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Oliver Marchart

Representing Power. Public Space, 

the Artist, and the Body of the Leader

From reason to power: representation and the public sphere

In his famous The structural transformation of the public sphere, the locus classicus 

around which most of the debates on public space in one or the other way turn, Jür-

gen Habermas established a difference between representative and bourgeois pub-

lic sphere.1 As there is no point in rehearsing the details of his well-known histori-

cal account it should suffice to put his argument in a nutshell: While from the late  

middle ages until the 18th century the representative public sphere or ›publicness‹ of 

the court dominated, a relatively autonomous bourgeois public sphere emerged in 

the 18th century, first in the form of a literary public sphere, and later, due to a pro-

cess of politicisation culminating in the French Revolution, in the form of a political 

public sphere. The representative public sphere, according to Habermas, must not 

be understood as a given social realm, rather it constituted the symbolic arrangement 

by which status attributes of the feudal class were celebrated and represented vis-à-

vis the rest of society. Insignia, habitus, costume, gesture, and rhetoric belong in this 

symbolic space as much as church rituals or the very architectural arrangement of 

the court. The bourgeois public sphere – developing in the gaps and interstices of the 

disintegrating old regime – consisted of private people coming together as a ›public‹ 

and exercising what Habermas calls the public use of their reason – first regarding 

literary or cultural matters, later regarding political matters. However, from the 16th 

century a rival notion of publicness emerged, namely the idea of ›public authority‹, 

where publicness is basically attached to the state and to a permanent administrative 

apparatus. And after the rise of the bourgeois public sphere we witnessed, or rather 

Habermas witnessed, the latter’s corresponding decline in our times, which led, in 

his words, to a refeudalisation of the public sphere due to the effects of consumer 

culture and the manipulative deployment of mass media. Eventually, it came to the 

re-emergence of the sort of publicity characteristic for the representative public 
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sphere of feudalism: rational deliberation, the public use of reason that defines the 

bourgeois (literary and political) public sphere, is now supplanted by a new version 

of top-down representative publicness in the current sense of publicity.

This, of course, is a very crude and schematic presentation of Habermas’s early 

work, but let us take it as our starting point for the following inquiry. The first thing 

to note is that this classical study does not only consist of a sociologico-historical 

account of the emergence and transformation of the public sphere, it also is a theo-

retico-categorial model built around different conceptions of publicness. What we 

encounter here is not only one but a whole series of different concepts of publicness: 

the representative public (in the feudal sense of publicness and in the current sense of 

publicity), the literary public, the political public, public authority, and for the sake 

of completeness we will have to add the concept of public opinion. Now, interest-

ingly, there is a hidden continuity not only between the publicness of feudalism and 

that of consumerism, but also between these representative public spheres and the 

bourgeois literary public sphere. Representation in the first case consists, as I have 

said, in a symbolic arrangement with which the general public is confronted and with 

which it cannot really engage. In the second case, the case of the literary public, an 

engagement is possible by way of reasoning, yet the object of engagement is again 

representational, in the sense of an aesthetic symbolic arrangement, as the literary 

public sphere primarily debated cultural issues. In both cases, while the form of en-

gagement might have been different, the audience was confronted with a certain rep-

resentative mise-en-scène – the spectacle of the court (respectively the media) and the 

spectacle of the arts: the theatre, concerts, literature, etc. This certainly changed when 

the literary public turned into a political public, which would not only debate political 

matters but also polemically take positions vis-à-vis the monarchist state. However, 

apart from the fact that Habermas presents the literary public sphere as a sort of cul-

tural training camp for subsequent political debates, there is not much discussion to 

be found in his work on the hidden continuity based on the role, in both cases, of a 

symbolic and representative screen or stage. To what extent, we must ask, does pub-

licness rely on representation? This question becomes all the more pressing, as the 

conceptual continuity goes even further: Does not the very idea of a political public 

sphere also rely in one way or another on a notion of representation? Is any politics 

perceivable without this notion? The fact that representation is both a political and an 

aesthetic term, and the fact that, hence, we have to think through the relation between 

the cultural/aesthetic and the political remains under-theorised in Habermas. The 

reason for this simply is that Habermas seeks to subordinate the question of repre-

sentation to his over-arching notion of public reasoning.

