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DIVISION AND DEMOCRACY 
On Claude Lefort’s Post-foundational Political Philosophy

O liver M archart

»My p u rp o se  h e re  is to en co u rag e  and to con tribu te to a revival o f  political 
philosophy«. T hese words stand  a t the beginning  o f one o f C laude L efort’s 
m ost p ro m in en t articles (L efort 1988: 9). And indeed , there can be no  d o u b t 
as to the  significance o f L efo rt’s work for contem porary  political philosophy 
an d , in particular, dem ocracy theory. W hat Lefort -  som etim es in collabora
tion with M arcel G auchet — has elabo rated  is one  o f  the m ost powerful theo
rizations o f the political, dem ocracy and  totalitarianism . U nfortunately  it has 
fallen victim to w hat seems to be the fate o f all successful theories: sloganization. 
T h e re  are  two L efortian  phrases o r topoi which can be en co u n te red  in n u 
m erous articles an d  books: T h e  first portrays o u r cu rren t condition  as being 
governed  by the  ‘th e  d issolution  o f  the m arkers o f certain ty ’. T he second 
an n o u n ces  th a t in dem ocracy  ‘the place o f pow er is em pty’. Most accounts of 
L efort stop here. N o fu r th e r details are given; no  theoretical contex t o r back
g ro u n d  is established. T hese ‘slogans’ -  and  isn ’t this w hat defines a slogan? -  
are supposed  to speak  fo r themselves. Well, they d o n ’t.

It is possible to give an  utterly  banal read ing  to these two claims -  and  I 
suspect th a t it is n o t clear to m any o f those who quote them  tha t they fulfill a 
m ore p ro fo u n d  ro le  in L efo rt’s theory  which is to po in t towards the d im en
sion o f the  social w hich I will call its ontological d im ension. If this is over
looked, as is o ften  the case, these claims will be  taken as statem ents abou t 
ontic facts o f life -  th a t is, facts within society. Thus, the claim  as to the ‘disso
lu tion  o f the m arkers o f ce rta in ty ’ would be reduced  to the  trivial insight that 
m any a th ing  is u n ce rta in  in o u r m odern  times (a banality which has been  
elevated to the level o f  ‘sc ience’ by so-called risk-theorists). In a sim ilar fash
ion, ‘the em ptiness o f  the  p lace o f pow er’ in dem ocracy could simply be 
red u ced  to the claim  th a t in dem ocracy there is no arbitrary power exercised 
anym ore. P u t in to  the co n tex t o f  L efort’s theory, however, som ething abou t 
society’s ontological cond ition  is said: In the case of the em pty place o f power,

51



it is obvious tha t power does n o t d isap p ear -  it rem ains th e re  as so m eth in g  
which is em ptied: as a d im ension, th a t is, w hose factual (o r ontic) co n ten t 
may d isappear while the d im ension  as such stays operative. In  the case o f ‘the 
dissolution of the m arkers o f ce rta in ty ’ this is n o t only a p articu la r p h en o m 
enon  b u t defines the  universal, th a t is onto logical horizon o f o u r cond ition .

U nderstood  in the strong sense -  as claim s ab o u t the onto logical co n d i
tion o f society -  these claims tell us som eth ing  im p o rtan t ab o u t L efort’s theory. 
First, he  is what one could  call a contingency theorist. I co n ten d  th a t o u r  very 
certainty abou t the dissolution o f certain ty  already ind icates th a t the  roo ts o f 
the la tter p h en o m en o n  lie on  a d ee p e r onto logical level th en  a com m on- 
sensical read ing  would expect. T h erefo re , we shou ld  n o t confuse a weak n o 
tion o f uncertainty with the ontologically strong  n o tio n  o f contingency a p p e r
taining to every social identity. A nd in  a second  an d  n o t u n re la ted  sense, 
Lefort is a post-foundationalist. Both con tingency  an d  the  em ptiness o f the 
place o f pow er indicate tha t society is n o t bu ilt on  a  stable g round : they des
ignate the  absence o f social or h istorical necessity, the  absence o f  a positive 
foundation  of society. W hat they also designate, though, is tha t the dimension o f 
g ro u n d  does n o t simply d isappear since it rem ains p resen t as absent. T his is 
the p o in t w here dem ocracy en ters  the  stage. O u r in te rp re ta tio n  o f  L efo rt’s 
work will substantiate the following claim: D em ocracy m ust be u n d ers to o d  as 
the ontic recognition o f society’s ontological cond ition . By this we u n d e rs ta n d  
the institutional recognition and  discursive actualization o f  the absence o f  a posi
tive g ro u n d  of society. By actualizing the  absen t g ro u n d  w ith in  the particu la r 
institutional, cultural and  discursive dispositive o f  democracy, a place, o r  rather: 
a  ‘non-p lace’ is symbolically allocated  to it. It is obvious, we m ust ad d  im m e
diately, th a t this can only be a paradoxical en terp rise . H ence, dem ocracy  
itself is founded  up o n  an irresolvable p aradox  w hich we will define  a t the  en d  
o f this paper.

The first axis of division: self-externalization

Before re tu rn in g  to the question  o f dem ocratic  society, let us s ta rt by 
asking w hat lies at the origin o f any society. L efo rt’s answer is: division. His 
concep t o f  originary division is explicitly d irec ted  against M arxist determ in ism  
and  econom ism . In particular, the a rg u m en t ru n s against the M arxist idea 
that social division -  class struggle -  can be traced  back to econom ic reasons 
alone. Division can n o t be deduced  from  the em pirical o r factual positions o f 
social agents. This is w hat makes division originary. In  o u r term s: the o n to 
logical conditions o f society can n o t be d ed u ced  from  the ontic. B ut th en  we
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have to draw  radical consequences: Both Lefort and  G auchet deny tha t an 
tagonism  -  w hich they also describe as the division in society betw een ru ler 
an d  ru led , ex p lo ite r an d  exp lo ited  — can be causally derived from  any g round  
o th e r  th an  an tagon ism  itself. As G auchet form ulates it: A radical in terp re ta
tive leap -  ‘ [u ]n  saut interprétatif rad ical’ -  is required . This ‘in terpretative 
le a p ’ is radical in  its w h o leh earted  acceptance o f the impossibility o f founding  
an tagonism  an d  its ren u n c ia tio n  o f any o ther foundation: »If faut p ren d re  
acte de l ’im possiblité de d éd u ire  l ’antagonism e politique cen tral e t re to u rn er 
co m p lè tem en t les term es d o n t nous partions avec Marx : la division n ’est ni 
dérivable ni réductible« (G auchet 1976: 17). Social division is originary because 
it canno t be re la ted  to any foundation  prior to itself. Rather, society is ‘fou n d ed ’ 
by way o f an  orig inary  division w hich is the division betw een society and  itself 
as its other.

»II y a division originaire de la société en ceci qu ’on ne peu t rapporter à 
aucun fondem ent préalablem ent constitué dans la société l’antagonisme 
de la société avec elle-même, et q u ’à l’invers, c ’est l ’antagonisme de la 
société avec elle-même qui la fonde en tant que société, qui lui perm et 
d ’exister, qui la fait tenir ensemble. La société est par essence contre 
elle-même, elle ne se pose q u ’en se posent contre elle-même, q u ’en se 
faisant l ’Autre d ’elle-même. Division originaire : parce que l ’existence 
de la société est inconcevable sans la division politique. La possibilité 
d ’une société est suspendue au fait de sa division. La division est l’origine 
de la société.« (18)

At the orig in  o f society th e re  is division.1 Lefort and G auchet’s claim that 
the very possibility o f society is cond itioned  by its division, am ounts to a tran-

