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A Theory of Aspects:  
Media Participation and Political Theory

Davide Panagia

The concept of an aspect is akin to the concept 
of an image.

—Ludwig Wittgenstein1

Introduction: Political Theory Beyond the Treatise

My aim in this essay is to begin to elaborate a mode of po-
litical theorizing that does not rely on epistemic argument as 
the sensus communis for political thinking. Though the making 

of arguments and their justification is the privileged mode of political 
theory, the practices of reading, writing, and thinking—practices that 
involve citations, cutting and pasting, and poaching snippets of au-
thoritative texts and insights, as well as engaging various media (such 
as a pen or a PC) which help and hinder the practices of justificatory 
discourse—seem to complicate the sense of continuity that the criteria 
for legitimate epistemic argument at once expect and project. The 
theory of aspects that I propose in this essay, then, begins from the 
Humean idea that we cannot overcome ontological discontinuity, but 
at best can devise practices of assembly and partake in technological 
equipment that enable the sense of continuity we wish to engender.2 My 
provocation is to give up on the unity and coherence of argument as 
a standard for political theorizing and, rather, begin from aspects. The 
hope, as I have elaborated elsewhere, is to shift our evaluative criteria 
from the idea of “wrong” as an epistemic mistake that needs correcting 
to the idea of “wrong” as a political proclamation that interrupts the 
common course of political life.3

To proceed, I consider the elements that partake in political think-
ing. Namely, what aspects participate in theoretical experiments and 
how do those things influence theorizing? There are many answers to 
these questions, and each is compelling in its own way. My approach 
begins by inviting readers to take into account a diversity of mediatic 
forms—beyond scriptural media—that are entangled with, and enabling 
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of, theory-crafting. The ambition is to develop an approach to the study 
of political theory that is not exclusively interested in intelligibilities and 
their understanding, but is nonetheless committed to the realizations 
of worlds, of collectivities, and of politics.

My approach is necessarily programmatic and critical in that I develop 
a theory of aspects that shows the limits of the hermeneutic turn in the 
human and social sciences. My further provocation is to affirm that 
political theorists have overinvested in the orthodoxy of the scriptural. 
The result of such overinvestment is that our pictures of theorizing are 
preoccupied with justifying the criteria in and by which things, peoples, 
utterances, judgments, arguments, and so forth are said to make sense. 
Critical energies are thus absorbed with answering the “how do you 
know?” question of epistemology. This is political theory’s sensibility to 
what Max Weber calls a culture of certitudo salutis.4

This cultural orthodoxy is emboldened by a mediatic ontology that 
imagines the textual treatise (whether book or essay) as the archetype of 
the complete and coherent work.5 Political-theoretical dispositions are 
so immersed in the scriptural medium of the readerly page that it seems 
impossible to imagine a world where political thinking is not confined 
by it. By this, I mean that the medium of the text doesn’t simply provide 
an occasion for understanding, it also gives us a picture of continuity, 
coherence, and completion as an absolute form for theoretical work.6 
We tend to have an intuitive sense as to what counts as a complete work 
of theory, and thus also a sense of what counts as the beginning, middle, 
and end of an argument. And these sensibilities ultimately determine 
the nature and validity of political speech and action. Indeed, were I un-
able to distinguish the end of one work from the beginning of another 
I would be guilty of a serious epistemic mistake; or at the very least, 
such errors might be an indication that I don’t know what it means to 
read correctly; or perhaps this fault would be a marker of a neurologi-
cal condition characterized by a form of boundary-blindness; or maybe 
I am just one of those readerly poachers that Michel de Certeau talks 
about.7 And yet our pedagogies of reading and writing expect that we 
persistently partake in the art of assemblage, of curating and arranging 
partialities, in such a way that we disregard the supposed unity and/or 
continuity of a work. 

In raising the complicity of the treatise’s mediatic ontology in relation 
to political theorizing, I mean to imply that at both the conceptual and 
material level political theory is an activity invested in mediatic forms; 
that media are entangled with theorizing (though not determinative of 
it); and, more specifically, that the doing of political theory requires a 
competence in consuming media, in the manipulation of what Hans-Jörg 
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Rheinberger calls the “technical objects” of investigation that “become 
entrenched and articulate themselves in a wider field of epistemic prac-
tices and material cultures, including instruments, inscription devices, 
model organisms, and the floating theorems or boundary concepts 
attached to them.”8 Needless to say, these consumer technologies have 
a tried and true history—this despite the fact that forms of usage are 
not consistent through time. The assumption that writers in the past 
wrote to convey meaning through the propositional content of words, 
for instance, is a thoroughly modern assumption about the relationship 
between reading, writing, and meaning.9 But as diverse historians from 
Ann M. Blair to Roger Chartier to Jacques Rancière have shown, the 
media archeology of the book and practices of reading have not always 
aligned well with contemporary accounts of sense-making.10 

In this essay I forward an image of political theorizing not beholden 
to the expectations of the “how do you know?” I proceed by keeping 
in mind the role of media in theoretical experimentation and concep-
tual innovation. Such technical objects as the printing press, the quill, 
quick-drying ink, and paper are crucial to our appreciation of the 
micro-discontinuities and micro-pauses of thought in any account of the 
coherence of a work. Take, for instance, the all-too-common experience 
of losing work because a software program or PC motherboard crashes. 
Along with the frustration and disappointment that such moments of 
Heideggerian conspicuousness (when equipment breaks) afford,11 we 
also discover a world of technical objects literally at our fingertips, 
whose circadian rhythms are complicit and entangled with the more 
familiar practices of theorizing like note-taking and essay-writing. The 
computer crash is an event of interruption of the technical object that 
partakes (in an undeterminable manner) in theoretical experimenta-
tion and concept creation. In this example there is no doubt that the 
PC influences political theory, but the concept of influence here is far 
from linear, direct, or even obvious. 