What, however, if we do not subscribe to the view – more fervently held by the 

later Habermas – that ›reason‹ or communicative rationality provides us with a stable 



97ÖZG 15.2004.3

legitimatory ground for our actions (procedurally or otherwise)? Frank Ankersmit, 

for instance, would hold against Habermas (and, for similar reasons, Rawls) that the 

idea of arriving, through a process of rational deliberation, at something like a ra-

tional consensus would in fact put an end to every form of representation.2 The very 

idea of representation assumes a constitutive gap between represented and repre-

sentative which cannot be bridged by any consensus – a gap in which Ankersmit sees 

precisely the ineradicably aesthetic element of all representation, including political 

representation. Apart from Ankersmit’s argument, whether one subscribes to it or 

not, it is questionable whether a political realm in which all traces of power (within 

the Habermasian model the role of the representative public lies pre-eminently in 

the display of power) have been eradicated and supplanted by public reason, can 

exist. If such a realm is not feasible, then power and representation will always go 

together, thus contaminating and over-determining all forms of reasoning.

In the following I will be concerned precisely with the question how power is 

publicly represented and politically enacted – rather than how it can be overcome 

by the public use of reason. While I do concur with Habermas that with the rise 

of the bourgeoisie as a hegemonic class, a feudal representative public was increas-

ingly supplanted by a literary and then political public (plus a plebeian public), I part 

company on at least two major points: 1) there is no reason to believe that the end 

of the feudal representative public also announced the end of public representation 

as such or that any society could do without representation or the symbolic ›display‹ 

of power; and 2) we must not conceptualise the public à la Habermas as a ›rational‹ 

but, à la Arendt (and notwithstanding Habermas’s own entirely mistaken reading 

of Arendt3), as an agonal public sphere – a space of conflict – which may even lead 

us to approach, horribile dictu, a concept of antagonism as developed by Laclau and 

Mouffe.4 Now, to spell out the continuity between the bourgeois and the pre-bour-

geois conception of publicness on the level of representation does not mean to ne-

glect the rupture that occurred within the realm of representation. As Claude Lefort 

made clear, with the French Revolution a decisive mutation occurred within what he 

calls the »symbolic dispositive« of society: the invention of democracy was accom-

panied by a re-structuring of the symbolic framework within which political action 

assumes meaning.5 Questions regarding representation and the aesthetics of politi-

cal action therefore did not simply disappear. Rather, what occurred was a symbolic 

re-evaluation of the place of power, the function of the public and the role of po-

litical actors, which decisively transformed the »space of appearances« (Arendt) in 

which all political action takes place. This event resulted in the dramatic awareness 

of the fact that society cannot find a stable ground – be it the ground of reason or any 

other. Instead, it is confronted with a gap or lack at its centre, a gap which becomes 

constitutive and still has to be symbolically represented despite the fact that, as such, 
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it remains unrepresentable. In the course of this whole event, the role of political ac-

tors as well as the role of the artist changed significantly.

First, I will elaborate on the changing role that representation and power as-

sumed in the course of the democratic revolution. The discussion of representation 

will allow us to better grasp the very relation between the aesthetic and the political 

aspect of public space. Then, I will try to locate the place of artistic practice within 

the democratic symbolic dispositive by investigating the moment in which the figure 

of the political artist was invented. Finally, I will approach the role of the politician 

as a political ›leader‹, which will eventually allow us to conceptualise possible further 

mutations of the democratic symbolic dispositive, not in the Habermasian sense of 

refeudalisation but in the Lefortian sense of a totalitarian mutation by which the 

body returns, as it were, and society is re-incorporated by an ›Egocrat‹ who comes 

to fill up the public space of appearance.

The stage of power and the democratic revolution

In order to think through the relation between political power and representation, 

we have to leave the terrain prepared by Habermas. It was said that the range of 

applicability of representation in Habermas’s account of the public sphere is much 

too restricted and betrays the secret continuity, on this level, between the feudal 

representative public and the bourgeois public. If we move on to Claude Lefort’s 

political theory, however, things start to look different. For Lefort, a society without 

power is inconceivable, and power without symbolic representation is even more 

inconceivable. Power, according to Lefort, can be defined as the symbolic point 

from where society represents its own identity to itself. In this sense, power has an 

instituting function with respect to society: its role is to institute and give a sense of 

unity to society by signifying social identity. Only by relating to this representation 

of identity people can relate to the space they live in as a coherent ensemble (which 

implies that, in turn, a social space entirely devoid of power would not allow for 

any orientation – it would not even be a space). Power therefore works within the 

symbolic order.

In a sense, this has always been a well-known fact: Is power not permanently 

exhibiting itself? Does it not incessantly demonstrate its own importance through 

costumes and uniforms, ceremonies and festivities, pomp and circumstance? Yet 

traditionally, this has been seen as a distortion of its real functioning, as the ›weak 

point‹ of power, which has to rely on appearance in order to secure its own survival. 