1 G auchet subverts the foundationalist paradigm by positioning the Freudian model 
against the Marxian model. W hile in the latter conflict is supposed to disappear after a 
classless society has been erected , that is to say, after an ultimate ground has been both 
found  and founded, in the form er m odel the ‘unresolvability’ o f (psychic) conflict is 
accepted. Thus, G auchet proclaims: ‘Freud against Marx’.The whole passage reads as 
follows: »Freud m et au jour, sinon la nature contradictoire de l’être psychique? Q u’est-ce d ’autre 
ainsi q u ’il s ’em ploie à fonder au travers du dualisme toujours plus affirmé des pulsion, 
ju sq u ’au partage que l’on sait en tre  pulsion de vie et pulsion de mort? Si Marx m ontre 
que la société s’organise au plus profond  dans un conflit, Freud révèle, lui, que le conflit 
est au centre de l’organisation subjective. Cela dit, si pour Marx le conflit social fait 
évidem m ent signe vers une société au-delà du conflit, pour Freud le conflit psychique, 
organisateur ultim e de l ’âme, est tout aussi évidemm ent irréductible. Par ce trait, la 
pensée de Freud est peut-être une pensée à pertée politique ém inente, en tant que pensée 
de l’irréductible du conflit constituant la psyché humaine. La pratique analytique se 
proposera pour fin de perm ettre  au sujet d ’accéder à la vérité de sa contradiction; elle ne 
saurait se d o n n er pou r but d ’élim iner l’antagonisme intérieur, form e indépassable du 
rapport du sujet à lui-même. L ’individu qui réconcilierait en lui pulsions de vie et pulsions
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scendental argum ent: Division is the co n d itio n  o f possibility o f society.2 But 
why is this a post-foundational argum ent? W hat m akes th e ir acco u n t o f  soci
ety’s g round ing  post-foundational is the  fact th a t it is n o t a positive p rincip le  
w hich founds society an d  lies a t th e  o rig in  o f  every th ing  social b u t an  
irresolvable negativity with respect to society’s self-identity. This negativity -  
antagonism  -  is p rior to any identity and  can n o t be deduced  from  em pirical, 
‘positive’ facts. Thus, social identity can n o t be g rounded  in  anything o th e r than 
the separation o f th a t identity from  itself: its self-externalization. O nly th ro u g h  
division and  by tu rn ing  itself in to  its O th e r can society establish some identity. 
This argum ent is an abstract and  general one with im plications for any form  o f 
identity. While in Lefort it is form ulated  from  within the radius o f  M erleau- 
Ponty’s th in k in g -w ith  its em phasis on  the irresolvable chiasm  o r in tertw ining 
between inside and  o u ts id e-, in deconstruction  it w ould be term ed the ‘consti
tutive ou tside’ o f any identity as S taten in te rp re ted  Derrida. Identity  can only 
be constitu ted  on  the basis o f tha t w hich it is not: »X is constitu ted  by non-X« 
(1984:17), where X describes the identity, and  ‘non-X ’, by lim iting the identity 
and  by prohib iting  its full constitution as absolute, points at the  cond ition  of 
possibility o f X -  its constitutive outside.3 Lefort and  G auchet’s arg u m en t bears 
clear resem blance to the deconstructive arg u m en t even as it stems from  a dif
fe ren t tradition and  applies M erleau-Ponty’s idea o f  chiasm  to the field o f po
litical thought. In both  cases (and we could  add  the th ird  case o f  L acanian ism ), 
it is assum ed that there can be no  identity w ithout being d ifferen tiated  from  its 
very outside: and  yet, the latter does n o t have an  in d ep en d en t life o f  its own b u t
-  as condition o f possibility o f the fo rm er -  is p resen t on the inside (‘contam i
nating ’ the inside, as D errida would have it) thereby again hybridizing the

de m ort n ’est ni en vue ni au program m e. Si le rapprochem ent en tre Marx et Freud paraît 
pleinem ent justifié, par conséquent, c ’est à la condition de l’en tendre: Freud contre 
Marx.« (Gauchet 1976: 6-7) We will retu rn  to the question of Lefort’s relation to psychoa
nalysis later in this paper.

2 This implies, by the way, that a quasi-transcendental condition of society as such -  by 
which only the very commonality of a com m on space is constituted -  does not determ ine 
the particular form of society. The possibility for fu ture differentiation into particular 
institutional systems is opened in the first place b u t no particular form  of society is predes
tined.

•4 It is im portant to realize that the constitutive outside, even as its lim iting function is 
precisely to destroy any essentialism, is itself essential for identity. So Staten insists on the 
post-metaphysical »necessity or essential character« of the constitutive outside which 
contam inates the metaphysical ‘essence’ o f the identity. We have to see tha t identities are 
»impure always and in principle« and so we have to »pursue the implications of this 
essential law of purity« (1984: 19). On the terrain of essentialism this argum ent runs 
parallel to what I have described as the post-foundational logic -  also to be found in 
L efo rt-w h ich  keeps the empty function of the foundation  as a necessary condition for any 
identity while at the same time emptying it from  any positive or natural content.
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b o rd e r betw een inside and  outside. Every identity, hence, is precarious to some 
degree for it relies on  som eth ing  which necessarily escapes it.

Now we see th a t the orig inary  division -  which, as it will becom e clear 
soon, operates as m uch  at the ‘o u te r  b o rd e r’ of society as it runs th rough  the 
in n e r  ‘flesh’ o f society -  is a necessary condition  for society to acquire some 
shape an d  self-understanding . In  o rd e r to be socially effective, though, the 
outside has to be in co rp o ra ted . A nd the nam e given by Lefort to the incorpo
ra ted  outside is poiuer. In  taking up  this concep t he radically reform ulates 
w hat he sees as the  trad itional sociological theory o f power. For sociology, 
pow er is charac terized  by a set o f functions: its control over force and  vio
lence, its adm in istra tion  o f m atters o f com m on interest, its defin ition  o f so
cial goals an d  deve lopm en t th ro u g h  legislation. Power regulates, unifies and  
universalises social diversity for it is, literally, ‘in a position’ to do so: it occu
pies the cen tre  o f  society. Lefort seeks to invert now the sociological approach, 
w hich sees in pow er the cen tre  o f  society: T he centrality o f power, he argues, 
has to be  rep laced  by the exteriority (extériorité) o f power. This m eans, to be 
precise, th a t pow er is n o t iden tical with society’s outside b u t stands in opposi
tion to society by way o f the symbolic represen ta tion  o f the la tte r’s outside: it 
constitu tes the symbolic pole o f represen ta tion  with re ference to which the 
social constitu tes itself. T hese two aspects o f externality an d  represen ta tion  
have b een  systematically ig n o red  by sociology: first, power opposes itself to 
society in relying o n  the division betw een inside and  outside; and  second, 
th ro u g h  representing this opposition  (i.e. externality) pow er operates as the 
symbolically instituting instance o f  society. T he first aspect again underlines the 
d ifference betw een sociology an d  political science on the one hand  and  po
litical philosophy on the other. W hile sociology is concerned  ‘to circum scribe 
an  o rd e r o f  particu la r facts within  the social’, the task of the latter is to ‘con
ceptualize the p rinc ip le  o f the institu tion  o f the social’, as L efort stresses. Yet 
any political ph ilosophy an d  any political science worthy o f th a t nam e m ust 
reflect on  pow er -  since it is the  shaping-function of the latter that ‘designates 
the p o litica l’. In stead  o f dea ling  with specifics one m ust start with ‘a prim al 
division which is constitutive’ o f social space, with what Lefort calls the ‘enigm a’ 
o f the re la tion  betw een inside an d  outside:

»And the fact is that this space is organized as owedespite (or because of) 
its m ultiple divisions and that it is organized as the same in all its multiple 
dimensions implies a reference to a place from which it can be seen, read 
and nam ed. Even before we examine it in its empirical determ inations, 
this symbolic pole proves to be power; it manifests society’s self-externality, 
and ensures that society can achieve a quasi-representation of itself. We 
must of course be careful not to project this externality on to the real; if we
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did so it would no longer have any m eaning for society. It would be m ore 
accurate to say that power makes a gesture towards som ething outside, and 
that it defines itself in terms o f this outside. W hatever its form, it always 
refers to the same enigma: that of an internal-external articulation, of a 
division which institutes a com m on space, of a break which establishes 
relations, of a movement of externalizadon of the social which goes hand 
in hand  with its internalization.« (1988: 225)

T he ‘en igm a’ o f the chiasm betw een inside an d  outside is shown in the 
symbolic gestures power makes towards the outside. So the role o f pow er is to 
institute society by signifying social identity  — and  only by re lating  to this rep re 
sentation/signification o f identity can peop le  relate to the space in  which they 
live as a coh eren t ensem ble (which im plies that, in turn , a social space entirely  
devoid o f power would no t allow for any o rien ta tion  -  it w ould n o t even be a 
space). Power works within the symbolic order. In a sense, this has always been  
a well-known fact: Isn’t power perm anently  exhibiting  itself? D oesn’t it inces
santly dem onstrate its own im portance th rough  costum es and  uniform s, cer
em onies and  festivities, pom p and  circum stance? Yet traditionally this has been  
seen as a distortion o f its real functioning, as the  ‘weak p o in t’ o f  power which 
has to rely on appearance in order to secure its own survival. Lefort and  G auchet, 
while accepting the im portance o f represen ta tion , do n o t follow the second 
step in that scenario. T he represen ta tional symbolic function  o f power -  its 
appearance -  is in no  way hiding a true  essence. T h e  opposite is the case. It is 
appearance which is the essence o f  power. Or, p u t differently, pow er is w hat it 
appears; the actual function o f pow er is n o t h id d en  in secret networks, con 
spiracies, o r ‘rea l’ (yet ‘d istorted’) interests, it lies precisely in its appearance. 
For if the in stitu tion /foundation  o f society is occurring  on  the symbolic level 
alone, th en  it necessarily has to be staged: this is w hat Lefort calls mise-en-scène. 
It m ight be staged in d ifferent ways: the »fabrication o f Louis XIV« (Burke 
1992), fo r instance, differs from the ways in which pow er is staged in dem oc
racy as th a t place which cannot be institutionally occupied  once an d  for all. In  
the latter case, one m ight venture to say, an  open-ended  play is enacted  on  an 
empty stage -  and  yet the theatre o f pow er is n o t abandoned . As m uch as there  
cannot be a society w ithout power there  can n o t be pow er w ithout rep resen ta
tion -  ergo: no society w ithout the staging o f a ‘quasi-representation o f itself’.

