez’s Pli selon pli or 
Glass’s Einstein on the Beach or Anderson’s United States. The 
aesthetic regime does not erase other modes of seeing, hearing, 
speaking or doing; rather, it reveals the underlying conditions 
for an equality of expression that precedes representation, which 
the representative regime seizes or covers over. And it is the very 
possibility for something new to appear in light of something old, 
and for the two to exist simultaneously. It is the explicit location 
of art in mimesis that the aesthetic regime exposes as a construct. 
Rancière comments on just this point in relation to music and, 
again, to dematerialisation: ‘the specificity of music is to make 
both the density of things and the representative organization 
of words disappear’. And the clincher: ‘Music alone proposes 
a language that is structurally pure of representation, in which 
representation vanishes in the face of vibration, that is, of the 
spiritualization of matter.’23

None of the Rancièrean passages we have invoked so far dive 
into close readings of particular works; but as he notes in the 
Afterword to this volume, Rancière is not exactly providing 
close readings of most paintings he discusses, either. More often, 
the staging of a scene involves turning to a particular piece of 
writing (most notably in Aisthesis) in which the stakes of percep-
tion and sensibility are clearly articulated in prose, rather than 
in the work itself. Even so, is it viable to claim that a thinker 
who holds music in such a reverent position is really avoiding 
music in his writing? In proposing the term musicality, we mean 
to articulate a latent significance that music holds, which – while 
not explicitly fleshed out by Rancière – perhaps contains all the 
more power for it.
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The politics of listening

But the whole question . . . is to know who possesses speech and who 
merely possesses voice. For all time, the refusal to consider certain 
categories of people as political beings has proceeded by means of a 
refusal to hear the words exiting their mouths as discourse.24

The constellation of sounds comprising speech, music and noise 
plays a decisive role in Rancière’s thought that can be traced all 
the way back to his early writings. What kind of sounds are to be 
heard as meaningful expression rather than as noise? What kind 
of discourses are to be listened to as meaningful statements rather 
than as senseless utterances? How are those determinations made? 
These questions are at the core of Rancière’s seminal volume 
La Mésentente, translated into English as Disagreement.25 For 
Rancière, a specific situation, rather than certain words, defines 
what disagreement is. This is why Rancière insists that ‘disagree-
ment is not the conflict between one who says white and another 
who says black’ but rather ‘between one who says white and 
another who also says white but does not understand [n’entend 
point] the same thing by it or does not understand that the other 
is saying the same thing in the name of whiteness’.26 Crucially, the 
word mésentente evokes sound, and could be rendered in a more 
literal translation as ‘mishearing’. While music scholarship has 
long highlighted that listening is never neutral – who one listens 
to, and how and why and in what contexts one listens to them, 
are politically significant questions – Rancière’s close attention to 
mishearing and misunderstanding are novel and fundamental ele-
ments of his thought. Within a given distribution, certain expres-
sive or communicative utterances are recognised as speech (or 
music), others as noise, so the ascription of noise to a given utter-
ance amounts to a power move within a police logic that proceeds 
as a refusal to grant the status of speech to an interlocutor. For 
Rancière, misunderstanding and disagreement are the fundamen-
tal conditions of politics – of listening as well – precisely because 
there is no true, singular understanding to which one could hold 
firm, or which can be excavated on the level of a surface–depth 
metaphor of exegesis. Rancière argues this in the opening pages of 
Disagreement in a development of Aristotle’s distinction between 
phōnē and logos, and clarifies it a few years later in his ‘Ten Theses 
on Politics’:
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If there is someone you do not wish to recognise as a political being, 
you begin by not seeing them as the bearers of politicalness, by not 
understanding what they say, by not hearing that it is an utterance 
coming out of their mouths.27

A poignant elaboration on this distinction has been articulated by 
Bonnie Honig: ‘Phōnē is the name for the sonorous emissions of 
the excluded, and logos is the name claimed by the included for 
their own sounds.’28 All of this is brought to bear, for example, 
on questions about nominal boundaries between music and noise; 
this has been at the root of generational arguments about what 
counts as good or proper music, is an ongoing theme in discourses 
of twentieth- and twenty-first-century music, and is a framing 
question for the discipline of sound studies.29 Quite tellingly, 
Rancière offers a negative answer to this music/noise question, 
which he finds crucial to the process of dissembling a given logic 
in the aesthetic regime. As he puts it in an interview:

The partition of the sensible does not modify the frequency or intensity 
of sonorous signals. However, it places the inscription of sonorous 
sequences into a world of experience. A concept like music is remark-
able in this regard: the concept introduced a differentiation in the 
sensory domain . . . People of taste, Voltaire said, do not have the 
same sense as vulgar people. This is to say that the one lives in a world 
filled with music and the others in a world of noise. The aesthetic 
regime puts into question the sensible partition between two humani-
ties, the partition between the world of noise and that of music. But it 
also emancipates the musical ‘noise’ from the different functions with 
which music is associated: religious ceremony, accompanying the text 
of theatrical dramas, entertainment during social functions, etc. This 
is the sense of the emancipation of instrumental practice at the end of 
the eighteenth century: a music which illustrates nothing, which serves 
no function.30

This points to a decisive aspect of Rancière’s thought. In broad 
terms the link between aesthetics and politics leads to the notion 
of the ‘distribution of the sensible’, since the stratifications of a 
police logic are defined by the continuous reproduction of lines of 
demarcation between what can be seen and heard. Quite literally: 
in its first formulation, building on and critiquing the Althusserian 
police of the interpeller, Rancière pointed to the police of sensa-
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tion as the one who, perhaps guiding traffic around a protest, says 
‘move along, nothing to see here’. Any given political disruption 
is therefore an aesthetic act in two senses: because it specifically 
refers to ways of redistributing sensoria (the purview of progres-
sive art throughout history), and because of its declarative nature; 
politics proceeds by way of an announcement that one has a voice, 
that one ought to be listened to. This is directly opposed to the 
police logic that insists that one group is to be seen and taken 
account of, while another is quite literally no-thing. At the same 
time, in the narrower sense of artistic practices, this exact same 
link is what produces the aesthetic regime. The parallelism here is 
why Rancière speaks not only of an aesthetics of politics (due to 
the expressive redistribution of the sensible in any political utter-
ance) but also a politics of aesthetics in the sense that aesthetics 
proceeds from an assertion of equality.

Here we should return to the connection between the historical 
origin of aesthetics in what is conventionally cast as the advent 
of artistic ‘modernity’ that emerged between the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries. This entails a radical rereading of conven-
tional historical narratives. With the ‘aesthetic revolution’, new 
forms of practising, experiencing and thinking about art emerged 
– forms that challenged the centuries-long harmony between 
social and artistic hierarchies that characterised what Rancière 
calls the ethical and representative regimes. The emergence of 
the aesthetic regime, then, necessarily disrupts given assumptions 
about what art is or should be. In a certain sense, only under the 
aesthetic regime does the notion of a politics of art become at 
once operative and meaningful, since for Rancière the political 
moment is exactly the moment when a distribution of the sensible 
is recognised for what it is, and its conditions and legitimacy are 
challenged. As we described above, this does not mean that the 
aesthetic regime replaces the representative regime: the aesthetic 
erupts within the representational, forcing a critical engagement 
with the conditions that frame the experience of art (that distrib-
ute the sensible) and reconditioning experience to consider what 
other distributions might be possible. This is why Rancière is 
careful to stress that these regimes are to be taken as aesthetic-
poetic-critical paradigms rather than as historical periods. It is 
also why this pair of regimes is so closely tied to the parallel 
notions of politics and police, with politics never a pure event or 
fact, but rather a force – a rare one – that disrupts a dominant 
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order of things before becoming a new police order in its own 
right.

A distribution of the (sonorously) sensible is a logic within 
which categorisations of music, sound and noise are constituted 
and reiterated, and in which modes of hearing and listening are 
policed. The aesthetic regime emancipates the listener, freeing 
them to partake in new distributions and new modes of experienc-
ing art; likewise the practitioner (the composer or performer), who 
is free to create within a logic of equality that was covered over by 
mimetic modes of making and doing.

Rancière and musicology

While musicality flows through Rancière’s work, and while sound 
is revealed as perhaps the originary scene of politics, it remains 
true that Rancière has specifically engaged music only rarely. In 
Aisthesis we encounter scenes from sculpture, poetry, literature, 
theatre, dance, film and architecture, but not music. There is a 
prolonged engagement with Wagner, but as dramaturge and in the 
context of describing a ‘theater of life’, a ‘theater without action’ 
that would again eschew the plot-directedness of muthos.31 Sound 
is key, once again: we hear the grain of the voices of Flemish 
peasants, we find the interiority of drama in a tone, we discover 
in sound a means for undoing ‘the economy of visibility’.32 As we 
described above, all of this is musical in conception, and Wagner’s 
looming presence reinforces this point. But Rancière effects a shift 
from Wagner – from Wagner’s ‘incapacity to draw out [the] impli-
cations [of his theory of drama] for staging’,33 which Adolphe 
Appia takes up by refiguring the stage in terms of, or drawing out 
from, a musical interiority.

