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PAPER VOICES 

Claire Fontaine 

Carpenters, child workers, seamstresses and artisans are not the 
usual inhabitants of philosophy books, but we often encounter 
them in Ranciere's writings. This opaque mass of proletarians that 
threatens every attempt to write about universal emancipation usu
ally remains on the edge of the page, discretely consuming the 
writer's desire to speak for everyone. They silently embody writers' 
worst danger: it's easy to tum into a pitiful Don Quixote, writing 
letters to people that do not know they are these letters' addressees, 
any more than Alondza Lorenzo knows that she is called Dulcinea 
and who, anyway, cannot even read. 

In the section of The Flesh of Words entitled "The Literature of 
Philosophers," Ranciere delivers a merciless diagnosis: the exemplary 
hero of every epistemological revolution is a professional fighter of 
windmills. And the knowledge of this fact led Althusser directly to 
the eternal night of madness, which his writings were supposed to 
help him conjure away. All of Althusser's oeuvre-Ranciere says-is 
entirely marked by the typical dread of the Marxist intellectual who 
has fallen prey to politics: the fear of making literature, sending let
ters with no recipients, or being the voice that cries in the desert. 
Speaking to the void, haranguing an imaginary crowd that never 
massed together or becoming oneself a crowd and performing all 
the different characters oneself are frightening risks that must be 
exorcized through the rigor of theory. Although Lenin is described 

by Althusser as the little man standing alone on the plain of his
tory, his solitude takes place within history, where one is somehow 
protected by a tight fabric of questions and answers that will always 
seem to keep us warm. But will they really? Who are these answers 
and questions truly written for? For the proletarians that we cannot 
be but that we can write about, even if we then run the risk of 
drowning their voices when doing so? Because, as Althusser says 
in For Marx, writing is a way of paying a debt, precisely the debt of 
not being born a proletarian and not being born illiterate. But the 
silence of infamous men can be deafening, it can fill any speculation 



with an insane urge for action and tum any reasonable theoretical 
activity into the fury of organization. And if there are no actual 
people around to organize, then the fury will tum toward the letters 
on the page. 

The abbreviations AIE, PPI, PP2, element one, element two, 
that infest Altbusser's letters to John Lewis, Ranciere notices, are 
talking concepts: it is they who speak instead of the subjects. This 
Althusserian typography-he continues-is a dramaturgy, a form of 
theatre, and whilst populating these pages it embodies the classes 
and the class struggle, Marxism-Leninism, the workers' movement 
and other characters. Althusser's typography is also a topology in 
the dramatic sense: it is an incarnation that brings the interlocutor of 
the book's page to existence, a device for transubstantiating letters 
and signs. And yet something resists the docile coming and going 
between concepts and writing, something VI<Tecks the mechanism: 
the Lumpenproletariat cannot find a place in this theory for its place
less existence, and Ranciere condemns Althusser's position on the 
problem. He writes: "despite the praiseworthy efforts made to give it 
an economic-social materialistic genealogy, the Lrnnpenproletariat 
is first of all a phantasmagoria, a stage name, the theatrical embodi
ment of all the distances of scholarly speech, the generic name of 
nonmeaning, of disconnection, of non-relation.m 

If it is impossible to annihilate any distance between reality and 
thought, Althusser's parable proves that it is instead possible to fight 
a total war against nonsense and to lose one's mind while doing so. 

* 
Coming back to Ranciere's method, and the objects of his 

interest, we can see that if he stigmatizes Althusser's organizing 
obsession and terror for those aspects of life that are without reason, 
mad, and that can't be absorbed by a political grid, it is because 
Ranciere is attracted by the poetic consequences of this disorder and 
by its political causes. 

The concept of the "distribution of the sensible" that gives 
the title to his best-known book from 2000 is already at work in 
several of his previous writings. We can read in a note at the end of 
the 1997 "Preface" to The Nights of Labor that in 1981, when the 
book was first published, its aim was to oppose both the historian's 
positivism and the so-called "nouveaux philosophes" who in the 
late 1970s set about detailing the dangers and crimes provoked by 
those thinkers who had envisaged the possibility of changing the 
world. Describing the wanderings and the need for poetry felt by a 



handful of proletarians that were twenty years old around r83o and 
spent many of their nights talking and writing is a first way to estab

lish a different distribution of the sensible. The "proletarian night" 
explores the grey area where the workers can become clandestine 
intellectuals, nocturnal writers, and thereby no longer coincide 
with their stereotype. Confronted with these hybrid figures, official 
intellectuals and orthodox representatives of the working class feel 
equally uncomfortable. It was worth rescuing these archives from 
their oblivion just to awaken this discomfort again. 