The second axis: society ’s internal division

Before re tu rn in g  to this aspect o f  th e  staging an d  in stitu tionalization  o f 
the dem ocratic dispositive (and o f o th e r  dispositives), we have to discuss a
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second d im ension o f division. L efort argues that the main feature of the dem o
cratic dispositive consists in  the  acceptance o f social division. But it is n o t only 
the  division betw een society an d  its outside which has to be accepted, m ore 
th an  th a t it is the  inner divisions o f  society, the in n e r conflicts betw een differ
e n t in terests an d  classes, betw een ru le r and  ru led , oppressors and  oppressed, 
exploiters an d  explo ited  -  and  eventually between political com petitors. Thus, 
L efort a n d  G auchet d iscern  a fu r th e r axis on which social negativity and  con
flict o p era te , so th a t the  social is finally constitu ted  on tiuo axes o f the politi
cal. T he first axis has just b een  described as society’s self-alienation: In estab
lishing its self-identity society divides itself and  erects an ou tside vis-à-vis itself 
w hich will be in ca rn a ted  by the instance o f power. An antagonism  em erges 
betw een society an d  its outside. Now we learn th a t a  second separation or 
division takes place on  the inside o f society: H ere it is the irresolvable tension 
an d  opposition  betw een its m em bers which constitutes the  antagonism . To
g e th er these two axes, these two prim ordial dim ensions, m ake up  the very 
k ernel o f the  political being  o f society: »Division au-dedans de la collectivité, 
division de la co m m u n au té  d ’avec un  dehors: en  l ’articulation  de ces deux 
d im ensions p rem ières se ram asse le noyau d ’être  po litique de la société" 
(G auchet 1976: 18).

A fter having exam ined  the first axis of the originary institu tion  -  the self- 
ex ternaliza tion  o f  society -  we now tu rn  to second axis: the internal division 
o f society. This aspect illustrates the ex ten t to which Lefort and  G auchet’s 
th eo ry  is, in d eed , a conflic t theory. Class antagonism  (this is L efort and  
G au ch e t’s m ain  p o in t against M arx) is no th ing  which could be resolved in the 
fu tu re  w hen the m eans o f  p ro d u c tio n  will be socialized and  when the state 
will w ither away. Yet this conflict is n o t only irresolvable it also is necessary for 
society to institu te  itself. It is o n e  o f  the m ain sources of social cohesion. This 
m ig h t so u n d  co u n te r-in tu itiv e  an d  paradoxical. How can  conflic t -  the 
irresolvable struggle betw een m en  -  be one o f the m ain sources o f social 
cohesion? T he answ er can be found  in the fact that it is th ro u g h  conflict that 
individuals an d  g roups posit them selves within a com m on world: »Si la lutte 
des classes sépare, elle installe aussi un  m êm e en tre  les parties antagonistes« 
(25). T h ro u g h  th e ir an tagon ism  -  in which the organisation, the raison d ’etre 
an d  the  goals o f  society are  u n d e r  debate  -  the antagonists affirm themselves 
as m em bers o f  the same com m unity. Conflict establishes a com m on bond. To 
p arap h rase  tha t p o in t w ithin the language o f traditional political philosophy: 
It is n o t th ro u g h  a pregiven substantial com m on good n o r th rough  submis
sion u n d e r  a consensually  o r otherw ise derived com m on good tha t a bond  
betw een the  m em bers o f  a given com m unity is established, b u t it is the very 
struggle over the  com m on  good  which, in actual fact, is that bond. Society can
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be institu ted  only as far as there exists a fo u n d in g  an tagon ism  in te rn a l to it 
which can n o t be resolved completely.

Far from  destroying society as a w hole, division in fact im plicates a di
m ension o f  totality. A nd totality is im plicated  precisely by the  figure o f ab
sence -  ‘u n e  figure de l ’absence’ -  tha t is revealed at the h ea rt o f social division: 
»Dire q u ’il y a division dans la société, c ’est d ire  q u ’il y a d im ension  de 
totalité in trodu ite  par une absence« (25). T h a t absence em erges from  the 
incapacity of any social actor to m aster the  m ean in g  o f  society as a  w hole 
since the indefin ite play o f social division will always p rev en t single actors 
from  m onopolizing it once and  fo r all. So th ro u g h  an tagonism  a d im ension  
o f totality does em erge -  even as it is no t, as som e m igh t th ink, the ou tco m e of 
the positive presence o f a social g ro u n d . R ather, the  d im en sio n  o f  totality 
em erges from  the absence o f  any such g round . For if the d im ension  o f radical 
antagonism  guarantees that nobody can in carn a te  the m ean in g  o f the  w hole, 
that any such pre tension  can and  will be debated, this leads to the conclusion  
tha t the tru th  o f the social totality c an n o t b u t lie in  the debate as such. T he 
d im ension of totality is in no way discarded; ra ther, it is invoked as an  effect 
o f a never-ending debate which m akes it im possible for any g roup  to  m aster 
the m ean ing  o f  the social w hole.4 Society as a totality is the effect o f  an  ab
sence o r negativity residing exactly in the irresolvable an tagon ism  between 
com peting  attem pts at m astering the m ean in g  o f  the social. T h e  m ean in g  o f 
the social whole, thus, em erges in between the  deb a tin g  parties (the  ‘in te r
locu to rs’ as G auchet and Lefort som etim es call the antagonists in  a m ore  
phenom enological term ino logy)/’

4 It must be added that, for Gauchet, the function ing  o f this m utual im plication of 
conflict and social bond does not depend  on its conscious realization or knowledge. The 
bond is created through signification and at the level o f the social unconscious: »Les agents 
engagés dans la remise en cause de leur société ne se ren d en t assurém ent pas com pte de 
ce que leur antagonisme conspire à la création d ’un m êm e espace en tre  eux. Ils sont 
même rigoureusem ent persuadés du contraire. La production  symbolique d ’un  univers 
com mun n ’a rien à voir à l’évidence ici avec un con tenu  de conscience. Pas davantage 
n ’a-t-elle à voir avec la constitution d ’une attache effective et manifeste en tre les individus. 
Elle est production d ’un lien dans l’élément de la signification et au niveau de l’inconscient.« 
(Gauchet 1976: 25)

r,Yet one has to stress the implications o f that argum ent, and this is how an ‘antagonism- 
theorist’ like Ernesto Laclau (1990) will pu t it: N ot only is a dim ension of totality in tro
duced by such absence at the heart of social division bu t totality -  in tu rn  -  becom es an 
absence. Laclau claims that in situations of dislocation -  in m om ents of heightened  con
flict and division -  political signifiers like ‘o rd e r’ point at an absent totality which, how
ever, rem ains present as a horizon. Since dislocation is an ontological condition of any 
system or society there will always be a dim ension of totality, full presence, or p len itude as 
absent. We can conclude that a totality in troduced  by absence -  the irresolvability o f social 
conflict -  can always only be an absent totality which nonetheless rem ains operative (or
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It is necessary, if we w ant to u n d erstan d  w here L efort’s positive evalua
tion o f conflict stem s from , to tu rn  to his earlier studies on  M achiavelli -  for 
it was his th o u g h t w hich allowed Lefort to break with the M arxian ‘postulate 
o f the  secondary n a tu re ’ o f  conflict.1'

M achiavelli against M arx

Between 1956 an d  1972 L efort works on  his thèse d ’état which should  be
com e an  800 page strong  book  en titled  Le travail de l ’œuvre Machiavel (1986b). 
H e devotes the first h a lf to a discussion o f previous in terp re ta tions -  am ong 
them  those o f G ram sci an d  Leo Strauss -  while denying the possibility of a 
definite in te rp re ta tio n . This does not, however, keep Lefort from  pursu ing  
his own ‘in te rro g a tio n ’ o f the  M achiavellian œuvre. For Lefort, and  this is n o t 
yet an  orig inal claim , M achiavelli is the inventor of political tho u g h t proper. 
B ut L efort builds his in te rp re ta tio n  around  a m ore radical claim. M achiavelli’s 
discovery -  w hich allowed him  to found  m odern  political th o u g h t -  is the 
discovery th a t an  irreducib le  conflict exists a t the centre o f  every polity. In the 
n in th  ch ap te r o f  the Prince he declares that the nobles o n  one side and  the 
p eo p le  on  the o th e r  are engaged  in an irresolvable struggle due to their 
opposing  umori. W hile the  ‘h u m o u r’ o r desire o f the nobles is to com m and 
an d  to oppress, the  desire o f the people, on the o ther hand , is n o t to be 
co m m an d ed  an d  n o t to be oppressed. Lefort com m ents:

»C’est bien d ’une opposition constitutive du politique q u ’il faut parler, 
et irréductible à prem ière vue, non d ’une distinction de fait, car ce qui 
fait que les Grands sont les Grands et que le peuple est le peuple ce n ’est 
pas q u ’ils aien t par leur fortune, par leurs mœurs, ou leur fonction un 
statut distinct associé à des intérêts spécifiques et divergents ; c ’est, 
Machiavel le d it sans ambages, que les uns désirent com m ander et 
opprim er et les autres ne l ’être pas. Leur existence ne se déterm ine que 
dans cette relation essentielle, dans le heurt de deux « appétits », par 
principe égalem ent « insatiable ». Ainsi, à l ’origine du pouvoir princier, 
e t sous-jacent à celui-ci une fois q u ’il s’est établi se trouve le conflit de 
classe.« (1986b: 382)

present) in form of an always receding horizon. We encounter exactly the same logic here 
as previously in Lefort and G auchet’s account of the origin of society which oscillates 
between presence and  absence.