To ask what partakes in political theorizing is not just an empirical 
question, though the empirical is inescapable. It is also a question about 
the nature of influence, the relationship between media and the affects 
of influence, and the limits of the causal account of transmission of 
mediatic effects. The issue of partaking in political theory thus involves 
at once a division and a distribution: a division of what does and does 
not count as an object of political theorizing, and a distribution of influ-
ences that coordinate political ensembles. The result is that exploring a 
work in terms of the aspects it animates offers a compellingly different 
sensibility for political theorizing than the one conventionally tethered 
to the orthodoxy of scriptural theory. That sensibility is one captured 
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by the experience of moving images as complicit with our appreciations 
of what collective action looks and feels like.12 

Aspects, Aletta Norval notes, entail an “awareness of the picture as 
picture.”13 The orientation I propose, then, is one that begins from ad-
vening aspects, rather than propositions.14 To begin from the advenience 
of an aspect means to accept the partiality of an impression, and the 
undetermined ways in which partial impressions relate with one another. 
Aspects are the no-part of thinking; they are those imagistic partialities 
that advene and bear upon our sensorial attentions in a precarious 
manner. A theory of aspects thus calls for a curatorial disposition atten-
tive to the moments of sensorial capture when the allure of an aspect is 
handled with the kind of lustful curiosity admonished by St. Augustine 
in his Confessions.15

It goes without saying that a theory of aspects is also indebted to the 
foundational work on the “dawning of an aspect” and “aspect blindness” 
proposed by Ludwig Wittgenstein in his Philosophical Investigations. It also 
goes without saying that I am deeply invested in Wittgenstein’s treatment 
of these issues, especially as elaborated by a variety of contemporary 
thinkers including (but not limited to) Stanley Cavell, Kennan Fergu-
son, Richard Flathman, Jason Frank, Michael Fried, Patchen Markell, 
Andrew Norris, Aletta Norval, David Owen, James Tully, and Linda Zerilli. 
That said, I will not be addressing Wittgenstein’s work directly. Mine is 
a writerly choice in that I don’t believe that any interpretation I would 
offer could prove distinct from what these authors propose. At best, I 
can only prolong their efforts by inviting the reader to look and see for 
themselves, and to keep in mind that Wittgenstein’s creative curiosity 
about images is a reference point for me throughout.

This essay is comprised of three sections. The first engages three think-
ers of the interpretive turn in political theory: Charles Taylor, Quentin 
Skinner, and James Tully. I focus exclusively on how each theorist displays 
a commitment to understanding as necessary to the enterprise of doing 
theory, though I also show how Tully’s innovations extend beyond such 
a commitment. The second section assembles three images of thought 
drawn from three different expressions of three diverse thinkers: Ro-
land Barthes, Stanley Cavell, and Jacques Derrida. Though seemingly 
unrelated, I propose each phrase as entangled with and influencing 
the others, and I assemble them as one might assemble three images 
in a slide projector, with the hope that by streaming through them an 
animated image of thought emerges. That image of thought is what I 
call a theory of aspects. In the third section I depart from the theoreti-
cal experimentation and interpretive work I do in the previous sections 
in order to redirect attention to the mediaticity of technical objects 
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complicit with a theory of aspects. If, as I suggest, political theorists 
are consumers of media, then it is relevant to think about the nature 
of media themselves, their archaeologies, and their agential partaking 
with the practices of theorizing. 

I. The Interpretive Turn in Political Theory

One of the most exciting developments in the study of political theory 
throughout the 1970s and 1980s was the pluralisation of methodological 
vocabularies that extolled the role of humanistic inquiry in the social 
sciences. Inspired by debates in literary studies and philosophical herme-
neutics, as well as treatises on the nature of social science inquiry,16 
political theorists accepted the challenge of defending the particularity 
of political theory inquiry in the face of the positivist turn in the social 
sciences, and especially in political science. The approach championed 
to defend the virtue of political theory—and humanistic inquiry in gen-
eral—was the critical analysis of the role and function of meaning in 
our interactions with the world. In this section, I elaborate some of the 
arguments developed by Charles Taylor, Quentin Skinner, and James 
Tully that address and defend practices of sense-making in political 
theory and show how their distinct approaches to a critical hermeneutics 
in the social sciences are bound to the project of epistemic validation 
for understanding.