Ranciere is not only interested in the tactics at work in the 
construction of historical tales, in the borders violently traced and 
re-traced through different revolutions between history and litera
ture, science and arts; he is interested in how the crowd invades the 
page, and in how the written word influences the body of the igno
rant reader. That's why he underlines the systematic expulsion of 
the chaos that poor people's words bring inside the architecture of a 
book. Giving the status of meaningful words to expressions that are 
normally considered parasitical noise and meaningless sound is the 
recurrent philosophical gesture in Ranciere's oeuvre. 

In The Names of History, for example, he observes with skepti
cism that the Mediterranean Sea's becoming the subject ofBraudel's 
book rather than a king or a hero is above all a poetic operation
and not an innocent one. In his preface to The Mediterranean and 
the Meditmanean World in the Age of Philip II, Braude! develops 
the reasons for the longue duree approach that characterized the 
Annales School. One should mistrust-he says-the history told 
while it's still burning, told from the perspective of how it has been 
felt and lived by its contemporaries, whose lives are as short as ours, 
because it is shot through with their anger, their dreams and their 
illusions. (There seems to be a need for cooling down the passionate 
aspect of the historical event and for zooming out from the limited 
scale of the individual life.) In the sixteenth cenmry-Braudel affirms 
-the poor people's Renaissance takes place, and at that point the 
poor, the humble, start to write relentlessly about others and them
selves. But he continues: 

All these precious records give a somewhat distorted view, 
invading that lost time and taking up an excessive amount 
of space in it. A historian, reading some papers of Philip n 
as if he were in his place and time, would find himself 
transported into a bizarre world, missing a dimension. A 
world of vivid passions, certainly, but a blind world, as any 



living world must be, as ours is, oblivious of the deep cur
rents of history, of those living waters on which our frail 
barks are tossed like Rimbaud's drunken boat. 2 

Tills is an account of an expulsion, of the re-establishment of the 
long-lasting order of the dispassionate historian. How much did 
these poor people write of their anger and their passion? How many 
of their letters actually invaded the king's desk? And why did the 
historian need so badly to clear them out of his own version of his
tory? What kind of depth is the one that poor people's words don't 
reach and what is the surface where they proliferate? All we get to 
know, Ranciere says, is the absence of all this clutter. Poor people 
are treated like nothing more than the impertinent messengers of 

a disorder that the theoretician needs to contain: the poor of the 
Platonic myth-like the Lumpenproletariat in Althusser's theory
aren't defined by social categories but are names for a relationship to 
non-truth. They speak blindly, too close to the event, since the very 
fact of speaking is an event for them. And if they write "relentlessly," 
they do so because they are not supposed to write, and they insist 
on causing this confusion that troubles the historian whose "good" 
object is the silence of the compact masses. 

We listen to contraband intellectuals and dreaming workers 
with more pleasure when they keep their mouth shut, comments 
Ranciere in The Nights of Labor. 3 Some words and some speeches 
are unwelcome everywhere, and it is precisely these that Ranciere 
patiently collects from archives. The waste, the debris that can't 
be metabolized by other people's theory are the main object of his 
own, with the fragility and the problems that come with them. 

Methodologically speaking, Ranciere is not immune from the 
temptation of systematizing his objects, and it becomes then unclear 
what use the reader should make of these rescued voices that tell us 
what no one wanted to hear: Moreover, a work of patient demolition 
of the philosophical posture runs between the lines of several of his 
major books. The criticism of intellectual authority is always justified 
by the distribution of the sensible that made it possible. Plato, Althusser, 
Braudel, Bourdieu, Sartre, Marx and many others are proved complicit 
with a desire to obliterate the voices of proletarians or assimilate them 
within a philosophical system whose final aim is to absolve its creator 
and not put him in touch with his real contradictions. 

But what are these real contradictions, actually? Contrary to 
what it might look like at first glance, Ranciere's prose doesn't aim 
to render moral justice but to redistribute complexity and precision. 



An example of his curiously materialistic approach is provided by 
the place of words in his philosophy: "the ailment of politics," he 
writes in The Names of History, "is first the ailment of words. There 
are too many words that designate nothing other than the very tar
gets against which they place weapons in the killers' hand." 4 

Because the legitimacy of a power is a matter of the distribu
tion of the sensible, what changes a leader into a tyrant is a shift in 
the general sensibility, a simultaneous agreement on what is intol
erable, the possibility of naming things and facts differently. These 
transformations take place in the space of words, which is undi
vided from the space of politics. Words have effects on bodies and 
objects. 1his is the fulcrum of the introductory chapter of The Flesh 

o(Words where, for once, Ranciere takes Plato's side: the Phaedrus' 
critique of the vain portrait of the logos presented by written, mute, 
letters is justified: 