'' T he opposition already set up between ‘Freud against M arx’ can now be supple
m ented and  rein troduced  to the political field as the opposition: Machiavelli against 
Marx. It should be m entioned, however, that Lefort’s approach is not anti-Marxist but 
consists in interrogating M arx’s works. In this sense, Lefort thinks with Marx against Marx.
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T h at constitutive and  irreducib le opposition  betw een the  p eo p le  an d  the 
nobles precedes the particu lar social c ircum stances o r trad itions in  w hich they 
are situated . T he phrase ‘M achiavelli against M arx’ by w hich o n e  cou ld  ch ar
acterize this aspect o f L efort’s en te rp rise  th e re fo re  m eans: Class conflic t -  
which in  its essence is a political an d  n o t an  econom ic conflic t -  is p r io r  to the  
position ing  of the social actors in the  re la tions o f  p ro d u c tio n . We m ig h t say 
th a t conflict, as negative g ro u n d  o f society, p reced es any factual reasons for 
conflicts in  the plural. A nd if conflict is to fulfill its ro le  as negative fo u n d a
tion o f society then  it follows for us th a t the d ifference betw een conflic t as 
g ro u n d  an d  factual conflicts in the  p lu ral m ust be radical by na tu re : conflict 
as g ro u n d  cannot be ju s t one m ore o f m any factual conflicts. It m ust be lo
cated on  a radically d ifferen t level. If we allow ourselves to take u p  p h ilo 
sophical term inology, the m atte r can be stated  once  m ore in term s o f  the 
ontological difference: T he ‘on to log ical’ co n d itio n  o f an tagon ism  is p rio r to 
the ‘o n tica l’ circum stances u n d e r w hich it is expressed. W herever th e re  is 
society -  n o  m atter how it is ontically s tru c tu red  -  th ere  is in te rn a l an tago
nism on  th e  ontological level. We are em ploying H e id eg g er’s quasi-concept 
o f ontological difference no t only fo r heuristic reasons. His in fluence can 
indeed  be traced within L efort’s own texts -  even as h e  only occasionally 
m entions H eidegger’s nam e. H ence it shou ld  n o t b e  a surprise th a t parallels 
betw een Lefort and  H eidegger on  this acco u n t have also b een  perceived  by 
the forem ost Lefort-scholar H ugues P o ltier7:

»[N ]o tons b rièvem ent que la d ém arch e  de L efo rt p ré sen te  u n e
hom olog ie frap p an te  avec celle suivie p a r H e id eg g er dans son

7 In slight contrast to the following quote by Poltier, for us, the way in which the ontologi
cal difference is reform ulated and radicalized towards Ereignis and difference-as-difference 
by the later Heidegger is more relevant than the H eidegger o f Sein und Zeit. We would side in 
this respect with Bernard Flynn, for whom L efort’s text on ‘The P erm anence o f the 
Theologico-Political?’ in particular evokes the later writings o f Heidegger. W hen Lefort, for 
instance, asks »whether the religious m ight not be grafted onto a m ore profound experi
ence« (Lefort 1988: 233), Flynn suspects that what could be m eant is »the experience of 
difference -  the Advent« (Flynn 1996: 182). The fact that Lefort does not cite H eidegger is 
explained by Flynn as sign of a certain suspicion on Lefort’s part concerning H eidegger’s 
»systematic denegation of the em ergence of the political as such« (183). O ne should also 
note that Lefort, when once com paring H eidegger to Merleau-Ponty, was tentatively con
ceding a certain similarity with respect to their intention: »celle de dévoiler la difference de 
l’Étre et de l’étant« (Lefort 1978: 110). However he insists that M erleau-Ponty’s concept of 
flesh {la chair) does not have an equivalent in Heidegger, and -  even as, for both of them , it 
is only possible to indirectly approach Being via beings -  Merleau-Ponty’s interests does not 
so much lie in naming the difference than in thinking the plane of the flesh (as it appertains 
to the visible, to the world and to history) which does not have, according to Merleau-Ponty, 
any counterpart in traditional philosophical discourse.
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questionnem ent vers l ’être. Dans les deux cas, on part de ce qui se montre
-  respectivem ent des objets de notre m onde quotidien, des événemets 
politiques d o n t nous faisons couram m ent l’expérience. Dans les deux 
cas également, le m onde phénom énal paraît ne pas pouvoir être expliqué 
à p a rtir  de lui-m êm e. Sans doute, il est possible d’en  d o n n er une 
description et une explication assez satisfaintes, ainsi que le m ontre 
l ’existence de sciences. L eur travail est loin d ’être dépourvu de toute 
valeur. Pourtant, leu r po in t de vue leur interdit d ’in terroger l ’être de 
l ’étant, respectivem ent l ’être du social. Leur limitation provient de ce 
q u ’elles bo rn en t leur exam en à »l’étant-là-devant«. L’être n ’est en effet 
pas un  »ob-jet«. Pour le découvrir, il faut interroger le sens qui sous-tend 
la donation  de l ’objet ou le rapport politique. En retrait, ne se m ontrant 
pas, ce sens est l ’être de la chose, respectivement l’être du social. Il en 
constitue, dit encore Heidegger, »le sens et le fond«. A la lumière de ce 
parallèle que nous venons d ’établir, on perçoit mieux tout ce que la 
dém arche herm éneutique de Lefort em prunte à la fameuse différence 
ontologique de l ’au teur de Sein und. Zeit.« (1998: 147)

By insisting -  against the view point o f science -  on the ontological level of 
the ‘b e in g ’ o f  the  social, one  m ust n o t forget abou t the ontic dim ension. T he 
la tter is absolutely ind ispensable since pu re  (‘on tological’) originary conflict
-  w hich is the u ltim ate  core o f  the ‘b e in g ’ o f the social — has to find a symbolic 
o u tle t if it is n o t to destroy society. H ere, power en ters the stage once m ore. 
Also on  the second  axis o f  an tagonization , the  in ternal one, power results 
from  antagonism  as th a t w hich regulates it. W ithin the quasi-m odel o f the 
onto logical d ifference one  can say that power, as a dimension, is an ontologi
cal category, while the  specific m anifestations o f power which determ ine the 
p articu la r symbolic dispositive o f  given society are ontical by nature: O n the 
one hand , the d im ension  o f pow er belongs to every society -  w ithout any sym
bolic m ediation  conflict would escalate into meaningless violence. At the most 
ex trem e point, a society o f pure antagonism , a society w ithout the symbolically 
regulating d im ension o f pow er in  the Lefortian sense, would am ount to a Hob- 
besian state o f n a tu re  and, hence, could n o t be called society at all. If Lefort 
constantly stresses tha t the ‘evacuation’ o f  the place o f power does n o t elimi
nate  pow er as such th en  he does so because of the absolutely necessary sym
bolic role played by the dimension o f power (no t by its specific co n ten t). O n the 
o th e r hand , the specific ways in which antagonism  is symbolically regulated by 
particu lar ‘pow er-arrangem ents’ are clearly ontical. It is at this ontic level that 
we have to ‘com e to term s’ with o u r ontological conditions.

O n the  basis o f sim ilar assum ptions it has been  p roposed  by theorists like 
Bobbio, Connolly, an d  M ouffe to d ifferentiate between the  two levels o f an 
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tagonism  and  agonism , betw een enem y an d  adversary. W hile, fo r C han tai 
Mouffe, in the case o f  antagonism  the o p p o n e n t is conceived as enem y to be 
ann ih ila ted , in the case o f agonism  s /h e  is u n d e rs to o d  as an  adversary w ith in  
a shared  political language-gam e.8 For M ouffe, agonism  (an d  ‘po litics’ in 
g en e ra l)  becom es o u r  d e m o c ra tic  way o f  ‘c o m in g  to  te rm s ’ w ith  th e  
irresolvable, th a t is to say, on tological co n d itio n  o f an tagon ism  (w hat she 
calls ‘the political’).

It is obvious that those theories are located  within the ‘M achiavellian 
m o m en t’. For Machiavelli it is the symbolic dispositive o f the republic  -  as the 
regim e o f freedom  built on the sovereign rule o f  law -  which allows for recog
nition o f conflict as well as for regulation o f the opposition betw een peop le  and  
nobles, which makes it impossible for any party to entirely d o m in a te /o p p ress  
the other. This makes Machiavelli n o t only the first ‘antagonism  theo rist’, insist
ing on an irresolvable conflict as the core o f every possible society, b u t also the 
first to develop a theory o f ‘agonism ’ as the symbolically regu la ted  form  o f 
antagonism  (regulated, for instance, th ro u g h  the a rran g em en t o f a m ixed con
stitution). It is im portant, however, to stress once again tha t ‘reg u la tio n ’ does 
in no way entail the ‘sublation’ o f the opposition  betw een nobles and  the peo
ple in to  a harm onious or even hom ogenous com m unity. Radical an tagonism  
never disappears. It has to be accepted as the cond ition  o f possibility o f society; 
and this acceptance, for reasons tha t will be e laborated  later, is provided by the 
dem ocratic dispositive. Yet, deconstructively speaking, this cond ition  o f  possi
bility (like the constitutive outside re ferred  to above) sim ultaneously acts for 
society as its condition o f impossibility. From  the viewpoint o f  conceptual his
tory this has been  perceived by Gisela Bock in h e r essay on  ‘civil d isco rd ’ in 
Machiavelli: » [I] t is only in the republican  o rd e r tha t the discords am ong  the 
various hum an  umori can and  m ust be expressed; on the o th er hand , it is these 
very discords that continually th rea ten  it. They are bo th  the life and  the death  
o f the republic« (1990: 201).