I begin with Taylor’s formidable essay, “Interpretation and the Sciences 
of Man,” which illumines a philosophical critique of falsifiability in the 
social sciences by introducing and defending the “unavoidably ‘herme-
neutical’ component” therein.17 His object of attention is that brand of 
postpositivist empiricism that only considers “brute data identifications” 
(IS 28) as sufficient to political analysis. What concerns Taylor most is the 
treatment of politics as something that could be understood in abstrac-
tion from the conditions of its emergence. “This,” he affirms, “is what 
is referred to as ‘behaviour’ in the rhetoric of political scientists” (IS 
28). But, Taylor retorts, it is not possible to understand behavior without 
attending to the practices and institutions within which behaviors—or 
political actions—take place. “The realities here are practices,” he insists, 
“and these cannot be identified in abstraction from the language we use 
to describe them, or invoke them, or carry them out” (IS 33). Taylor 
thus isolates language and the “web of inter-subjective meanings” (IS 
38) as the media for thinking about politics. By embedding the positiv-
ist category of behavior in a web of inter-subjective meanings necessary 
to understanding, Taylor confirms his thesis that “we have to think of 
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man as a self-interpreting animal. He is necessarily so, for there is no 
such thing as the structure of meanings for him independently of his 
interpretation of them; for one is woven into the other” (IS 26). This 
means that, to the extent that they are human, positivist political scien-
tists are not extraneous to the circumference of the hermeneutic circle. 
To claim otherwise—that is, to claim precisely what positivist political 
scientists want to claim regarding the detached predictability quotient 
of observed data—means, for Taylor, to claim that they are inhuman. 

Of course, Taylor’s essay is more complex and nuanced than I can give 
it credit for in the economical summary above. But before turning to 
the other authors on my agenda, I wish to expand a bit further on the 
force of Taylor’s insights, for there are two things worth isolating therein: 
the first is the repeated affirmation of the “unavoidably ‘hermeneutical’ 
component” in the “sciences of man” [sic.]. This is present throughout 
the essay in various formulations but also in the ontological claim that it 
is impossible for humans qua humans to experience anything as unmedi-
ated. The force of Taylor’s claim is that to imagine an unmediated access 
to things is to imagine oneself as inhuman.18 The capacity to make sense 
of what one sees, observes, or predicts, is grounded in the inescapable 
fact that humans barter first and foremost in meaning which is mediated 
in and through language. Thus, a defense of the hermeneutical turn in 
the social sciences is not simply a critique of the insufficiency of behav-
ioural social science, it is also a pedagogical insistence that the human 
sciences are the cornerstone of all inquiry. Taylor’s “Interpretation and 
the Sciences of Man” is a defense of the humanities in the face of the 
encroachment of an inhuman science of data.19

Whereas Taylor grounds meaning in an ontology of the human as 
such—for example, the unavoidable fact that humans are self-interpreting 
animals—Skinner’s “Meaning and Understanding in the History of 
Ideas” looks to the performative aspects of language as the basis for 
his historiographical method. For Skinner, as for Taylor, the principal 
medium of political theory is language. But whereas for Taylor, language 
describes political action (i.e., “behavior”) and thus makes political sci-
ence an inevitably interpretive discipline, Skinner treats the utterance of 
words as Austinian performatives that are actions in and of themselves. 
Moreover, Skinner also defends the idea that meaning emerges from a 
web of speech acts, that authors are also readers responding to other 
authors, and that the fact of responsiveness as a condition for speaking 
and writing helps us get at what an author was doing in communicating. 
In short, what seems crucial to Skinner is that any stated or written word 
is first and foremost an act of communication (rather than an experi-
ence), and that to appraise an understanding of acts of communication, 
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one must be willing to do the work of ascertaining the communicative 
framework within which such utterances are expressed.

Thus, for Skinner neither the unity of the work nor the historical 
context alone can condition the understanding of texts.20 Rather, the 
historian of ideas must also be oriented to understanding the intention 
of the communicative acts that the written text contains, which means 
being willing to accept as a necessary postulate to interpretation that an 
author wrote with the intention of being understood, “and the intention 
that this intention should be understood.”21 The task of the historian of 
ideas is to make available the ways in which the strategies “voluntarily 
adopted [by a writer] to convey their meaning with deliberate oblique-
ness”22 have sense. In fine, the history of ideas, including the history of 
political thought, cannot exist without the datum of the written word.

I take three important insights away from Taylor’s and Skinner’s 
respective defense of hermeneutics: 1) the production and interpreta-
tion of meaning is the currency of humanistic inquiry that is raised 
as a specific problem for positivist approaches in political science; 2) 
meaning is mediated in and by the propositional structure of language, 
which begs interpretation and understanding according to a sense that 
is common (call that common sense an inter-subjective web of mean-
ings or conventional use); and 3) the written text is, if you will, the 
human sciences’ specific medium, and the content of a text—made up 
of propositional phrases that need unpacking—requires a philosophi-
cal orientation to understanding that treats the object of interpretation 
as one would an epistemic claim. That is, the conveyance of meaning 
through interpretation produces the meaningful claims that an author 
makes, and such meaningful claims can only count as meaningful if 
they are understandable epistemically. Thus, though Taylor and Skin-
ner are not impressed by the constraining fallacies of positivism, they 
both limit their orientations to exploring the propositional content of 
language. And though Taylor and Skinner are both laudably committed 
to speech acts as forms of political action (Skinner via Austin’s perfor-
mative, and Taylor by affirming that political behavior involves what we 
would normally call action), they both remain exclusively committed 
to the project of understanding as the paradigmatic telos of thinking, 
political or otherwise.