Lefort, while accepting the importance of representation, does not follow the second 

step in that scenario. The representational symbolic function of power – its public 
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appearance – in no way hides a true essence. The opposite is the case. It is precisely 

its public appearance wherein the essence of power can be found. Or, put differ-

ently, power is what appears; the actual function of power is not hidden in secret 

networks, conspiracies, or ›real‹ (yet ›distorted‹) interests; it lies precisely in its very 

appearance. For if the political institution or foundation of society – its repraesenta-

tio identitatis – occurs at the symbolic level, then it necessarily has to be staged: this 

is what Lefort calls mise-en-scène.

What is the specific function power has, according to Lefort, in the process of 

society’s mise-en- scène? This question can only be answered if it is first clarified 

how the coherence of a given ensemble – its identity – is established. And, accord-

ing to Lefort, society’s identity (like any other identity we must add) can only be 

established vis-à-vis a constitutive outside, that is, with reference to something that 

defines the limits of a given identity. Power itself is not society’s outside. While not 

external to society, it symbolically points towards the outside. So society represents 

its own unity to itself by way of the symbolic gestures power makes towards the 

outside. Just as there cannot be a society without power, there cannot be power with-

out representation – ergo: no society without the staging of a ›quasi-representation 

of itself‹, without the mise-en-scène of its unity. Two related categories have to be 

added: the way in which society is staged goes hand in hand with the way it is formed 

– which Lefort calls its mise-en-forme – and the way in which society is given mean-

ing or sense – its mise-en-sens. These three aspects are inseparable: the way in which 

society is staged by the instance of power simultaneously gives form to it (without 

power, society would be an amorphous, formless mass); and it also gives meaning 

to it, because the basic distinctions between the true and the false, the just and the 

unjust, the legitimate and the illegitimate are what make social space intelligible for 

us: »They are staged in that this space contains within it a quasi-representation of 

itself as being aristocratic, monarchic, despotic, democratic or totalitarian.«6 It is 

this dimension of the political – in the sense of the instituting principles of a given 

symbolic dispositive – which both forms and gives meaning to the social by repre-

senting the latter to itself.7

It is striking that by taking one of the key concepts of this process – the concept of 

mise-en-scène – from the world of theatre and drama, Lefort has recourse to a partly 

aesthetic model of representation. But leaving this aspect aside for a moment, let us 

have a closer look at the historical concretisation of what may still look like an ab-

stract logic. For Lefort, as I have mentioned, the decisive historical event here is the 

democratic revolution – itself condensed within the French Revolution. What oc-

curred historically at the moment when the monarchic dispositive mutated into the 

democratic dispositive was basically a mutation of the stage of power. This is what Le-

fort refers to when famously claiming that in democracy the symbolic place of power 



100 ÖZG 15.2004.3

is empty. In the monarchic dispositive, the power of the king »pointed towards an 

unconditional other-worldly pole, while at the same time he was, in his own person, 

the guarantor and representative of the unity of the kingdom.«8 The king could fulfil 

this role because he was equipped, as it were, with two bodies. Lefort relies here on 

Kantorowicz’ account of medieval theories about the two bodies of the monarch.9 

According to Lefort, the image of the self-representation of the Ancien Régime was 

the image of the body. And in analogy to the corpus Christi, the body of the monarch 

was thought of as being divided into his earthly, mortal, body and a celestial, immor-

tal, collective body incarnating the unity of the kingdom. His two bodies enabled the 

monarch to mediate between the immanent (›earth‹, society) and the transcendent 

(the divine legitimacy of the social order). On the one hand, the body of the monarch 

belonged to a sphere outside society, on the other hand this was precisely the reason 

why society projected its imaginary organic unity onto his body. The latter stands – as 

synecdoche – for the body of the mystic community of the entire kingdom. 

The king’s two bodies allowed for an effective mediation between inside and 

outside, »between mortals and gods or, as political activity became secularised and  

laicised, between mortals and the transcendental agencies represented by a sovereign 

Justice and a sovereign Reason.«10 Yet the linkage between the earthly realm and the 

transcendent legitimatory ground of society, formerly incorporated in the king’s 

body, was eventually broken in the moment of the disincorporation of the king. 