The u m o r i  and  the subject o f  lack

Given the p ro m in en t role the umori play in M achiavelli, som e fu r th e r 
investigations as to th e ir  n a tu re  a re  im pera tive . For it co u ld  seem  th a t 
M achiavelli relied on an th ropo log ical assum ptions co n cern in g  so-called h u 

8 »Agonistic pluralism«, as Mouffe puts it, »is based on a distinction between ‘enem y’ 
and ‘adversary’. It requires that, within the context o f the political community, the oppo
nent should be considered not as an enem y to be destroyed, but as an adversary whose 
existence is legitimate and must be tolerated« (1993: 4).
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m an n a tu re . M ost readers o f M achiavelli understood  his theory  in precisely 
th a t way: F o r them , his dark  view o f hum an  natu re  constitutes the basis o f  his 
pessim ism  with reg ard  to the possibility o f ever reaching a society w ithout 
conflict. Yet if these in te rp re ta tio n s  were correct we would be left with a posi
tive g ro u n d  -  ce rta in  assum ptions abou t factual h um an  n a tu re  -  prior to 
orig inary  conflict. A positive g ro u n d , though, is exactly w hat has been  ru led  
o u t by L efort an d  G auchet in the first place and  which can n o t be to lerated  
w ithin a post-foundational fram ework. T herefore, L efort’s in terp re ta tion  de
parts from  the doxa an d  p ro p o u n d s  a highly original and  convincing read
ing. For M achiavelli, we reco u n t, the irresolvable conflict in society is based 
on  two umori -  the  desire to oppress and the desire n o t to obey -  located 
w ithin the two classes o f  the nobles and  the people respectively. In that model, 
the  umori acqu ire  the status o f  existentials.

L efort now den ies th a t M achiavelli’s theory  relies on  fundam ental as
sum ptions co n cern in g  h u m an  natu re . Even if he did rely on  those assum p
tions, their positive ‘co n ten t’ would no t affect his argum ent abou t the originary 
division since the  la tter is co n stru ed  in m erely ‘negative’ fashion: Lefort ob
serves th a t the  n a tu re  o f the two hum ours, and, as a consequence, o f the two 
classes is entirely  relational: »elles n ’existent que dans leur affron tem ent au tour 
de ce t en jeu  que constitue p o u r les uns l ’oppression, p o u r les autres le refus 
de l ’oppression« (1986b: 385). T h e ir very existence -  their identity  -  is based 
on th e ir confron tation . Resolve this originary confrontation and  together with 
society the iden tity  o f the  two classes will d isappear since they exist only by 
virtue o f th e ir m utual co n fro n ta tio n . If we look at the m atter from  this angle, 
th e ir re la tio n  does n o t ap p ea r to necessitate any positive substance beh ind  
th e ir identity: th e ir iden tity  is the effect o f their confron ta tion  only. But does 
n o t the  desire to oppress constitu te  such a positive substance while, on  the 
o th e r h an d , it is only the desire not to be oppressed which is purely negative? 
Isn ’t th e re  a positive desire -  som eth ing  like a will to oppression -  a t the 
bo ttom  o f the w hole con fron ta tion? And isn’t, as a consequence, the relation 
betw een the negative desire o f the  people and  the positive desire o f the nobles 
asymmetric? At first sight it seem s asym m etric indeed: W hile only the desire of 
the p eop le  seem s to be co n stru c ted  as purely negative the nobles appear to 
be driven by the positive desire to oppress and  com m and others. Yet a closer 
look will reveal th a t the iden tity  o f the nobles is as m uch m arked  by a void as 
the  identity  o f the  people. A nd it is with respect to this void tha t there is no 
asymmetry. We can substan tiate  this claim by supplem enting  L efort’s account 
with a m ore Laclauian o r even Foucauldian argum ent: If  the nobles are in 
need to oppress, th en  because they are n o t in fu ll  control, n o t in total com 
m an d  them selves. T h e re  w ould be no need  for dom ination  w ithout resist
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ance an d  vice versa. Or, to p u t it in  L acanian  term s: T h e ir very n e e d  to op 
press attests to their own lack: the nobles, no  less th an  the  peop le, are subject 
to the experience o f a void.

So it is safe to conclude th a t the purely  negative re la tion  o f the  umori 
points to a lack th a t precedes their positive content. In this sense L efort can claim  
that ‘u n e  classe n ’existe que par le m anque qui la constitue en  face de l ’a u tre ’. 
And on  the  axis o f in terna l division th e re  is a re la tion  o f  m utual im plication 
betw een the void instantiated  by conflict an d  the  em erg en ce  o f  the  social 
bond. Thus, Lefort assumes: »La rech erch e  nécessaire d ’u n e  a ttache passe 
par l ’expérience du vide q u ’aucune po litique ne  com blera  jam ais" (1986b: 
382). Any social bo n d  m ust pass th ro u g h  the ex p erien ce  o f  this void, th ro u g h  
the experience o f a constitutive absence a t the very h ea rt o f  society. F rom  a 
Lacanian viewpoint it is tem pting  to see in this void the p lace o f the  subject. 
This w ould be, for instance, the read in g  Slavoj Žižek gave to Laclau an d  
M ouffe’s political theory: it is n o t en o u g h  to stop at the n o tio n  o f ‘fac tua l’ 
subject positions, tha t is to say: iden tities, fo r in o rd e r to explain  bo th  the 
radical antagonism  o f society an d  the  n eed  fo r iden tification  in the  first place 
one has to in troduce the Lacanian concep t o f the subject as lack: »the Lacanian 
no tion  o f the subject aims precisely a t the  ex p erien ce  o f »pure« an tagon ism  
as self-hindering, self-blockage, this in te rn a l lim it p reven ting  the  symbolic 
field from  realizing its full identity.« (1990: 253). A critique la te r accep ted  
and fu rth e r developed in Laclau (1990) an d  L ac lau /Z ack  (1994).

A sim ilar quasi-Lacanian in te rp re ta tio n  can be given to Lefort. T h e  as
sum ption that the , m anque’ at the h ea rt o f  the re lation between the two classes 
can be identified  with the place o f the subject is in fact su p p o rted  by Poltier. 
His a rg u m en t hinges on the category o f ‘d es ire ’. R ather than  b e in g  in d e
p en d en t, the two umori constitute ‘two po les’ o f a single desire. A nd since the  
two poles can n o t be un ified  (since they a re  originary) it follows th a t the  ‘sub

je c t ’ o f  th a t desire is internally divided betw een these two poles; it can never 
a tta in  fu ll identity. Such is th e  way in  w hich  P o ltie r  in te rp re ts  L e fo r t’s 
‘M achiavellianism ’:

»En clair: il n ’y a qu’un seul désir se scindant en deux pôles. E tant opposes, 
il est impossible au sujet de se situer dans l ’un  et l’autre en m êm e temps.
(...) Dit autrem ent, le désir du sujet hum ain se brise dans deux pôles 
incompatibles. Si l ’un d ’eux est concrétisé dans le sujet, l ’autre ne peu t 
être ni rélaisé ni éliminé totalement.«

So Poltier arrives at the conclusion:

»L’incom plétude du sujet est insurm ontable. L’opposition des désirs 
respectifs du peuple et des Grands trouve ainsi sa source dans la brisure
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du sujet. Le fondem ent de la division social et, partant, le fondem ent du 
pouvoir, résident dans la division du désir. Telle est, en défintive, la thèse 
soutenue par Lefort dans son Machiavel.« (1998: 146)

T h e  in tro d u c tio n  o f such a Lacanian theory o f the divided subject allows 
us to red efin e  ‘h u m an  n a tu re ’ in a non-essentialist way an d  to retrace the 
void b e h in d  all positive an th ropo log ica l assum ptions.'1 The subject is m arked 
by a void as m uch  as society -  and , for that m atter, as every identity.

The real as disturbance a n d  absent ground

B ut does a L acanian  read in g  do violence to L efort’s theory? A superficial 
read in g  w ould n o t find  too m any traces o f psychoanalysis in his work. Jo an  
Copjec rem em bers the  following anecdo te  which appears to be symptomatic: 
A fter L efort had  delivered  his essay ‘T he Im age o f the Body and  Totalitarian
ism ’ (pub lished  in L efort 1986) at a conference hosted by the Center for the 
Study o f Psychoanalysis and Culture a t the University of Buffalo, a m em ber of 
the au d ien ce  stood  u p  an d  com plained  that he had  com e to h ea r a psycho
analytic p resen ta tio n  an d  now was puzzled n o t to en co u n te r any talk abou t 
the ego, the id, repression, etc. H e simply missed the psychoanalysis in L efort’s 
p resen ta tio n . A nd in d eed , L efo rt’s language is n o t analytic in the strict sense. 
Yet th a t au d ien ce  m em b er m ade the com m on mistake, as Copjec rem arks, to 
confuse concepts with vocabulary: »for although Lefort never spoke the words 
this m an  was w aiting to hear, it is clear that the concepts o f psychoanalysis 
have d efin ed  the very field w hich L efort’s work inhabits«. Lefort does actu
ally co n ced e  the in fluence psychoanalysis had  on  him self a t the end  o f his 
p a p e r1”, yet he  also insists th a t psychoanalysis could only evolve within the

" I leave aside the question w hether the subject of lack should actually be described -  as 
Poltier does -  as the ‘foundation ’ of social division given that social division has been 
defined as originary. This question, however, whether the subject of lack is the ‘founda
tio n ’ of social division o r w hether it is merely com plem entary to social division (which 
seems to be im plied in Zižek’s model) is o f entirely secondary nature if we realize that even 
as a foundation  it is entirely negative. So even in that case we would not reach a positive 
foundation  behind social division but ra ther would look into one m ore abyss which is the 
subject.