My concern with each of these authors is that the hermeneutic picture 
of theorizing they propose treats meaning and understanding as identifi-
able in exactly the same way that the positivist treats data as identifiable, 
though with different methods of identification. In each of their critiques, 
both Taylor and Skinner end up espousing specific sensorial practices 
that allow one to identify the data of political inquiry (i.e., meaning), 
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but they omit any helpful discussion of the sensibilities and affective 
dispositions in and through which we arrive at understandings (what I 
will describe in the subsequent section as the advenience of an aspect). 
It is as if the enterprise of political theory shares a common sense about 
what the object of research looks and feels like, despite extant disputes 
about the quality and content of one’s findings. 

Tully’s approach, though also committed to a hermeneutic ontology, 
takes us in a compellingly different direction by pluralizing political 
theory’s teleological attachment to the project of sense-making. That 
direction comes in the critical attitude Tully finds in Wittgenstein’s 
Philosophical Investigations. Crucial to his efforts is the remarkable break 
he makes with both Taylor (explicitly) and Skinner (implicitly). Whereas 
Taylor and Skinner, as we saw, are committed to language as a structure 
of mediation for critical interpretation and understanding, Tully’s adop-
tion of Wittgenstein’s unique distinction between interpretation and 
understanding isolates a domain of interaction that is “unmediated by 
interpretations or explanations.”23 For Tully, Wittgenstein’s contribution 
to political philosophy (and the basis of Tully’s own articulation of a 
public philosophy “in a new key”) is to commend to us an experience 
of immediate capture: “Understanding is like an immediate grasp of 
something,” he affirms (PP 66). To grasp a practice, or a sign, or an 
aspect, is to affront a practice, or a sign, or an aspect with a certain kind 
of unmediated nakedness. Thus, two repercussions ensue. The first is 
that interpretation and understanding are not coeval, but that interpre-
tation is a practice we invoke when understanding fails us. The second 
consequence is to liken interpretation to justification, both of which 
are critical activities that we enlist in moments of misunderstanding. 
What this means for Tully, finally, is that interpretation is not a neces-
sary paradigm for understanding, but “should be seen as one important 
practice of critical reflection among many” (PP 67).

There is much that I find commendable in Tully’s work, as I do in 
Taylor’s and Skinner’s. Specifically, Tully’s addition of the temporality 
of immediacy to the practice of critical theory, and his willingness to 
pluralize our senses of understanding, are noteworthy achievements for 
political theory. His emphasis on immediacy implies that political theory 
need not have a necessary form of intelligence attached to it and that 
understanding (articulated in terms of grasping) need not be bound 
to epistemic verification. This means that practices of critical reflec-
tion might better attend to the immediacy of events and their impact 
upon us, rather than on the elaboration of criteria for judgment and 
understanding. This is a sentiment that exists in kinship with Taylor’s 
own claim regarding the humanness of the human sciences. But Tully 
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moves beyond Taylor’s concerns by emphasizing the non-necessity of 
any one method as adequate to the immediacy of the moment of cap-
ture. The “unmediated ability to grasp” (PP 67) suggests that our being 
hindered from, or incapable of, making sense of something is the result 
of a moment of immediate and unmediated affront that interrupts our 
conventions of sense-making. What such moments of encounter afford 
is an untethering of those structures of mediation that we deem natural 
to our ways of understanding.

Perhaps I am extending Tully’s insights too far, forcing him to say 
things he doesn’t actually say. But his attention to the immediacy and 
unmediatedness of grasping opens the door for such extensions. Such 
prolongations also raise these further questions: Can there be a mode 
of doing political theory that does not bind itself to the necessity of 
understanding? And further: can the pluralization of critical reflection 
also invite a pluralization of the mediatic mindfulness beyond that de-
termined by the contours of the scriptural? I keep these questions in 
mind as I elaborate a theory of aspects.

II. A Theory of Aspects

Here are three unrelated aspects that bear upon one another:

Roland Barthes: 
“I have always wanted to remonstrate with my moods; not to justify them.”24

Stanley Cavell: 
“Here is something I know but cannot prove:”25

Jacques Derrida: 
“I do not know what is essential and what is accessory in a work.”26

I call them “unrelated” because these three authors, writing at differ-
ent times and in different places about different personal experiences, 
never considered one another when thinking or penning these utter-
ances. I know there were relations between Barthes and Derrida, and 
I know Cavell is a reader of Derrida (but I can’t recall if Cavell ever 
discusses Barthes’s work). I don’t think either Derrida or Barthes ever 
read Cavell’s work (he has only recently been translated into French, 
and The Claim of Reason was barely available in English when Barthes 
wrote Camera Lucida). But these authors’ poaching of one another (if, 
indeed, it occurred) seems to bear little relevance to the possibility of 
assembling the aspects projected in these utterances simply because, I 
want to say, they are relatable despite (or perhaps because of) the unavail-
ability of a common measure. The possibility of relating one aspect of 
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a work, or experience, or thought to another relies on the absence of 
necessary criteria for assembly. This means that the force of relation is not 
antecedent to an assembly formation, but emerges out of the ensemble.

In their respective passages each author speaks to the presentational 
force of advenience specifically as regards a work of aesthetic capture 
(perhaps this is how these passages relate?). And each utterance relates 
the experience of an intangible hapticity that triggers a kind of pruri-
ence that wants to scratch the source of a sensation so as to confirm 
the intensity, or rightness, or concreteness, of that experience for oth-
ers . . . but falters. Each author, in other words, admits to the existence 
of an experience of conviction that disappoints the expectations of 
validation. Could this complicity with invalidity be the source of their 
aspectual relation?