Rancière engages specifically with musical matters in two essays 
– ‘Metamorphosis of the Muses’ and ‘Autonomy and Historicity: 
The False Alternative’, both from the early 2000s – although in 
both cases we also see how an engagement with music raises issues 
of a fundamental heteronomy and heterogeneity among the arts. 
Music serves an important role in understanding how the aesthetic 
regime can be staged. Indeed, Rancière characterises the practice 
of aesthetic art as ‘the constitution of a proper space which makes 
visible that which music says through not speaking’; thereby polit-
icising the Romantic notion of instrumental music as the form to 
which art strives in its aesthetic iteration, by ‘raising to the level of 
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sensibility the speech of the mute’.34 Music, in this account, and 
in the event of its aesthetic instantiation, is also the ‘Dionysian 
roar’ that speaks against or dis-identifies with the Romantic image 
of art’s autonomy from nature. The remarkable metamorphosis 
that Rancière draws here brings to light a crucial aspect of the 
Romantic conception of instrumental music, which is the pos-
sibility that music opens a passage out of the regime of signs that 
for, say, Schopenhauer, traps other arts in inescapable networks 
of meaning-constellations. It is precisely music’s inability to say 
anything specific at all that makes it a rich pedagogical space for 
understanding, not the transformation of phōnē into logos, but 
the valorisation of phōnē as a proper form of communication that 
nonetheless remains outside the structuring system of representa-
tional language. Rancière’s point, as ever with his nuanced critique 
of modernity and modernism, is that music’s political (which is to 
say, aesthetic) instantiation was already well underway in the early 
stirrings of the nineteenth century.

In ‘Autonomy and Historicism’ Rancière highlights the inher-
ently heterogeneous relationship ‘between music as the name of 
an art and history as the name of a form of rationality that has 
been asked in which sense it is or is not entitled to think that art’.35 
The essay provides a more direct exploration of the methods and 
problems of ‘music history’ as a discipline; as has often been the 
case in some of his most important essays, Rancière’s writing is 
framed as an invited response to an essay of which he is fundamen-
tally critical, in this case by the composer François Nicolas. For 
Nicolas, history, an instance of heteronomy in that it can capture 
anything in its disciplinary web, is countered by music, an instance 
of autonomy that operates as its own sphere or world. Rancière 
is concerned to overthrow this – there is no singular world of 
music, just as there is no singular method or concept of history, 
but instead always musics and histories. In contrast to the earlier 
‘Metamorphosis of the Muses’, with its contemporary examples 
and para-material arguments, ‘Autonomy and Historicism’ is 
strategically methodological and even disciplinary, delivered as a 
response to a group of decidedly modernist French composers and 
musicologists.

Nevertheless, each essay suggests a conflicted and complex rela-
tionship with music on Rancière’s part, particularly at the end 
of ‘Autonomy and Historicity’ where he writes of attending a 
Stockhausen concert at Nanterre at the end of April 1968, for at 
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least twenty years after which he had ‘not attended any concert of 
contemporary music’. Somewhat cryptically, he does not explain 
what so alienated him, claiming instead that since the concert 
he has ‘been occupied in reflecting on what happened to history 
that it resisted contemporaneity’. Throughout this passage, those 
 personae that Davide Panagia calls Rancière’s typical ‘writerly 
figures’ – Flaubert, Mallarmé, Rimbaud – are replaced with musical 
references ranging from the Ars Nova to Rameau to Sciarrino. 
What emerges is an image of Rancière with his own conception of 
a European canon; this despite, or perhaps alongside, the fact that 
he introduces the essay by diminishing his own involvement with 
music, that he is merely ‘a listener who has never learned how it 
was made and what makes it such a pleasure to listen to’.