Within the democratic revolution, this moment – a moment of the political if there 

ever was one – is symbolically condensed in the public decapitation of Louis XVI: 

»The democratic revolution, for so long subterranean, burst out when the body of 

the king was destroyed, when the body politic was decapitated and when, at the same 

time, the corporeality of the social was dissolved.«11 What is staged by this spectacle 

is not only the decapitation of his earthly body, but also the disincorporation of the 

mystical, transcendent body of the king. As a result, the place of power is evacu-

ated and the link between society and its transcendent legitimatory foundation is  

severed. But while power is thus freed of any positive or substantial content, it does 

not disappear as a dimension:

It remains the agency by virtue of which society apprehends itself in its unity and 

relates to itself in time and space. But this agency is no longer referred to an un-

conditional pole; and in that sense, it marks a division between the inside and the 

outside of the social, instituted relations between those dimensions, and is tacitly 

recognised as purely symbolic.12 

Of course, power has always been symbolic, but now it is the very symbolic nature of 

power which is recognised as its true essence. This historical event cannot of course 
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be without consequences for the very nature of public space. While the spectacle of 

power was always ›put on stage‹, it is now the stage itself – the empty stage of power 

–that comes to the fore. It is the symbolic nature of society’s institution that becomes 

the centre of the democratic dispositive. What is the theatre stage on which power 

will henceforth have to manifest itself symbolically – and without recourse to any 

substantial content – other than a certain mode of public space, a representational 

public assuming the function of an agonal space, a space of conflict and agonism? 

With Lefort it therefore becomes possible to re-read the Habermasian account of the 

emergence of the bourgeois public from a thoroughly political perspective. Precisely 

with respect to Habermas’s account of a feudal representative public, the important 

point not to be missed from the Lefortian perspective is that the representational 

(in the sense of symbolic) aspect of the public does not disappear with the end of 

feudalism and the emergence of a bourgeois public sphere. On the contrary, the 

moment of deliberation – which of course would be understood in the Lefortian 

framework as the moment of political conflict and not of rational communication 

– remains intrinsically representational. Thus, the actual break between the repre-

sentational and the bourgeois public must be located in the democratic revolution, 

which changed the very meaning of representation but did not do away with repre-

sentation eo ipso.

Staging the ›public good‹ – trompe l’oeil versus hegemony

What was said so far obviously has consequences also for our conceptualisation of 

the bourgeois public. While in Habermas the theatre, for instance, can assume the 

function of a literary public sphere, from a Lefortian perspective – but also from an 

Arendtian perspective – every public sphere in a certain sense assumes the function 

of a theatre. It is the ›place‹ where conflict and democratic contest are staged. And 

by being openly and legitimately staged, the ›drama‹ of conflict and contest attests to 

the fact that the place of power does not have any substantial content. The res publica 

– the content of the public good – is always subject to contestation precisely because 

there is no such thing as a pre-determined substantial content. Consequently, the 

monarch cannot anymore embody such content either. Precisely because the link 

to a transcendent source of legitimation is symbolically cut off by the democratic 

revolution, ›form‹ and ›content‹ of representation, or rather the representative and 

the represented are separated once and for all, which implies that a play of repre-

sentation sets in by which a particular content temporarily assumes the function of 

quasi-universal representation. In other words, the very function of representation 

becomes the centre of politics. The latter in turn assumes, at least in the sense of 
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representation, an ›aesthetic‹ dimension that is to be differentiated from the pre-

democratic ›aesthetics‹ of power.

While the political aspect of representation has been theorised most radically 

by Ernesto Laclau, the ›aesthetic‹ dimension of political representation was stressed 

most succinctly by Frank Ankersmit. Before engaging with the question of the rela-

tion between politics and art, let us consult their work for a moment, in order to 

once more illustrate the dramatic character of the symbolic mutation triggered by 

the democratic disincorporation of society. For Ernesto Laclau, »representation is 

the process by which somebody else – the representative – ›substitutes for‹ and at 

the same time ›embodies‹ the represented.«13 The problem is that the conditions of 

a perfect representation – in which the will of the represented is directly and trans-

parently transmitted – are never met, because in that case no representation would 

have been necessary in the first place. The identity of the represented is in need of 

representation, which amounts to saying that it is characterised by an original lack. 

We must therefore assume two things: first, a constitutive opaqueness of every re-

lation of representation (representation is always less than perfect); and second, 

an original lack in the identity of the represented, for otherwise no representation 

would be needed. It is this original lack which opens the undecidable but constitu-

tive und irreducible movement of representation. Yet how do we have to conceive 

of this movement? Laclau’s answer is the following: representation is the process by 

which a particular content (a particular political demand, a particular social actor, 

etc.) assumes a universal function. That is to say, it represents more than its actual 

particularity. In order to do so, it has to appeal to other particularities, include them 

in a chain of equivalence and, at the same time, seek to represent the whole chain of 

particularities. In other words, a particular content comes to represent other con-

tents, thus assuming a universal function. For Laclau, such hegemonic relation (a 

particular content hegemonises the universal function of representation) is the very 

essence of politics. There is no politics without the representational play between 

the universal and the particular – a play premised upon the fact that the universal 

and the particular will never come to coincide completely (otherwise the play would 

stop).