The problem is not that the resemblance [of the text to 
the speech] is unfaithful, but that it is too faithful, still 
attached to what has been said when already it should be 
elsewhere, near where the meaning of what has been said 
must speak. The written letter is like a silent painting that 
retains on its body the movement that animates the logos 
and bring it to its destination. 5 

The destinations are, of course, the active body of the speaker and 
the receptive body of the listener, but the journey between the word 
and the flesh is uncertain and contradictory. Therefore the letter as 
a form is approached as the physical trace of the invisible miracle 
moving the text from the page into the mouth and mind of the 
reader. In this sense the ignorant schoolmaster's adventure is essential 
within the economy of Ranciere's oeuvre, because Jacotot represents 
the anti-Althusser: the inventor of the universal teaching method is 
the total opposite of the pedantic pedagogue who disguises the ordi
nary exercise of knowledge as the extraordinary performance of the 
erudite. Jacotot tells the story of people becoming literate outside of 
and against the vertical teacher-student relationship. Reading, recog
nizing the letters and the meaning of words, according to Jacotot, 
is an activity that the illiterate already know how to perform, but in 
a different field. There is, in his system, a competence of the "igno
rant" that can always be used as a starting point for learning any
thing else. Since the day we were born, we have been translators, as 
Jacotot himself spells out in La langue maternelle: 



The child is surrounded by objects that speak to him, all 
at once, in different languages; he must study them sep

arately and together; they have no relationship and often 
contradict each other. He can make nothing of all the 
idioms in which nature speaks to him-through his eyes, 
his touch, through all his senses-simultaneously. He must 
repeat often to remember so many absolutely arbitrary 
signs ... What great attention is necessary for all that!6 

If the motif of the world as a hieroglyph to interpret is not new, the 
declinationjacotot uses and Ranciere analyses in tum are intriguing: 
we all learn our mother tongue without teachers, and we all become 
capable of navigating the world through the lesson of things and 
creatures surrounding us. The cohabitation with confusion and 
changes within the distribution of the sensible appear as vital neces
sities: all knowledge has a common measure and is part of the non
hierarchical experience of life that everyone shares. Once the border 
between culture and the rest of the human competences is erased, 
knowledge and expression become immediately accessible. Jacotot 
thought all disciplines on the same level: the arbitrariness of lan
guage and the resistance of material in the hands can both teach an 
important lesson and can be equally efficient supports for the trans
mission of an intensity. We read in The Ignorant Schoolmaster that: 

The artist's emancipatory lesson, opposed on every 
count to the professor's stultifying lesson, is this: each 
one of us is an artist to the extent that he carries out 
a double process; he is not content to be a mere jour
neyman but wants to make all work a means of expres
sion, and he is not content to feel something but tries 
to impart it to others. The artist needs equality as the 
explicator needs inequality. And therefore he designs the 
model of a reasonable society where the very thing that 
is outside reason-matter, linguistic signs-is traversed 
by reasonable will: that of telling the story and making 
others feel the ways in which we are similar to them. 7 

It's in the nineteenth century that these ideas began to circulate, 
when the disorder of politics disorganized the hierarchy of knowl
edge and vice versa. It was the shift towards what Ranciere calls in 
The !viute Word "the expressive regime": 



Every configuration of sensible properties can be 
assimilated to a disposition of signs, therefore to a 
manifestation of language in its poetic original state. And 
this double level applies to everything ... This power of 
language immanent to every object can be interpreted 
in a mystical way, like the young philosophers or the 
German poets did, who were always repeating Kant's 
sentence on the nature being a poem written in an 
encrypted language, and like Navalis assimilated the 
study of materials to the old science of signatures. But we 
can also rationalize it and make it into the witness of the 
fact that mute things carry the trace of human activity.8 

The poet becomes "the one who formulates the poetical aspect of 
things." It's tempting to compare this tum with the change in the 
distribution of the sensible caused by the appearance of the ready
made in the 2oth century in the domain of the visual arts, when the 
artist became the indicator of the "personal coefficient of art" con
tained in each object, that is, the arithmetic relation between "what 
is unexpressed but was projected" and "what was unintentionally 
expressed." (Duchamp presented this conception of the creative 
process at the meeting of the American Federation of the Arts in 
Houston in April 1957, in an incredible panel that included Rudolph 
Arnheim, Gregory Bateson and Duchamp himself, who introduced 
himself as "a poor artist.") 