A clue to Rancière’s suggestion of music’s resistance to contem-
poraneity can be found in a brief passage in Short Voyages to the 
Land of the People, in which an imaginary musician is accused of 
travelling ‘too little or too badly to make worthwhile music’;36 one 
that could express the crafts, the rites and celebrations, the joys and 
sorrows of a people. This follows a single reference to Darmstadt, 
‘where they have forgotten how to sing’,37 which, in the absence of 
any other supporting context, is a valuable hermeneutic sign point-
ing to what Rancière might describe as modernist music’s failure to 
enact the very kinds of political democratisation that would align 
it with the only kind of revolutionary action he deems valuable or 
even possible: one that erupts from within the dissensual doings of 
the people. Importantly, in the Büchner quote that follows, what 
he is not hearing are folk songs; ‘the people don’t sing’. What is 
Rancière suggesting about where the proper space of aesthetic 
music ought to be? Certainly not in the hyperkinetically controlled 
regime of post-serialism: it is likely that Rancière hears a parallel 
between the ideological prescriptions of a Boulez or Stockhausen 
and Althusser’s insistence that only through theory and the enact-
ment of an epistemological break can meaningful revolution occur. 
The revolution of May 1968 failed because its leading intellectual 
proponents refused to acknowledge the part of the student activ-
ists. As Davide Panagia succinctly puts it, ‘Rancière’s Althusser 
is committed to a specific account of authentic political work, 
and that account begins with telling participants that their labors 
don’t count because they lack the necessary intellectual skills . . . 
for political agency.’38 We can easily envision a parallel account 
where we substitute the Stockhausen of 1968 for Althusser, an 
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authentic (read: aesthetic) musical avant-garde for political work, 
musical sensibility for intellectual skills, and creative artistry for 
political agency. The implication here is that a proper musical 
revolution, for Rancière, can only arise from the people (a cat-
egory Rancière always interrogates as, most simply, a construction 
towards political ends), and that where Boulez, Stockhausen and 
others went wrong was in overt or implicit prescriptions that 
partitioned modes of progressive music-making into right and 
wrong practices. From this perspective, one of the crimes of the 
Darmstadt composers and their high-modernist peers elsewhere 
was to engage in a parallel practice of constructing a people, what 
Milton Babbitt polemically characterised as an ideal audience that 
has done the proper homework prior to experiencing a piece of 
new music (and suggesting that experiencing structurally is the 
‘proper’ mode of experience).39

Staging Rancière

Several excellent overviews of Rancière’s thought have appeared 
in the secondary literature on Rancière, freeing us of the need to 
fully define and recount his ideas. Nevertheless, it is worth adding 
that in developing the concept of the ‘aesthetic regime’, Rancière’s 
aim is to rewrite the history of artistic modernity, and that this 
rewriting implies a criticism not only of modernism but also of 
postmodernist discourse. Rancière explicitly seeks to criticise 
modernist orthodoxy while at the same time avoiding postmod-
ernist rhetoric: for the author of Aesthetics and Its Discontents, 
many of postmodernism’s alleged innovations – from the abolition 
of the great divide between the popular and the erudite to the 
entanglement of different arts and media – prolong or reformulate 
trends that stem from Romanticism and that have punctuated 
avant-garde practices. As Rancière writes frequently: ‘There is no 
postmodern rupture.’40 This all speaks to Rancière’s redeployment 
of historicism: an account of measurable epistemic shifts is no 
longer valid; instead, we must consider the ways in which aes-
thetics, thought in terms of its political egalitarianism, can erupt 
within ongoing regimes, including postmodern ones. This forces a 
reconsideration of a wide array of historicising accounts of artistic 
and political procession.

All of these themes flow through music and discourse around 
music in powerful ways. Not only because the modernism/ 
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postmodernism dualism has not yet been clarified – let alone 
overcome – in the field of music, but also because, as we described 
above, the role of music in the emergence of Rancière’s historicised 
aesthetic regime has not been fully explored. The same applies 
to an understanding of the link between music and politics that 
eschews the assumption of music’s autonomous purity – whether 
in its Romantic or modernist versions. Other musical matters that 
Rancière’s thought may help explore critically include the role of 
listening (in relation to the notion of emancipated spectatorship), 
the demythologisation of silence as a manifestation of the unsayable 
(in parallel with Rancière’s criticism of Lyotard’s unpresentable,41 
and following Rancière’s careful explication of what it means for 
something to be unsayable or what constitutes the conditions of 
unsayability), the plurality of music’s meaningfulness (in relation 
not only to noise but also to senses other than hearing), and the 
role that sonic metaphors and what we are calling musicality play 
in Rancière’s writing and political thought broadly.