1,1 T he whole quote reads: »Such, then, are a few thoughts which indicate the direction 
for a questioning o f the political. Some readers Some readers will no doubt suspect that 
my reflections are nourished by psychoanalysis. That is indeed the case. But this connec
tion is m eaningful only if one asks oneself at which hearth  Freud’s thought was lit. For it is 
not true that in o rder to sustain the ordeal o f the division of the subject, in o rder to 
dislodge the reference points o f the self and the other, to depose the position of the posses
sor o f power and knowledge, one must assume responsibility for an experience instituted

65



O l iv e r  M a r c iia r t

dem ocratic  dispositive. As Copjec paraphrases: »In o th e r  words, L efort is 
saying, if his theorization o f dem ocracy seem s to  be n o u rish ed  by psychoa
nalysis, this is only proper, since psychoanalysis was originally  n o u rish ed  by 
the experience o f dem ocracy« (Copjec 1992, n .p .). O ne has to con c lu d e  th a t 
the re la tion  betw een the ‘object m a tte r’ o f  L efo rt’s th o u g h t -  the  political -  
and  psychoanalysis is reversible. O n  the  o n e  h an d , his theory  o f  dem ocracy  as 
the dispositive which disincorporates the ‘body po litic ’ relies, to som e ex ten t, 
on  the  conceptual apparatus o f psychoanalysis. O n  the o th e r  h an d , psychoa
nalysis becam e only possible w ithin a ‘d is in co rp o ra ted ’ dispositive, th a t is to 
say, after the dem ocratic invention. A nd the  sam e can be said ab o u t the  re la 
tion betw een psychoanalysis (which discovered the ‘orig inary  d ivision’ o f  the 
subject) and  L efo rt’s th inking o f ‘the  po litica l’ -  as the abstract co n cep t for 
the ‘reg im e’ o r form  o f society as well as for the  orig inary  division o f society. 
Psychoanalysis, then , if it wants to u n d ers ta n d  its own cond itions o f  em er
gence, m ust be prem issed as m uch  on  a  th in k in g  o f the political as th e  la tte r 
is prem issed on a set o f psychoanalytic insights.

O ne  o f the psychoanalytic insights -  in  L e fo rt’s w ork and , m ore  ex ten 
sively elaborated , in the work o f Laclau an d  Žižek -  is, as we have seen, the 
‘d isinco rpo ra tion ’ o r division o f the  subject in  its re la tion  to the  d isinco rpo
ra tion  an d  division o f society. Yet to w hat ex ten t do  o th e r analytic concep ts 
play a ro le  in Lefort? T he m ost obvious can d id a te  is, o f course, the  co n cep t 
o f the ‘symbolic’. It is clear for L efort tha t th e re  can be no  society w ithou t the 
symbolic dim ension. In the jo u rn a l Psychanalystes he develops his idea  o f  the 
symbolic th rough  a critique o f n a tu ra lis t an d  realist assum ptions, insisting 
that such an idea has a m uch lon g er history th an  psychoanalysis an d  can be 
found  in Plato already and, o f course, in  M achiavelli (w here, fo r instance, 
M achiavelli observes that the p rince  m ust bu ild  his au tho rity  on  the Name of 
the Prince, quoted  in  Flynn 1992: 184 pp .). M oreover, as B ern a rd  Flynn ob
serves, Lacan’s no tion  is given by Lefort a ‘M erleau-Pontyan’ turn: »For Lefort, 
the Symbolic O rd e r is that w hich deploys the  ‘w ithin an d  w ith o u t’; it is w hat 
operates this distinction -  the symbolic s tru c tu re  o f  society is n e ith e r  w ithin 
no r without« (185). O ne could say th a t for L efort the symbolic defines the 
very way in which the chiasm atic, in stitu ting  d im ension  o f society -  its self- 
externalization -  is operationalized  and  institu tionalized . In  its m ost basic 
form , as ‘symbolic system’ o f society, this d im ension  is specifiable as »a con 
figuration  of the  signifiers o f law, pow er a n d  knowledge« (L efort 1986: 186). 
W hile in the ‘m onarch ic’ dispositive these signifiers are un ified  o r in co rp o 
ra ted  in the  single signifier o f the body o f  the king, in the symbolic dispositive

by democracy, the indeterm ination tha t was born  from  the loss of the substance of the 
body politic?« (Lefort 1986: 306)
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o f dem ocracy they are d isjo in ted . T he re la tion  we establish with o r towards 
the  d im ension  o f the orig inary  division can only be symbolic.

In  like m anner, this could  suggest th ink ing  ab o u t the originary division 
in term s o f ‘an tagon ism  as re a l’ (Žižek) although  from  a Lacanian viewpoint 
L efo rt’s usage o f  term s like ‘the re a l’ and  ‘reality’ is no t always consistent, 
an d  som etim es he  em ploys them  interchangeably .11 However, in som e pas
sages h e  com es qu ite  close to a Lacanian understand ing  o f the real as that 
w hich disturbs th e  process o f  every symbolization; or, from  the viewpoint of 
political though t: as nam e for antagonism , as absent foundation  and  as nam e 
for radical contingency. Simultaneously, a fu rther category is requ ired  to nam e 
the  com plem en tary  process o f denial and  concealm ent o f the original divi
sion. For if society can  only be established through  a process o f  self-division -  
w hich bo th  enab les and  disables a certain  degree o f social coherence -  then  
society can never reach  a state o f full reconciliation with itself. T here  will 
always be attem pts a t ‘covering u p ’ the fact that at the place o f society’s ground 
the  only th in g  we discover is an  abyss. These ‘cover-ups’ (a »folding over of 
social d iscourse on  to itself«, 1986: 202) Lefort calls processes o f concealment 
w hich o p era te  th ro u g h  the d im ension  o f the ‘im aginary’.12

Such co n cea lm en t w hich indicates a p ro found  inability to accept the in
stitu ting  d istance o f society to itself, m ust always fail in the final instance -  due 
to the ontologically  necessary charac te r o f the disturbing cause o f the real. 
Any a ttem p t at the  occu lta tion  o f division, Lefort claims, remains subject to 
the effects o f social division -  effects which are revealed, as it were, » through 
the failures o f occultation« . T hese ‘failures’ o f and  ‘d iscordances’ within the 
process o f  occu lta tion  allow »what we can now justly call the real to appear«. 
Lefort, in  a m an n e r n o t en tirely  dissim ilar to Lacan and those who have been

11 At any rate, for Lefort, reality (what he also calls ‘facts’) is discursive by nature since 
» there is no institution which is no t organized within a linguistic activity«. Thus, ‘facts’ are 
defined by Lefort as first order language, while the symbolic and imaginary mise-en-forme is 
defined as second order language (1986: 210).

12 Dick Howard characterizes L efort’s notion of the imaginary -  l ’imaginaire - as follows: 
»the Freudian term  which, in the work of Jacques Lacan, conceptualises the representa
tional dim ension o f psychic functioning, the image of itself which the hum an needs in 
o rder to function as a social being. This self-image is articulated by Lacan in term s of the 
O edipal dram a w here the F ather represents the Law, indicating to the male child what is 
socially forbidden, and therew ith teaching the child his place in the society. Analogously, 
the social imaginaire would represen t the Law of society’s structuring, telling it what is and 
is not legitimate, what can and cannot be changed, and ultimately defining and limiting its 
self-identity. The imaginaire, symbolically articulated, structures the scientific, religious 
and aesthetic discourse th rough which a society comes to know itself. Its function is to 
neutralise the conflictual origins of the social, to create the illusion of perm anence and 
necessity which characterised the ‘society without history’« (Howard 1988: 216).
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influenced by Lacanian though t such as Laclau, thus defines the real in purely  
em pty o r negative fashion as »that w hich m arks the  im possibility o f  achieving 
concealm ent« (197). From  the above said we m ust conclude th a t the  d im en 
sion o f the originary division shows itself th ro u g h  the failures in the processes 
o f im aginary concealm ent. T he real appears by d istu rb ing  all efforts to co n 
ceal the originary division. Thus, the real an d  the imaginary, as L efort presents 
them , are locked in a  (negative) ‘d ia lec tic’: O n  the  o n e  h an d , w hat the  w ork 
o f the im aginary aims a t is the occu lta tion  a n d  co n cea lm en t o f the  fo u n d in g  
n a tu re  o f social division and  historicity (o f con tingency  w ithin history, as we 
would p u t i t ) . O n the  o th er hand , th o u g h , it will never achieve this task given 
the d isturbances in the im aginary w hich ‘m ark ’ the impossibility o f final con 
cealm ent. Yet these m arks o f failure an d  d istu rbance  do have a sym bolic func
tion even as they do n o t p o in t a t any positive re feren t. L efort even describes 
them  as «gra^when he em phasizes th a t occu lta tion  consists in  »suppressing all 
the signs w hich could  destroy the sense o f  certain ty  co n cern in g  the  n a tu re  o f 
the social«. These signs suppressed by im aginary occultation  are, if o n e  w anted 
to invert his fam ous dictum  on  the »dissolution o f th e  m arkers o f  certainty«, 
the markers of un-certainty, or, ra ther, o f contingency. T hese m arkers are »signs 
o f historical creativity, o f  tha t w hich has n o  nam e, o f  w hat is h id d en  from  the 
ac tion  o f  power, o f  w hat b reaks a p a r t  th ro u g h  th e  d isp e rse d  effects o f  
socialization — signs of w hat makes a society, o r hum anity  as such, alien  to 
itself« (203). T h e ir m inim al o r ‘negative’ symbolic function  is given to them  
by the dem ocratic dispositive. W ithin the  la tte r they do  n o t c o u n t as m ere  
d isturbances b u t -  being d isturbances o f  the  process o f imaginary concealment
-  they are understood  as po in ting  at a d im ension  beyond the symbolic: the 
absent g ro u n d  o f society.