It might. For what each utterance expresses is the perpetual dissatisfac-
tion when answering the question “how do you know?” despite proffering 
a knowing response. That perpetual dissatisfaction, it should be said, is a 
dissatisfaction in light of—or in the face of—the epistemic expectation 
of justification. Each utterance seems to foreshorten the expectancy of 
epistemic validation—an expectancy that treats all modes of claim-making 
as designed to bear the burden of the “how do you know?”

And the Barthes passage, more than any other, makes explicit the 
stakes of this unanswerability: namely, the hope or aspiration that the 
expression of one’s sensations, the “remonstration with one’s moods,” is 
sufficient to the conveyance of relevance for an experience; relevance, 
that is, not only to one’s personal or private life, but to the status of 
the object in question (in Barthes’s case, the photograph), and to an 
interlocutor. For Barthes, whose final book is as much a treatise on the 
nature of aesthetic capture as it is a set of reflections on photography, 
what seems most urgent when dealing with a picture’s allure is the op-
portunity to make one’s moods count as sufficient to the experience of 
the work, without having to justify why it is that one has such moods 
(what Wittgenstein, in a different though not unrelated register, calls 
“the imponderable evidence”27 of a glance, a gesture, and tone). To 
remonstrate with one’s moods, for Barthes, might mean saying some-
thing as uncanny as “I believe that she is suffering” when speaking of a 
perfected android projected on a screen.28 

But Barthes’s phrase does more than this. It reverberates with a tim-
bre of lament, a longing in the “I have always wanted to” that begs the 
question: “well, why haven’t you?” Barthes never answers this question 
directly. But he does so indirectly, with his distinction between the punc-
tum and the studium of the photograph. Recall that Barthes distinguishes 
between the representational properties of the photograph (the studium) 



537a theory of aspects

and the presentational force that strikes the beholder (the punctum).29 
Amongst the many things that are at stake in that distinction, it seems to 
me, is Barthes’s wanting to work through the nature of his lamentation: 
Barthes feels as if he has been captured by a practice of looking that 
doesn’t reconcile with his moods. He knows painfully well that much of 
his previous work has kept him in the studium where he would focus on 
the semiotics of representation. This, he admits, has not allowed himself 
to remonstrate with his moods because the expectations of the studium 
were so demanding and unyielding; he was, we might say, bewitched by 
the studium. His disposition was one oriented to the signifying structures 
in a work, and not to the presentational force of a striking aspect of a 
work (i.e., a work’s punctum). What Barthes ultimately discovers by flip-
ping through pictures is that he is, in fact, sliding between them—that 
he is handling them, that others have handled them too, and that the 
handling of images calls for a curatorial disposition not governed by an 
order of necessity. That is, one senses in Barthes’s lamentation a regret 
for not having taken his own kineographic handling seriously enough. 
And what might ultimately be wounding about the punctum is precisely 
the self-realization that the critical energies expelled in the studium were 
premised on a necessary disavowal of his senses of attraction.

Cavell’s utterance takes us one step further by making Barthes’s sen-
sibility explicit as an affirmation: “Here is something I know but cannot 
prove.” After reading Barthes’s phrase, I might paraphrase Cavell thus: 
“Allow me to remonstrate with my moods by putting these aspects before 
you.” A little context: the phrase is extracted from Cavell’s treatment of 
the relation of two works. The first (La Chanson de Roland) was written 
some time around the turn of the first millennium, while the second (For 
Whom the Bell Tolls) was written in the twentieth century. The relation is 
purely conjectural, but convincing to him nonetheless. The temporal 
distance between the two works makes Cavell’s point about the unavail-
ability of criteria (the “but cannot prove”) when relating aspects. It 
takes a remarkable effort of the imagination on the part of the reader 
to tether these works—they have neither author, nor time period, nor 
style, nor language, nor anything in common. And yet they are relatable 
for Cavell because they partake of one another.30 The aspects they bear 
are clipped images, or partial impressions, whose availability emerges 
only when the two scenes are assembled—perhaps haphazardly—the 
one next to the other. The result is a preponderance of imponderable 
evidence that is as convincing as convincing can be. 

But there is a risky provocation in Cavell’s invitation to the reader to 
look and see. It is this: are you willing to accept the picture I put before 
you? That is, are you willing to bear this partaking? By confronting and 
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affronting us with the relation that arises from the superimposition of 
these two aspects, Cavell is burdening us with a projection. What we 
have in this perverse scene is the temptation to ask “how do you know 
that this is a correct view?” But that question does not work here. The 
unbearable burden of projection cannot be lightened by an answer to 
the question, “how do you know?” It is the same unbearable burden 
that, in a different work, Cavell tells us accompanies the viewing of 
comedy films about remarriage.31 In this other context, he asks of his 
readers to ponder what it might mean to view such movies and realize 
that they raise philosophical problems about the impossible—and yet 
ordinary—nature of human relations as a being-in-common without a 
shared commonality. Here, the only possible and insufficient response to 
the “how do you know?” question is, indeed, the observational one: look 
and see. And if by looking and seeing you still don’t share the sense that 
these disparate aspects may bear upon one another (e.g., you are not 
struck by the complicity of philosophy and film), this doesn’t mean that 
you’re seeing it from a different perspective, or a wrong one. It simply 
means that your archive of sensibilities does not render the relation, and 
you cannot (or will not, or must not) accept my invitation to endure 
the burden of this view. No doubt this inability or refusal comes with 
a cost. You may choose not to take courses on film and philosophy, or 
not read Cavell’s books and essays on the topic. 