Frank Ankersmit starts from a very similar assumption of what he calls the »aes-

thetic barrier between the represented and its representation.«14 Aesthetics emerges 

where representation does not merely seek a mimetic identity between represen-

tation (›art‹) and represented (›reality‹). In fact, at the extreme end of the scale, 

art would be indistinguishable from reality if it ever achieved complete likeness 

or a total effect of trompe l’oeil. We must therefore assume an »unbridgeable aes-

thetic gap«15 between represented and representative. For Ankersmit, the intrin-

sic relationship between aesthetics and politics is then to be discerned in the fact 
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that a consensus on correct representation will always be unachievable (»The same 

dividing line runs between person represented and representative as between the 

real world and the world of art.«16) The legitimacy of debate over representational 

adequacy is taken into account only by an ›aesthetic‹ approach to politics and not 

by an ethical approach (as in Habermas or Rawls), which would always search for 

the legitimate ground of an ultimate consensus. Such consensus – if it ever was 

to be reached – would simply overwrite the aesthetic gap between representative 

and represented and would therefore put an end to representation and politics. 

Finally, it must be noted that for Ankersmit, as for Lefort, this representational gap, 

together with a democratically legitimate form of power, originated in a process 

of disincorporation, that is, »in the decision of the people to allow the body of the 

people to be divided into representatives and persons represented«,17 a decision 

which has its point of origin in the French Revolution and was expressed most 

prominently by Sieyès. 

With Ankersmit we have arrived at a notion of aesthetics in a nearly ontologi-

cal sense, indicating the absence of any normative foundation to political action. 

Only because there is no such normative ground, the gap opens for a never-ending 

process of representation. In the same way, Laclau would hold that there can only 

be hegemony, the strategic process by which a particular demand or actor assumes a 

universal function of representation, if that gap remains intact. Unfortunately, there 

is no space here to enter into a detailed discussion or critique of Ankersmit’s ap-

proach, but if we want to follow him on this account, we may have to accept that 

politics – which according to Laclau equals the process of representation – does have 

an intrinsically aesthetic dimension (aesthetic in Ankersmit’s sense) resulting from 

the unbridgeable gap between represented and representative.

Art, autonomy and the party

There is a common thread running through all theories we have analysed so far: 

power has to be staged. But obviously, it will be staged in different ways: the way 

pre-democratic power is staged differs from the ways in which power is staged in 

democracy, as a place which cannot be institutionally occupied once and for all. In 

the democratic case, one might venture to say, an open-ended play is enacted on an 

empty stage – and yet the theatre of power is not abandoned. Rather, the function 

of representation is set free, and a public space emerges, emptied of any substantial 

content, on which the never-ending struggle of representation will rage. By now, 

turning to the changing role of the artist and the emergence of the political artist, 

we see the effects the democratic revolution had on the cultural field proper. For 
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not only was the function of representation set free but so was the figure of the artist 

– who now turned into a (at least seemingly) autonomous subject free to abandon 

its very autonomy.

So if we analyse the role of the artist of the ›old regime‹ we will find that he is most 

likely to be a specialist in furnishing representative publicness in the Habermasian 

sense. Concordantly, the place of power was far from being empty, and the public 

sphere was entirely filled out by the body of the monarch and its representations. As 

Peter Burke has shown in his famous study on The Fabrication of Louis XIV, we must 

think of ›Louis XIV‹ as an entirely artificial product fabricated by a whole machinery 

of glorification. The real person of Louis, who after an illness had lost his hair and his 

teeth, in no way corresponded to the public persona of the ›Sun King‹. Rather, the 

public image of Louis’ glory had to be constructed and transported via the most di-

verse media encompassing the entire field of the arts, ranging from medals to paint-

ings, from statues to poems and theatre plays, not to mention architecture and music. 

Obviously, there was no sphere which could have been called private in the modern 

bourgeois sense (an observation Habermas also makes regarding the representative 

public). What today would be considered the king’s private matters were also part of 

this fabricatory process, so that even his love-letters were written by ghost-writers. 