* 
If the lesson of the poor artist points toward the society of the 
equality of intelligences, it's because his very element is disorder, 
because his space of work is contiguous to the whatevemess of 
everyday life, sometimes even indistinguishable from it. In Aesthetics 
and its Discontents, Ranciere describes aesthetics as we know it, and 
as it emerged two centuries ago, as the "thought of the new dis
order.'09 There is a link, a homonymy, between the distinction of 
concepts and social distinction, for "dearly in the confusion or the 
distinction of aesthetics what is at stake is the social order and its 
transformations.mo This was blatantly true in many social move
ments but exemplarily demonstrated by the Italian insurrection 
of I977· Umberto Eco, who was at that time writing columns in 
several newspapers, remarked in one of them that the language of 
the divided self and the proliferation of messages organized on the 
basis of new codes was understood and perfectly reproduced by 



groups that were totally unfamiliar with high culture, that hadn't 

read Celine or Apollinaire, and had reached that language through 

music, posters, parties and concerts, while the high culture that 
used to understand the language of the divided self when spoken in 

the aseptic theoretical laboratory didn't understand it when it was 
spoken by the masses. Eco: 

In other words the cultivated man used to make fun 
of the bourgeois who in the museum, in front of a 
woman with three eyes and graffiti without a defined 
shape, would say "I don't understand what it rep
resents." Now the same cultivated man is facing a 
generation that expresses itself by elaborating women 
with three eyes and graffiti without a defined shape, 
and he says "I don't understand what it means." What 
seemed acceptable as an abstract utopia, a hypothesis 
in a laboratory, seems unacceptable when it presents 
itself in flesh and bones. 11 

1bis disorienting incarnation, the indomitable heterogeneity of 
the real uprising, the remainder that remains on this side of theory, 
even after the acknowledgment of the change of the distribution of 
the sensible, are both the center of Ranciere's theory and the abyss 
into which it sinks. In Short Voyages to the Land of the People, the 
problem is exposed in all its clarity. There is no point in waiting for 
the revolution to come from visits by the intellectual class to the 
proletarian regions: these tourists only bring the message of separa
tion. It's a story of mourning what the utopian poems and writings 
export, a mourning of the impossible social link between rich and 
poor which is made, Ranciere insists, of the only thing that can 
make a social link: love.12 Cultivated and well-intentioned intellec
tuals try to share with the poor the very word that is the cause and 
image of their separation from them. The story of Rainer Maria 
Rilke and Martha, the poor bohemian girl, is an example of this 
tragedy. Their love is impossible in the precarious theatre of the 
reality they can share, made of sleepless nights spent walking hand
in-hand in the desolation of the faubourgs. But Martha can become, 
once abandoned, a literary character, a mute source of inspiration, 
so that the poem is the very place where transfiguration is reached 
through the desertion of her body. 
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* 
At this point we have the right to feel puzzled. We begin to under
stand that the voices of the poor that we have encountered through 
Ranciere's books are still made of paper and that the correspon
dence between writing and reality, between the visual and the tex
tual is a dangerous domain of shadows. In the transcription of a 
conference on Mallanne and Broodthaers given in January, 2004, 

Ranciere dives into a deeply materialistic analysis of Broodthaers' 
practice that he interprets as a refusal of the equivalence between 
words and forms. Ranciere takes as an example Broodthaers' re
writing of La Fontaine's poem "The Crow and the Fox." The words 
and verses of the poem are sent back by the artist to a school-like 
universe: "The D is bigger than the T. All the Ds must have the same 
length. The downstroke and the oval must have the same slope as 
that of the A." And this is all the written story will positively tell us 
about concrete reality: the story of the shape of the written letters. 
Letters that Jacotot's locksmith student already compared to the 
familiar forms of his profession: the letter 0 was "the round" and 
the letter L "the comer plate." What follows is the record of the loss 
we are exposed to when dealing with the text, even ourselves in this 
very moment: 

The Crow and the Fox are absent. I can hardly remember 
them. I have forgotten the paws and the hands, the 
games and the costumes, the voices and the colors, the 
treacherousness and the vanity. The painter was all colors 
and the architect was made out of stone. The crow and 
the fox were made out of printed characters. 

The absence of the objects and the creatures leaves room only 
for the mute shape of the letters and the black of the ink. Broodthaers 
is also probably talking about the commodity, about reification, the 
experience of feeling in good company when surrounded by objects 
and being faced with the problematic coexistence of images and 
words on the surface of advertising. Broodthaers himself posed in 
I97I as a model for Van Laack Shirts, whose firm was owned by a 
German couple of collectors, Rolf and Erika Hoffmann. The adver
tisement was printed in the German magazine Der Spiegel, and on 
his own copy Broodthaers wrote: ''What shall one think of the links 
between art, advertisement and business? MB (the director)." 



Without wanting to give an answer to this question wliose perti
nence doesn't even need to be discussed, we will try to conclude 
with a hypothesis. If Ranciere's theory remains exposed to the 
danger of its own paradoxes, it might all the same achieve some 
coherence on another level. But it does so only when it doesn't 
explicitly revolve around contemporary art. It finds a tone and alan
guage that can coexist with the desire for freedom without showing 
the way to follow and without prescribing any ethical position
leaving us, indeed, alone in the deceptive company of words. 
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