And many other Rancièrean concepts – beyond those that 
specifically orbit around aesthetics, modernity, sound and noise, 
and regimes of sayability or sensibility – resonate through and 
have profound implications for music studies. These include his 
pedagogical interventions and his close readings of the status of 
workers, both of which subvert dominant accounts of sociopo-
litical hierarchies and should prove to be essential as certain lines 
of musicological research continue to enact their ongoing turn 
from ‘great masters’ and their scores to the performative and the 
performed, to interaction and individuation, to the musicologist’s 
poor.42 Furthermore, Rancière’s turn to the poetics of knowl-
edge (as well as his suspicions about epistemology as an ethical 
space of inquiry, given the ways it reproduces existing knowledge 
structures), his mappings of events, narrative and discourse, and 
his trenchant thoughts about the indiscernibility (and therefore 
mutability) of language suggests a vivid template for rethinking 
musicological activity – music, after all, is an art of events, and 
musicology has been a science of narrative imaginings. The essays 
in this volume develop these themes and many more.

The three essays that make up Part I, ‘Music and Noise’, con-
sider the central place of noise in Rancière’s writing and the pro-
ductive slippages between its conceptual and literal usage. Daniel 
Frappier and Loïc Bertrand each consider the integration of noise 
into music – or the indistinction of that boundary – as central to 
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the creation of an aesthetic regime in music. For Frappier, this 
musical form of the aesthetic regime is built on the identification of 
contraries and the blurring of lines between music and non-music. 
By reading several case studies alongside one another, Frappier 
reinforces the ahistoricity of Rancière’s aesthetics, revealing how 
it erupts in contexts as diverse as eighteenth-century instrumental 
music and 1990s ‘noise’ rock. In contrast, Bertrand considers the 
inclusion of noise as an element in music by reading the devel-
opment of Pierre Schaeffer’s musique concrète as a Rancièrean 
aesthetic intervention. Bertrand argues that Schaeffer enacted an 
egalitarian conception of sound that challenged the autonomous 
tones of ‘music itself’, setting up a new distribution of sensibil-
ity that emancipates noise in much the same way that Balzac, 
Flaubert, Woolf and others freed the novel of muthos. Patrick 
Nickleson reads the use and thematic development of bruit [noise] 
in Disagreement to highlight how a sonic metaphor holds together 
several of the primary scenes of that text, including the Aventine 
Hill, Blanqui’s trial and workers’ strikes. Nickleson articulates the 
etymological relationship and ‘slanted rhyme’ between these forms 
of bruit and the abrutir of The Ignorant Schoolmaster – which 
Kristin Ross self-consciously translates as ‘stultification’ – to argue 
that it is in response to aesthetic or political ‘noise’ that the polic-
ing of sensation stultifies.

Part II, ‘Politics of History’, focuses on historical issues that 
permeate Rancière’s account of the politics of aesthetics and some 
of the ways in which they relate to music. Of primary relevance in 
this regard are the three regimes of art – the ethical, the represen-
tational and the aesthetic – building on which Rancière proposes 
a counter-history of artistic modernity. Martin Kaltenecker brings 
this apparatus to bear on conventional historical reading of the 
progression of Western music, engaging Hegel and Foucault, 
Rimbaud and Wordsworth in the process. However, besides care-
fully shedding light on the various roles played by music in each of 
these regimes, especially after the emergence of the aesthetic regime 
in the transition between the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, 
Kaltenecker draws attention to a recent, noteworthy development: 
a certain tendency of recent music to devote itself to its own 
medium, to the materiality of sound devoid of any structuring 
principle. Though equally interested in Rancière’s possible contri-
bution to rewriting the history of musical modernity, João Pedro 
Cachopo takes another path. Following the logic of Aisthesis, 
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he imagines a musical ‘scene’ based on Hector Berlioz’s account 
of a quarrel between François-Joseph Fétis and Zani de Ferranti 
on the legitimacy of two notes in Harold en Italie. This leads 
to a reinterpretation of programme music as a proto-cinematic 
experiment with sounds that eventually suggests the necessity of 
reappraising the affinity between Romanticism, avant-garde and 
contemporary trends in musical modernity. Taking as a point of 
departure Fénelon’s Les Aventures de Télémaque – a text that has 
inspired multiple appropriations among the visual and musical 
arts and that plays a crucial role in Rancière’s account of Joseph 
Jacotot’s pedagogy – Katharina Clausius engages an aversion to 
music that Fénelon thematises in his novel, as well as a conspicuous 
absence of music in any substantial sense in Jacotot’s treatise, and 
whether these have implications for how Rancière’s thought might 
be developed on musical grounds. And finally, Carina Venter and 
William Fourie pursue a reading intent on reminding the reader 
that Rancière’s entire political/aesthetic apparatus leaves invisible 
the fact that Western history of the last several centuries is built 
on a ground of imperialist/colonialist domination. By focusing on 
nineteenth-century political/philosophical concerns, and the role 
that music plays in articulating or valorising Romantic ideals, they 
promote music to a central position in Rancièrean discourse. They 
then turn to a close reading of the early history of the Eoan group, 
a ‘coloured’ opera company in apartheid South Africa, in order to 
demonstrate a potential didactics of dissensus that more carefully 
considers the actual human political ramifications of Rancière’s 
thought.