Ideology as imaginary concealment o f  division

To concen tra te  for a m om ent o n  the im aginary  d im ension  will allow us 
to app roach  o u r m ain problem  o f the orig inary  an d  in stitu ting  division o f 
society once m ore -  bu t this time from  its ‘reverse s id e’, the side o f its con 
cealm ent o r  occultation. For this side L efort re ta ins the trad itional term  ide
ology. A closer look at the way in w hich he  uses the  term  will show th a t ideol
ogy can justifiably be defined  as discursive actualization o f the im aginary di
m ension. This actualization m ight take place in d iffe ren t ways (L efort th eo 
rizes at least th ree  o f them : to talitarianism , bourgeois an d  invisible ideol
ogy) , yet the  m ain prob lem  o f every ideology is to com e to grips n o t only with 
the ‘logical’ impossibility o f  closure b u t also with the irreversible historical
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event o f the  dem ocratic  revolution . N either can the event o f the  dem ocratic 
revolu tion  be  reversed n o r can the paradoxes th a t were in stan tia ted  by it be 
resolved — even as ideology aim s a t precisely such a de-paradoxization, to use a 
term  by Niklas L uh m an n .

T otalitarianism , now, the m ost radical form  o f ideological concealm ent, 
is m arked  by the dem ocratic  revolution  in particu lar since to talitarianism  is 
n o th in g  else th an  the  m u ta tio n  an d  pro longation  o f its features: to talitarian
ism b o th  inverts an d  at the sam e tim e radicalizes the features of the dem o
cratic revolu tion  an d  th ere fo re  m ust n o t be confused with pre-dem ocratic 
form s o f g o v ern m en t like tyranny o r despotism  as Lefort, like A rendt, rep ea t
edly insists.13 Rather, it is one o f the two m ajor directions in which the dem o
cratic revolu tion  can evolve: dem ocracy and  totalitarianism ; and , since totali
tarianism  is ro o ted  in  the dem ocratic  revolution, it can n o t be clearly and  
defin itely  sep ara ted  from  dem ocracy. T he reason is the following: W ith the 
dem ocratic  revolu tion  society lost its access to a transcenden t source o f legiti
m ation. From  now on  society m ust accept th a t it has to institute itself, draw its 
own bou n d aries an d  find  its im m an en t sources o f legitim ation. A nd since 
society is throw n back on  itself in the m om en t o f its institu tion  (or ‘inven
tio n ’) it necessarily resorts to the  fantasies o f total dom ination  o f the social 
space, o f  o m n ip o te n t know ledge and  all-knowing power: »A condensation  
takes place betw een the  sp h ere  o f power, the sphere of law an d  the sphere o f 
know ledge. Knowledge o f the u ltim ate goals o f society and o f the norm s w hich 
regu la te  social p ractices becom es the property  o f power, an d  at the sam e 
tim e pow er claims to be  the organ  o f a discourse which articulates the real as 
such« (1988: 13).

As with all form s o f  im aginary concealm ent, the defin ing characteristic o f 
to talitarianism  m ust be seen in its occultation o f the original division and  the 
em pty place o f power. By m erg ing  society and  power it closes and  hom og
enizes social space. Pow er will be re-incarnated  and  its place occupied  first by 
a  party  »claim ing to be by its very n a tu re  d ifferen t from  trad itional parties, to 
re p re sen t the  asp ira tions o f  the w hole people«. T he latter will be identified  
with the p ro le ta ria t w hich will be identified  with the party, th en  with the 
p o litb u reau  an d  u ltim ate ly  with w hat Lefort, taking up  an expression o f 
Solzhenitsyn’s, calls the  ‘E gocrat’. W hat is the difference betw een the Egocrat 
an d  the m onarch? It am ounts to a d ifference betw een a precarious form  of

13 This implies that it is not enough simply to denounce totalitarianism as some Cold- 
W ar-ideologists as well as the French ‘new philosophers’ did of which Lefort distances 
him self (1986: 293). It is im portan t to stress that Lefort started to develop his critique of 
totalitarianism  at a tim e -  already in the late 1940ies -  in which this was not at all fashion
able on the Left.
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transcendence, w here the body o f the  m o n arch  is split betw een its tran scen d 
en t an d  its earthly body, and  a form  o f full im m anence . W hile the m o n arch  
was n o t identical with itself, the E gocrat, w ho seeks to fully in carn a te  the  
place o f power within society, is in  possession o f a single body only: corpus 
mysticum and corpus naturale are indistinguishable. T h e  E gocrat coincides with 
h im self as m uch as totalitarian society coincides with itself. O f course, the 
m onarch  too was unifying in his body the p rincip les o f power, law an d  knowl
edge, b u t still h e  had  to obey a ‘h ig h e r p o w er’. H e  was bo th  above th e  law 
and  subject to the law; he was, as L efort stresses with recourse  to a m edieval 
form ula, major et minor se ipso, bo th  above an d  below h im self (1986: 306).

T h e  m ain feature o f totalitarianism  -  with respect to the fo u n d in g  co n 
flict -  is that any form  o f an tagonism  will be concealed , an d  a h o m ogen ized  
and  self-transparent society will be postulated: »social division, in  all its m odes, 
is d en ied , and a t the same time all signs o f d ifferences o f o p in io n , be lie f o r 
m ores are condem ned« (1988: 13). This m eans that, on  the  in te rn a l axis, the 
originary division is erased, o r ra th e r displaced. It is erased  in the sense tha t 
what the  Egocrat incarnates is the ‘People-as-O ne’, th a t is to say, society w ith
o u t in te rn a l division and  antagonism . B ut since, as an  ontological d im ension , 
it can never be com pletely erased  an d  will co n tin u e  to  surface in form  o f 
d isturbances o f the im aginary co n cealm en t it has to be displaced. A nd in  o r
der fo r th e  ‘People-as-O ne’ to be p re sen ted  as a totality, as full identity, a 
re la tion  to some sort o f outside is inevitable. W hat acts as the  new ou tside  is 
a series o f  in ternal substitutes re p resen tin g  the  ‘enem y w ith in ’. T h e  identity  
o f the peop le  is established vis-à-vis the  enem y o f the p eop le  (the kulaks, the  
bourgeoisie, the  jews, spies, and  sab o teu rs). T h e  m e tap h o r o f the body starts 
ta in ting  political discourse: the iden tity  o f the  body o f the  p eop le  an d  society 
dep en d s on  the elim ination o f its parasites. A nd yet, to talitarianism  is e n ta n 
gled in  a paradox. Its goal is to get rid  o f  in te rn a l division b u t in  o rd e r  to 
achieve that goal an  enem y has to be p roduced : »division is d en ied  ( ...)  and , 
a t the sam e tim e as this denial, a division is b e in g  affirm ed, on  the level o f 
phantasy, between the People-as-One an d  the  O ther.« (1986: 298) T otalitari
anism  needs the enem y as a re ference p o in t and , thus, relies on  division in 
the very m om ent in which it decries it.14

T h e same contrad iction  operates on  the  ex ternal axis, the division be
tween society an d  its outside. In  to talitarianism , power, as L efort rem arks, 
»makes n o  reference to anything beyond the social; it rules as th o u g h  n o th 
ing existed  outside the social, as th o u g h  it h ad  no  lim its’. This im plies th a t ‘it

14 According to Lefort (1979), this contradiction runs through the Egocrat as well: On 
the one hand, he fuses with the people and the party which he is supposed to incarnate. 
On the o th e r hand, he confronts them  from  the position of the master.

7 0



D iv is io n  a n d  D e m o c r a c y

relates to a society beyond w hich th ere  is nothing« (1988: 13). It is a society of 
total im m anence w here any dim ension o f transcendence (including an ‘em pty’ 
o r negative tran scen d en ce) is lost: the chiasm  betw een inside and  outside is 
d isen tang led  in favour o f  the inside. T he principle o f im m anence is symbol
ized by the E gocrat in whose body the social totality is condensed. However, 
since som e re fe ren ce  p o in t is req u ired  in o rd e r to constitute a totality, again, 
in te rn a l o r  im m an en t outsides (enem ies) have to be found  o r invented. T he 
idea  o f o rgan ization , u p o n  w hich the totalitarian ideology is erected , needs 
to create  the  idea o f  d isorganization  as its own opposite, the im aginary th rea t 
o f  chaos (sabotage, subversion, e tc.). Society’s necessary self-externalization 
an d  division, in te rn a l an d  ex tern a l conflict, is identified with the danger of 
d isorganization . W hile this is exactly w hat characterizes totalitarianism  it si
m ultaneously  im plies th a t the la tte r carries within itself the seeds o f its own 
failure: it m eans th a t the to talitarian  idea o f organization presupposes and 
builds u p o n  the  idea o f ćfo-organisation: totalitarianism  com es into being 
only by v irtue o f  an  irresolvable contrad iction . H ence, it is doom ed  to failure
-  som eth in g  L efort p red ic ted  in the 1960ies already.

