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Jacques Ranciére and German Romanticism:

Linking Two “Scenes” from “Aesthetic Regime of Art”

Hitoshi Tanaka

In this paper, I discuss works by Jaques Ranciére (Mute Speech (1998), The
Distribution of the Sensible (2000), and Aisthesis (2011)), and analyze the relationship
between his concept of the “aesthetic regime of art” and the aesthetis of German
romanticism.

Jacques Ranciére distinguishes three regimes in what we now call “art.” He defines
the aesthetic regime of art as a disruption of the hierarchies in subjects, genres, which, in
turn, enables an independent sphere of perceptions and emotions. Ranciére further
observes that the aesthetic regime contains a contradiction between the concept of the
autonomy of art and that of a utopian community that is prefigured in artwork.

In Aisthesis, Ranciere does not discuss the aesthetics of German romanticism itself,
but considers both a preceding and a succeeding figure of the movement: Winckelmann
and Hegel. Ranciére argues that Winckelmann understands the history of Greek art as a
history of the collective life of the Greek people, and that Winckelmann considers the
Torso of Belvedere as an embodiment of their freedom. Hegel shares with Winckelmann
the same retrospective view on the history of art, and this is evident when he believes he
has found a collective freedom in Murillo’s paintings of careless beggar boys.

Ranciére argues in Mute Speech that German romanticism attempted to reinvent a
unity between the creations of an individual artist and the collective lives of people, while
both Winckelmann and Hegel find such unity only in past art, through a retrospective
viewpoint. According to Ranciére, Hegel transforms the attempts of romanticists to
develop romantic poetry into a theory of Homeric epic poetry, which united individuality
and collectivity but was irrecoverably lost.

Ranciére’s description of the characteristics of German romanticism is certainly
biased, being overly focused on Hegel's criticism of it. However, it is an original approach
for Ranciére to find in Jean Paul, a contemporary of German romanticists, an autodidact

who destabilizes a hierarchy in the literary world.