Cavell explicitly states that he is certain of his sense that the aspects 
are related, that “the hero dying in a pine forest in Spain, holding a 
rear-guard action alone to give his companions time for their retreat, 
alludes to, or remembers, Roland’s death in The Song of Roland.” He 
then follows this description with this further affirmation: “It is not to 
be expected that everyone will credit this.”32 By this latter admission 
I take Cavell to imply that his presentation of aspects is an invitation. 
He doesn’t expect everyone to credit the relation (i.e., perhaps there 
is no allusion); nor does he expect everyone to credit his willingness 
to assemble these two works as interested in (or interesting with) one 
another; nor does he expect everyone to credit his looking at one as-
pect of each work (i.e., a scene or an image) as sufficient to bear the 
complicity of the juxtaposition. In other words, what Cavell does not 
expect in his projecting aspects is the yielding of acceptance. And yet, the 
projection holds—and it holds in the most untenable manner: through 
the affirmation of a conviction that bears no relation to a knowing, but 
that operates in a knowing way. 

A conclusion we may thus draw for our theory of aspects is this: an 
acceptance of the relation between two aspects is not necessary to their 
existing as parts of a collection. Or try this: acceptance is not necessary 
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to assembly formation. Or even this: an assemblage is not a similitude 
that requires external validation. Or—finally—this: “Everyone has the 
right to freedom of peaceful assembly and association. No one may be 
compelled to belong to an association.”33 Each of these formulations may 
seem merely allusory to each other, but they bear aspects of one another.

How might this be? By what transubstantiating incantation might 
aspects bear upon one another without a necessary quality of relation? 
To this question too we must answer with a mood of tragic failure in the 
face of the expectations of validation by following through on Derrida’s 
affirmation that “I do not know what is essential and what is accessory 
in a work.”34 For Derrida, the inability to affirm certainty about those 
criteria that are essential or accessory in a work finds expression in the 
relation between a painting and its frame. Derrida’s curiosity is this: to 
what extent is the support (i.e., the frame) part of the work, and to what 
extent is it accessory to the work (i.e., an ornament, or simply kitsch), 
and are there external criteria that will help us determine the distinc-
tion between work and ornament?35

Further relevant to Derrida’s curiosity is the issue of indexicality that 
is also at play in Barthes and Cavell. For Barthes, indexicality arrives 
with the word “remonstration” and for Cavell, it is announced with the 
“here is.” For Derrida, indexicality permeates the parergon: “Where does 
the criterion, the critical organ, the organum of discernment come 
from here?”36 That is, what is the organ of judgment that allows us to 
authoritatively index one aspect as essential in a work in order for that 
thing we call a work to count as a work? What is it that we do when we 
grant an aspect the authority to qualify as necessary? 

The projected sense here is one of not being able to isolate any one 
part as indispensible to a work, as if there were one detail that could 
subsume any and all other details—in a painting, or a picture, or a 
text, or a tradition—so as to have that detail identify a work as a work. 
Discerning between the essential and the accessory is, in this respect, 
risky. When we isolate an aspect that strikes us as indispensible to a work, 
we are admitting of our handling “risky objects”37 that are inefficient as 
markers of verification or prediction. It might turn out to be the case, 
as in Barthes’s scenario, that the imponderable punctum can only be 
mine, and no amount of prodding, or adjusting, or intervention, will 
amount to anything more than my being able to say “this is what my 
moods remonstrate.” The question then arises as to what exactly am I 
provoking you to accept through my projection of an aspect. Are you 
accepting the aspect as essential to the work? Or are you accepting my 
willingness to project an aspect? Or are you accepting my eccentricity in 
thinking that there is such an aspect that stands in relation to a work, 
or in relation to other works?
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For Derrida, as for Cavell and Barthes, the nature of an aspect puts 
pressure upon the expectations of critical judgment because it exposes 
a domain of experience that operates fluently with the unverifiable, a 
domain that handles partialities with authority and without the need 
of validation, a domain that renders our handling of aspects essential 
to our experiences with and of the world. The projection of an aspect 
is a practice of partaking that relieves us from the regular burden of 
epistemic validation. In this respect, it is up to each of us to find our 
partakings in the evanescence of an advenience.

III. Partakings of Political Theory

If the project of epistemic justification and understanding in politi-
cal theory is tethered to the medium of the treatise, what other media 
might we turn to so as to explore the theory of aspects discussed in the 
previous section? I ask this question in part because the study of political 
theory has been remarkably impervious to the participation of media 
objects in political theorizing. Indeed, the question of a media ontology 
of, for, and in political theory has rarely, if ever, been raised as an issue 
of political theorizing—this despite media objects being central to the 
practice of political theory. Recent developments in new materialism 
have made significant inroads in opening up some of these questions.38 
But even amongst those who champion the importance of nonhuman 
actants in politics, few, if any, consider the persistence of nonhuman par-
ticipants in political theorizing—participants like the printing press, cut 
and paste technology, ink, pens, and software. At best, political theorists 
have acknowledged and benefited from theories of media, critical media 
studies, and film studies emerging from a variety of related disciplines 
in the humanities and social sciences; but in most, if not all, of such 
encounters, the focus has been on the nefarious moral-political effects 
of specific media forms and their content: media, it is said, at once 
mediate and stultify critical understanding.39