Thus, the fabrication of Louis XIV has to be conceived as a collective undertaking: 

»The royal image should be seen as a collective production. Painters, sculptors and 

engravers made contributions to it. So did the king’s tailors, his wigmaker and his 

dancing-master. So did the poets and choreographers of the court ballets, and the 

masters of ceremonies who supervised the coronation, the royal entries and other 

public rituals.«18 But who wrote the script to this enormous play centred around the 

public image of the king? To the extent that there was an older iconography avail-

able for his representation and that the latter could draw on certain rituals, the script 

was written by tradition. But if, on the other hand, this tradition in a sense also had 

to be (re-)invented and (re-)enacted, it also was in need of a stage director – and 

found him, initially, in Cardinal Mazarin. After Mazarin’s death, artists were more 

and more systematically organised for the sake of Louis’ higher glory. A kind of ar-

tistic central committee was installed under the direction of Jean-Baptiste Colbert, 

which met twice a week in Colbert’s house in order to systematically take care of the 

king’s public representation:

Like the administration of the state, the creation of the public image of the 

king was organised from the centre. Teams of artists were directed by com-

mittees of patrons. The system might be represented – appropriately enough 

for an age of increasing bureaucracy – in the form of an organigram. At the 

top there was the king himself, who intervened from time to time, to com-
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mission particular works or at least to choose between alternative projects. 

Immediately below Louis came Colbert, who liked to keep all the strings in 

his hand, despite his other concerns. Then came Colbert’s men, three of them 

in particular. Chapelain advised him on literature, Lebrun on painting and 

sculpture, and Charles Perrault on architecture. Music (including ballet and 

opera) was outside Colbert’s domain. It was controlled by Lully.19

Despite some remote similarities at a superficial level, it is absolutely essential to 

realise the huge gap between this mode of representation and modern forms of 

propaganda or PR, between the Department of Glory and Clinton’s War Room or 

Schröder’s Kampa. Not only because this would be an anachronism, but because we 

would overlook the impact the democratic revolution had on the space of represen-

tation. With the democratic revolution – and the decapitation of the king – the link 

between the transcendent ground of political legitimation and the body incarnating 

it on earth was severed. As we will see in a moment, this had irreversible conse-

quences for the figure of the modern politician – including all other political actors 

such as the masses, the people, parties etc. But it also had consequences for the figure 

of the modern artist precisely in his or her relation to politics and the public sphere. 

In the age before the democratic revolution erupted, the ›political‹ artist did indeed 

play an entirely heteronomous role, as he devoted himself to the glorification of the 

state impersonated by the ruler (the king). The fact that modern artists also offer 

their service to rulers and states (we do not only have to think of the glorification 

of Stalin, we can also think of democratic states commissioning art-works, archi-

tecture, etc.) should not lead us to ignore the gap between today’s forms of artistic 

heteronomy and pre-democratic forms of artistic heteronomy. Between them, of 

course, lies the rise of the bourgeoisie to a hegemonic class. In the course of this 

process, as has been pointed out, society’s representational function is set free, that 

is to say, political representation is no longer monopolised by the state. Simultane-

ously, the artistic individual becomes autonomous. Under feudalist conditions, the 

question of artistic autonomy vis-à-vis the political sphere was of minor importance 

– the only option an artist would have was to move to another court and offer his 

service to a different lord, which would not touch the nature of his heteronomous 

relation vis-à-vis the state or the church. Only with the rise of the bourgeoisie as the 

hegemonic class, with new and more widespread forms of maecenatic engagement, 

with the emergence of an art market, the establishment of the institutions of the art-

field, etc. would the artist also become materially autonomous. 

While sociologically and historically this was a protracted process indeed, on 

the political level of what Lefort calls society’s representation towards itself this pro-

cess became symbolically condensed in the democratic revolution. So what is even 
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more important from the perspective of the representational space of society is the 

political change within the latter’s symbolic dispositive and the disincorporation of 

the place of power. It is for these two reasons, a social and a political reason, that 

the gap between modern heteronomy (the artist in the service of ›the party‹) and 

pre-democratic heteronomy (the artist in the service of the king) is insurmountable. 

What separates them is the very process of autonomisation that led to the mod-

ern autonomy of the bourgeois artist. Modern heteronomy – in contradistinction 

to earlier forms of heteronomy – therefore has to be mediated by autonomy. What 

do I mean by this? I submit that it does not suffice to simply oppose autonomy to 

heteronomy. After the transformation of the symbolic dispositive initiated by the 

democratic revolution, neither ›the state‹ nor ›the ruler‹ remain the same as before. 