In Part III, ‘Politics of Interaction’, relational politics are read 
in and around music in Rancièrean terms. Interaction unfolds 
from two perspectives in these essays: inter-ensemble interaction 
(the politics of relationality in ensemble music-making) and in 
performer–listener interactions. Kjetil Klette Bøhler considers how 
interlocking grooves and call–response patterns in contemporary 
Cuban music generate new forms of political engagement, which 
he analyses alongside a close reading of the context within which 
musician Roberto Caracassés enacted a Rancièrean ‘wrong’ by 
claiming a voice within a police logic that denied him one. In 
doing so, music analysis and political/social theory are brought 
into close dialogue with one another. Dan DiPiero interrogates 
the aporia between improvisation as a politically emancipatory 
practice and the essential impossibility of its being so. Beginning 
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by working within music-improvisational practices, he projects 
outward to consider the contingent aspects of social and political 
interaction. Music, in this sense, becomes a ground for thinking 
through the social. Chris Stover, conversely, stages three moments 
in jazz history as dis-identificatory practices that manage to resist 
folding back into new police logics, in this way interrogating what 
happens after the event of the dissensual moment and theorising 
the ways in which new distributions of the sensible are formed and 
how new police actions are effected from within a community. In 
doing so he offers an alternative means of disrupting the speech/
noise dichotomy: not the political insistence that what was heard 
as noise now be heard as speech, but that noise itself can carry 
political meaning in the aesthetic regime.

Part IV, ‘Encounters and Challenges’, offers a series of encoun-
ters between Rancière and other modes of philosophical thought. 
Sarah Collins engages what Lydia Goehr has presented as an 
intractable set of problems – art’s ability to function as a means 
to ‘memorialise, mourn or resist’ acts of violence – by exploring 
the commemorative implications of (and possibilities for) art from 
Rancièrean perspectives. Specifically, she explores the Rancièrean 
paradoxical space in which the politics of aesthetics and the aes-
thetics of politics inflect one another without coming fully into 
contact. Collins offers Rancière’s reading of artistic monuments as 
a way in, a way to begin to explore how art (and particularly music) 
can fulfil a commemorative function, and she engages iconic works 
by Schoenberg and Tippett from this perspective. Murray Dineen 
reads Adorno’s essay ‘Motifs’ through a Rancièrean lens, finding 
in Rancière a possible answer to Adorno’s call for a means of lis-
tening to so-called ‘tragic’ music from an earlier century. In doing 
so, he brings key Rancièrean concepts – equality, the sensible, 
inclusion and exclusion – into compelling dialogue with Adorno’s 
critical apparatus. In ‘On Shoemakers and Related Matters: 
Rancière and Badiou on Richard Wagner’, Erik Vogt offers an 
important re-examination of Badiou’s critique of Rancière, on 
the basis of Wagner’s Die Meistersinger von Nürnberg. Badiou 
challenges Rancière’s ‘melancholic’ reading of Die Meistersinger 
(posed on account of what Rancière perceives as an inevitably 
ever-widening gap between the work of the people and the art 
of the avant-garde) by positing a conduit between tradition and 
progress through the work of Wagner’s lowly cobbler. Vogt’s 
argument turns on Rancière’s challenge to epistemic narratives of 
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modernity, since for Rancière the terms that define a regime are 
decoupled from historical linearity; the aesthetic regime is a way 
of doing, a radical erupting-within that, for Vogt (and probably 
for Rancière) is embodied in the figure of the cobbler as conduit. 
And finally, as a prelude to proposing an ‘equal method’ for music 
studies, Danick Trottier engages the relationship between ‘new 
musicology’ and popular music studies to reveal some ways in 
which musicology, as a discipline, has opened itself to thinking 
about equality by challenging established hierarchies and the ways 
in which they have been drawn, not only of repertoires and canon-
inclusions, but also of what kinds of musicking practices make 
valid objects of musicological study.
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