In the previous section I assembled three unrelated impressions and 
moved between these in order to elaborate a theory of aspects. More-
over, the language I deployed—the language of presentation, projection, 
partaking, bearing, striking, and so forth—is intended to foreshadow 
the kinds of media activities a theory of aspect supposes, all the while 
evincing a fundamental aesthetic dimension to the theory of aspects I 
propose. If we can entertain Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari’s assertion 
that theoretical thinking involves the creation of concepts as much as 
any procedure of justification, then it is equally worth considering and 
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entertaining the agential media entangled with concept creation and 
aspect assembly. In this third section, then, I explore the influence of 
media in theoretical formulations, and specifically those technical ob-
jects (like newspaper clippings, files, and slide projectors) that enable 
an awareness of aspect motility. 

To recap, the theory of aspects I propose in the previous section 
relies on one fundamental assumption: aspects are unqualifiable. By 
this I mean that they are not representations with specific properties 
or qualities. They are automatically generated partial impressions, and 
like all impressions, they are neither wholly subjective nor wholly objec-
tive entities. Indeed, they are automatically generated because they are 
not subject to the human will. In this regard, aspects are curiously akin 
to Immanuel Kant’s account, in the Critique of Judgment, of aesthetic 
objects as entities without qualifications or prescriptions. This means 
that there are no rules in and by which aspects must be related to one 
another, that the fact of relation between aspects, and the assemblies 
of aspects that emerge, don’t require the identification and/or sharing 
of common features. Instead, it involves processes of assemblage, rela-
tion, and association undetermined by necessity. The agential materials 
I discuss in this section are forms of equipment that generate a becom-
ing assembly of aspect relations, they are tools for the coordination and 
disposition of aspects that afford a material incarnation of otherwise 
fleeting impressions.40

I begin with Cornelia Vismann’s media archeology of filing technol-
ogy in the twentieth century, which shows how the filing cabinet is a 
principal source for the assembly of legal subjectivity that carries with 
it such mediatic practices as cut and paste technology as well as tradi-
tional administrative tools like classification, order, and state secrecy.41 
The documentary power of files brings into existence the idea of legal 
personhood as a filed subject, as a papered subject who is made up of 
stored files; and also the supplemental notions of collecting, storage, 
and publicity that are necessary to the circulation of papered subjects 
and to the idea of a political subject as legible. A filing system allows for 
the tethering of action to personhood by transcribing actions which will 
be recorded and stored. But a paper filing system is also limited by the 
available space for storage, and the need to develop erasing technol-
ogy that will edit, cut out, and re-paste by distinguishing relevant from 
irrelevant data.

Such canceling practices, according to Vismann, were the original 
function of the chancery office whose task it was to keep secrets “off 
the record.” Citing Weber’s assertion that “Bureaucratic administrations 
always tend to exclude the public, to hide its knowledge and action 
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from criticism as well as it can,” Vismann shows how the best way to 
hide knowledge and action from a public was to either erase it from the 
record or not put it on the record in the first place.42 In medieval times 
the practice was one of writing with erasure. The surface of a wax tablet 
would be worn over by a media object called a stilus that left a legible 
trace of cancellation. The stilus—much like our modern pencil—was 
pointy on one end and flat on the other so that it might be used to 
both inscribe and wipe over lines on official wax tablets. This piece of 
equipment “led eventually to the chancery, an institution designed to 
do nothing but produce signs and cancel them.”43 No document could 
leave the chancery without its wax imprimatur having been made un-
readable by a grid-like cancellation. The only material trace remaining 
of those scribbled cancellations is the rhomb or cancel character (above 
the number 3 on an English language QWERTY keyboard, “#”) used as 
the “number” symbol, or (most recently) the Twitter hashtag.

Vismann’s filing cabinet shares a family resemblance with an earlier 
piece of equipment, the eighteenth century curiosity cabinet.44 Like the 
filing cabinet, the curiosity cabinet also stores and collects aspects. And 
like the chancery office, the curiosity cabinet is used to construct, as-
semble, paste, and cut partialities of agential matter. Amongst the many 
uses of the curiosity cabinet was a pedagogical one: teaching schoolchil-
dren how to organize the mind by organizing pictures in a box.45 The 
skill of arrangement was accompanied by sentimental attributes that 
qualified the collector’s cultural capital: “A collector won social prestige, 
became a cosmopolitan within the small, specialized, and limited world 
of his own collection, and knew how to handle the most obtuse things 
with the confident hand of a connoisseur. Collecting was regarded as 
an excellent proof of one’s industry and a good remedy for sloth.”46 