From now on, artists can devote themselves to a political cause rather than a king 

or feudal lord – such as Jacques-Louis David devoting himself to the cause of Jaco-

binism. And to devote oneself to a (potentially changing) cause necessarily entails 

the capacity to decide autonomously. It implies a subject capable of an autonomous 

decision no longer legitimised by a transcendent instance or demanded by a worldly 

or church ruler. In modern practices of political art, the autonomous status of art 

in bourgeois society is thus deliberately given up in exchange for a form of con-

scious heteronomy incorporated by the extra-artistic, which is a political collective. 

By entering such a collective (the ›party‹), artists give up their autonomy and turn, 

to speak with Gramsci, from traditional intellectuals into organic intellectuals in-

volved with the construction and organisation of a common ›collective will‹. Art 

thus assumes a political function in the strict sense: it becomes a means of collective 

organisation, sometimes also of persuasion and propaganda. In this process, a pas-

sage is forged between the art field and the political field.

In such a process of deliberate heteronomisation, a new figure of the artist 

evolves as somebody who offers his or her service to a political collective. Again, the 

historical moment in which the first ›party artist‹ – and the most prominent of the 

first ›party artists‹ was in fact Jacques-Louis David – appears on the scene is precisely 

the democratic revolution, the most trivial reason being that what today we call the 

›party artist‹ was of course only possible after the invention of the modern party, the 

prototype of which can be seen in the Jacobin club. Yet the invention of the party 

form is part and parcel of the democratic invention, which involved the autonomis-

ation of political actors: the monarch’s body, which was previously fixed to the place 

of power, is now supplanted by a collective and partisan struggle to temporarily fill 

the emptied place of power. Partisanship, and this holds for political as well as artis-

tic actors (or, artistic actors turning into political actors), only becomes an option 

after the process of political autonomisation based on the symbolic transformation 

of the sphere of power became effective. As far as the artist’s role is concerned, it fol-
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lows that modern artistic heteronomy – in contradistinction to feudal heteronomy 

– is based on the autonomous decision of the artist to enter or at least align him- or 

herself with a given political actor and thus take side in the struggle over the empty 

place of power. In short, political art in any meaningful modern sense becomes pos-

sible only with the democratic revolution.

The body of the leader: totalitarian re-incorporation

As I said in the previous sections and recapitulate now, following Lefort, with the 

democratic revolution the symbolic space of society underwent a decisive mutation 

which also transformed the very nature of public representation. Whereas before, 

society as a whole was represented by the body of the king (or to be precise: by his 

mortal body incarnating an immortal body), now this body disappears. The place 

of power, which had been occupied by the body of the king as well as by the endless 

chain of his images, became empty. This leads to the disincorporation of society as 

such, which can no longer reasonably be imagined according to the image of a body. 

Rather it turns, to employ Slavoj Žižek’s recent inversion of Deleuze’s famous slo-

gan, into a disconnected set of »organs without body«.20

If we finally turn from the figure of the artist to the figure of the politician we will 

realise that his/her role changes, too. If the place of power cannot be occupied once 

and for all then politics becomes a transient affair and the identity of political actors 

becomes more unstable than ever. This implies that, if the democratic dispositive is 

characterised by a constitutive uncertainty due to the absence of any transcendent 

ground and the emptiness of the place of power, then democratic actors – politi-

cians, parties, social movements, etc. – will also assume a conflicting and uncertain 

identity. Their identity will not be established vis-à-vis a transcendent stable ground, 

as is the case within the monarchic dispositive, but vis-à-vis each other as their iden-

tity evolves out of their struggle enacted on the stage of public space. Hence, in such 

an effectively disincorporated symbolic dispositive, democratic political actors do 

not ›embody‹ the whole of community; they do not pretend to represent the corpus 

mysticum of the nation or what Lefort calls the People-as-One. However, as we know 

from the experience of the 20th century, the image of the body can return in an effort 

to reincorporate society, to re-occupy the empty place of power and to reincarnate 

a transcendent source of legitimation. This is precisely what totalitarianism, in the 

Lefortian definition, seeks to achieve. Totalitarianism is an effort to overcome un-

certainty by laying a secure foundation – but this time, as the outside-qua-outside 

has become unattainable under modern conditions, this is done within society. In 

other words, as one cannot simply return to the monarchic status-quo-ante, where 
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the monarch was a quasi-natural inhabitant of the place of power; substitutes have to 

be found for that role. One part of the social whole thus assumes this function and 

paradoxically reintroduces the figure of the other, the omniscient, omni-

potent, benevolent other, the militant, the leader, the Egocrat. This other of-

fers his own body – individual, mortal, endowed with all the virtues – whether 

he is called Stalin or Mao or Fidel. A mortal body, which is perceived as in-

vulnerable, which condenses in itself all strengths, all talents, and defies the 

laws of nature by his super-male energy.21

Let us cite the crucial passage in Lefort at length: 