Technical objects that collect, arrange, and assemble are no less pres-
ent now than they were in the eighteenth century. Thus, “[w]hile the 
ends and the products of cutting and pasting have changed over time,” 
Anke te Heesen explains, “the practice itself has remained constant: 
pieces of a text or an image are isolated from a page by cutting them 
out, and these fragments are relocated (pasted) into a new context, 
whereby they may acquire a different meaning.”47 Indeed, practices for 
assembling aspects has a well founded history, it would seem, and even 
a political history. Take the establishment of so-called “clipping bureaus” 
in the 1920s that emerged at the same time as artistic practices of serial 
ordering, film-editing, and collage found in the works of artists tied to 
Dada, Cubism, abstract modernism, and cinematic montage.48 The value 
of such material minutiae appreciated to astronomical proportions in 
this period, as the Hessian archivist Ernst Goetz suggests in his 1916 
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essay, “Collection and the Use of Newspaper” [Sammlung und Nutz-
barmachung der Zeitung]: “As little value as a single notice appears 
to have when viewed in isolation, it is important when compared with 
other clippings of a similar type from other small papers. If you cut out 
these specific notices from a series of newspapers from one and the same 
region and arrange them chronologically, a cultural historical image of 
tremendous richness results in the type of color that no researcher would 
willingly forgo.”49 The ambition is clear: create an assembly of aspects, 
and a powerful image will emerge. Immediately we sense how Heesen’s 
clipped persona bears the resonances of Vissman’s filed subject, both of 
which are “bound-together fragment(s) of reality”50 whose impressions 
remain out of focus and in a state of undetermined arrangement. But 
more than this, these individual aspects possess an agential force of their 
own that is unfrozen as soon as they are transformed into clippings. 

This fact of an undetermined seriality—what Cavell, referring to mod-
ernist painting, calls “the new fact of series”51—brings to relevance one 
final technical object: the slide projector. What the slide projector adds 
to our media archeology of a theory of aspects is the activity of sliding 
itself, of moving in-between one image and the next; call this the motil-
ity of mediation. Whereas we can imagine the movement of aspects in 
the physical gestures of cutting, pasting, and arranging of clippings, we 
witness the motion between aspects while watching a slide projection. 
The use of slide projectors is an interdisciplinary technical object for 
scholars from fields as varied as art history, political science, economics, 
archaeology, medicine, and so forth (and, I would argue, things haven’t 
changed much since the diffusion of PowerPoint software that repro-
duces the work of the slide projector). “The emerging use of projected 
lanterns in art history lectures,” Anne Friedberg notes, “formed an im-
portant contrast to the predominant forms of late-nineteenth-century 
entertainment and the emerging format of moving images.” She states 
further: “The comparative method of the double-slide lecture became 
one of the pedagogical mainstays of German art historian Heinrich Wölf-
flin soon after he began to lecture at the University of Berlin in 1901 
. . . Wölfflin began to use two slide projectors, arranged side by side, so 
that he could compare different images or show details alongside the 
principal image. The use of double-slide projection allowed the viewer 
to consider one image in relation to another image.”52 

The slide projector, in other words, offers heretofore unavailable vistas 
because its technology enables the projection of disaggregated aspects: 
this corner of one painting, with that bas relief; the curvature of this 
painter’s signature with a close-up of that brush stroke. Each of these 
is a snippet that, like the newspaper clipping or the file, counts as an 
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incomplete impression, a partial view—indeed, an aspect—that partakes 
in the becoming-arrangement of impressions. The arrangement itself 
has neither a sequence nor a logic intrinsic to it, though a sequence or 
a logic emerges as aspects strike and bear upon other indistinct partiali-
ties, including the spectator.

My reflections on the three technical objects discussed above, though 
brief, are intended as provocations for further work on the entanglement 
of political theory and media. More to the point, they are intended to 
extend my original claim that political theory is an enterprise of media 
consumers that engage agential materials, including technical objects 
like slide projectors, ready-mades like newspaper clippings or authorita-
tive citations, and storage containers like bookshelves, file folders, and 
cabinets. In short, the activity of political theory is invested in a “machinic 
materiality”53 that involves the participation of technical objects for the 
extracting, arranging, and presentation of aspects. 

Conclusion

The theory of aspects that I propose is fundamentally concerned with 
the expectation of qualification for political thinking in a manner in 
which hermeneutic political theories are not. In the “how to interpret” 
works examined in Part I, there is little to no explanation of the nature 
of qualification in interpretation; it is simply assumed. What interpreta-
tion does is make meaning available as an outcome of reading, such that 
the cynegetic pursuit of meaning and understanding is the sovereign 
urge that governs the enterprise of political theory. The result is the 
staging of thought’s activity—i.e., the designation of where it will take 
place, where it must go, and how it should come about. In presenting 
the three passages by three authors in Part II, my ambition is not to 
show a similarity between these thinkers and their ideas but instead, to 
show that there is no transcendental qualification that determines the 
nature and condition for partaking in political thinking. To put this in 
a more reliable political language, the ambition of a theory of aspects 
is to show how organization may occur without a pre-articulated com-
mon measure. In short, a theory of aspects is fundamentally concerned 
with the nature of living together in the absence of a standard of living. 

Rather than being a discipline or sub-discipline, then, we might begin 
to consider political theory as a process of mediation as John Guillory 
has recently defined the term: “a process whereby two different realms, 
persons, objects, or terms are brought into relation” whereby “these 
realms, persons, objects, or terms resist a direct relation and perhaps 
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have come into conflict.”54 In this respect, one does not practice politi-
cal theory so much as partake in processes of articulation of peoples, 
places, and things. And to partake in such processes means becoming 
entangled in the event of mediation—not, that is, as the originator of a 
message, the author of an idea, or the representative of a common sense, 
but as a presentational force indistinct from other such forces resonat-
ing from other realms, persons, objects, or terms—a partial aspect, as 
it were, that partakes in an affective media ecology. Such may very well 
be the non/human sensorium of political theory.
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