The party is the proletariat in the sense that it is identical with it. At the same 

time, it is the guide or, as Lenin put it, the consciousness of the proletariat; or, 

as I would say, using an old political metaphor, to which I shall come back, 

it is its head. And, similarly, the representation of the People-as-One is not 

in contradiction with that of an omnipotent, omniscient power, with, in the 

last analysis, that of the Egocrat (to use Solzhenitsyn’s term), the ultimate 

figure of that power. Such a power, detached from the social whole, towering 

over everything, merges with the party, with the people, with the proletariat. 

It merges with the body as a whole, while at the same it is its head. A whole 

sequence of representations is to be found here, the logic of which should not 

escape us. Identification of the people with the proletariat, of the proletariat 

with the party, of the party with the leadership, of the leadership with the 

Egocrat. On each occasion, an organ is both the whole and the detached part 

that makes the whole, that institutes it. This logic of identification, secretly 

governed by the image of the body, accounts in turn for the condensation 

that takes place between the principle of power, the principle of law and the 

principle of knowledge. The denial of social division goes hand in hand with 

the denial of a symbolic distinction which is constitutive of society.22 

This totalitarian establishment of the Egocrat as the new incarnation of power, has 

important consequences for our discussion of the notion of representation: On the 

one hand, by introducing the Egocrat into the public sphere, the latter disappears as 

a stage of conflict. Totalitarian publicness turns back into what Habermas has called 

the representative public sphere, into a pure spectacle of power. On the other hand, 

the example makes clear now that the process of political representation in the strict 

sense, as it was described by Laclau and Ankersmit, is suspended as soon as the gap 

between represented and representative is filled. The relation between the Egocrat and 
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the unity of the nation or the people he incarnates is, strictly speaking, not a relation of 

representation but one of identity. Herein lies the actual difference between modern 

totalitarianism and the monarchic dispositive: while the symbolic unity of society un-

der feudalism was mediated via a transcendent position, the symbolic unity of totali-

tarianism does not have to be mediated at all: »The Egocrat coincides with himself, as 

society is supposed to coincide with itself.«23 Totalitarian society, it seems, has found 

in the single body of the leader (there are no longer two bodies, as in the monarchic 

dispositive) the principle of its own identity. Representation is purified to the extreme 

of self-coinciding identity. This is the reason why politics as such disappears. As Er-

nesto Laclau holds, »no pure relation of representation is obtainable because it is of the 

essence of the process of representation that the representative has to contribute to the 

identity of what is represented.« Were it otherwise, »we would be left with the naked 

identities of the represented and the representative as self-sufficient ones.«24 

Such self-sufficiency of naked identities can only be achieved in an ›ideological‹ or 

phantasmatic sphere, not in a political sphere – because politics or public conflict is 

exactly what disappears when pure identity reigns. In a totalitarian dispositive, pub-

lic space is turned into propaganda space. In the identitarian or phantasmatic sense 

just described, power will still be ›represented‹, but not by way of a never-ending play  

between the represented and the representative, between the particular content and the 

universal function of representation. Rather, we encounter a form of representation 

without representation. The suspension of representation-as-process amounts to the 

victory of a relation of pure representation in which represented and representative, the 

particular and the universal entirely coincide as a result of what Lefort sees as the totali-

tarian re-incorporation of society. Thus, what we eventually encounter is the real differ-

ence between the two modes or ›spheres‹ of representation: it is the difference between a 

screen and a stage. While in the representative public – be it in the feudal or in the totali-

tarian sense – the space of representation (including the body of the leader) amounts to 

a phantasmatic screen on which the spectacle of power is projected in front of a passive 

audience, the democratic public is constituted by an entirely different notion of repre-

sentation, which involves the staging of conflict between different contestants, and the 

acknowledgement of the constitutive nature of the gap between represented and repre-

sentative. For politics proper, the consequences of this distinction are evident. Political 

activity can exist and thrive only within a vibrant public sphere. But what are the politi-

cal consequences for artistic practice? As long as we understand artistic representation 

and ›the aesthetic‹ according to the model of the screen, we will remain confined to an 

understanding of the artist as propagandist and the public as a space for phantasmatic 

projections. Only if we come to understand ›aesthetics‹ in the way Ankersmit does, as 

that which resides in the very gap between represented and representative will we be 

able to approach a truly democratic understanding of political art.
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