After totalitarianism: the ‘invisibilization ’ o f division

To sum m arize the L efortian  thesis on  the relation  betw een dem ocracy 
an d  to talitarianism , one  cou ld  reph rase  it in the following fashion: Since 
b o th  have its roo ts in  the dem ocratic  invention, the distinction between de
m ocracy an d  to talitarian ism  is a distinction within democracy. Being a m uta
tion w ithin the dem ocratic  dispositive, totalitarianism  canno t overcom e the 
con trad ic tions in h e re n t in  a society which, having lost any ‘n a tu ra l’ reference 
p o in t an d  fo u n d a tio n , can only establish an identity by dividing itself -  bo th  
in ternally  an d  externally. But we also have to see the im plications o f this 
claim: As a consequence  o f L efo rt’s thesis, dem ocracy is n o t the opposite of 
to talitarian ism  b u t con tains totalitarianism  as an internal tendency (1979) -  
hence, no  reason  for com placency. D em ocratic com placency (whose locus 
classicus is Fukuyam a) -  w hich understands dem ocracy as already fully real
ized and  overlooks its com m on  roots with totalitarianism  -  is itself a form  of 
ideology. It is called  by L efort the  ‘invisible ideology’. From  this currently  
hegem onic  form  o f ideology he  discerns an o th er historical variant, the ‘b o u r
geois ideology’. T hey  all are defined  as ideologies because o f their diverse 
strategies to conceal the absence o f  any legitim atory foundation  and  the con
stitutive chiasm  betw een inside an d  outside.

Bourgeois ideology, which can oscillate between conservatism  and  anar
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chy, experienced  its peak in the second  h a lf o f the  n in e te e n th  century. Its 
discourse is constructed  a ro u n d  the  idea o f  positive know ledge an d  den ies 
the existence o f any transcenden t beyond  o r  ou tside from  w here relig ious o r 
mystical knowledge could be guaran teed . A nd yet bourgeois ideology does 
n o t search  for new, con tingen t foun d a tio n s internal to society. R ather, its dis
course is founded  upon  the separation  o f ideas from  the  supposed  real an d  
by ascribing to the form er a tran scen d en t status: W hat is typical fo r bourgeo is 
discourse, as a discourse o f the universal, is th a t it relies on those tran scen d 
en t ideas w ritten in capital letters: H um anity, Progress, N ature, Life, Science, 
Art, the  Republic, Property, Family, Society, N ation, an d  O rd e r (L efort 1986: 
205). T hese ideas secure their identity  by e n te r in g  in to  a vertical dichotom y: 
T he orderly  realm  o f ideas -  civilized society -  rises above a chao tic  an d  
irra tional sphere o f subord inated  elem en ts th rea ten in g  society: the p ro le ta r
ian th rea tens the bourgeois, the savage th rea ten s the civilized, the m adm an  
th rea tens the ‘m entally san e’. T he constitutive ou tside o f  society m utates in to  
a ‘dow nside’, the beyond in to  a below o f  society, o r  o f  m an k in d  even. O rd e r  (or 
identity) is n o t established anym ore vis-à-vis a  trans-social sp h ere  o f th e  sa
cred  b u t vis-à-vis a SM^-Social sphere o f  chaos. But again, as L efort writes in  
nearly deconstructive term inology: »the cond itions w hich en su re  th e  efficacy 
o f bourgeois ideology also con tain  the possibility o f its failure« (208). O n  the  
one h an d , the strength  of bourgeois ideology rests on  its ability to p ro lifera te  
its ideas th ro u g h o u t an increasing n u m b er o f discourses un til even the  m ost 
revolutionary and  subversive politics has to be fo rm u la ted  on  its term s (just 
th ink  o f ‘progress’) thereby fu rth e r s tren g th en in g  bourgeois ideology. T he 
institu ting  division is dissolved by the ‘p lu ra lism ’ o f ideas an d  o f d iffe ren ti
ated  spheres o f action (economy, technology, art, politics, e tc .) . O n  the  o th e r 
hand , the same fact constitutes the m ain  weakness o f bourgeois ideology: the 
ideas can n o t fulfill their prom ise o f tran scen d en ce  since the  la tte r collides 
with the assum ption o f a d iffe ren tia ted  social objectivity; an d  they can n o t 
fulfill th e ir prom ise o f universality e ith e r since they are p lu ral an d  o ften  times 
incom patible. O n this basis it becom es possible fo r the to ta lita rian  ideology 
to liquidate its bourgeois co u n te rp a rt.1’’

After the age of com m unism , w hat has becom e the p revalen t answ er to 
the irritation  o f society’s groundlessness is the  ‘invisible ideology’.11’ H ere, the

15 In particular by obliterating the boundaries between the differentiated social systems 
and fusing the bourgeois oppositions (in particular the one between civil society and 
state), thus nourishing »a passion for tautology« (Lefort 1986: 215).

№ Recently Lefort speaks about a ‘society of individuals’: the neoliberal version o f the 
invisible ideology. The myth of the society of individuals presents the state as a no th ing  
more than the adm inistrator of a national enterprise or incorporation . This could have 
desymbolizing effects on social relations: »Wenn m an der Vorstellung einer Gesellschaft von
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im aginary  d im ension  is ac tualized by the ideology o f supposedly anonym ous 
in fo rm atio n  and  the  cerem ony  o f  com m unication: social division is occulted 
by the  b o n d  o f m ed ia  com m unication . W ith the help  of the  overarching and 
endlessly m u ltip lied  transm issions o f  rad io  an d  television, ideology produces 
the illusion o f a h o m o g en ized  social space. C om m unication  provides a com 
m o n  b ack g ro u n d  in  fro n t o f  w hich all d ifferen tiated  spheres o f action as well 
as scientific, econom ic, cu ltu ra l and  political con ten ts becom e in terchange
able. T his p e rm a n e n t b ack g ro u n d  o f the cerem ony o f com m unication  is the 
new ‘fo u n d a tio n , this acco m p an im en t is the lining continuously spun from  
the  in to le rab le  fact o f  social division’ (228). A social bond , a between-us (entre- 
nous) is created ; however, this b o n d  is no t p red icated  on  a constitutive ab
sence. Rather, conflic t is pasted  over by the incantation  o f  familiarity.

»it installs within mass society the limits of a »little world« where everything 
happens as if each person were already turned towards the other. It 
provokes a hallucination of nearness which abolishes a sense of distance, 
strangeness, imperceptibility, the signs of the outside, of adversity, of 
otherness« (228).

This o m n ip resen t ritual o f com m unication  assumes its general political 
significance by o b lite ra tin g  the  gap betw een society and  its outside and  be
tw een society an d  politics: the political is occulted, power tu rns in to  a place 
like any other. Its effectiveness »lies in the fact tha t it is only partially m ani
fested as political d iscourse -  an d  it is precisely because o f this tha t it acquires 
a genera l political significance« (227). Political ‘round  tab le ’ discussions on 
TV are a  case in po in t. All re la tions o f dom ination  seem to d isappear insofar 
as the  invisible ideology inco rp o ra tes all opposition  by sim ulating  within it
self a place for the co n trad ic to r while, at the same time, equivalence is sim u
la ted  betw een ru lers  an d  ru led  -  an  equivalence which does n o t co rrespond  
to the factual antagonism s outside the studio. A »phantasm agoria o f reciproc
ity« is established, »accord ing  to which everything is in princip le sayable, 
visible, in tellig ib le, for such is in d eed  the u ltim ate effect o f  the occultation of 
division: the  im age o f an  u n lim ited  discourse in which everything would be
com e tran sp aren t«  (229). T h ere  is an  illusion o f transparency because the

Individuen verfällt, ist man O pfer eines Mythos. U nd man sieht n u r zu gut, wie dieser 
Mythos partikulare, durch  den M arkt beförderte Interessen zufriedenstellt. Noch einmal 
ist es wichtig, die V erflechtung d er politischen, wirtschaftlichen, gesellschaftlichen und 
m oralischen Tatsachen zu begreifen. Wenn sich die Träger der politischen Autorität im 
N am en d er ökonom ischen N otwendigkeit mit einem  gesellschaften Bruch abfm den und 
der Staat n u r noch als Verwalter des nationalen U nternehm ens -  m ehrfach habe ich den 
A usdruck ‘U nternehm en  F rankre ich ’ g e h ö r t-  darstellen, dann sind sie die H auptverant
w ortlichen fü r den Verlust des Symbolischen.« (1998: 13)
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precarious, chiasm atic relation betw een the  visible an d  the invisible is re
solved within the visible. And in the m o m en t in  w hich everything becom es 
visible, w hat is effectively ‘invisibilized’ is the  d im ension  o f society’s in stitu 
tion via conflict an d  division.17

To recapitulate: Every m od ern  form  o f  ideology (and  every ideology is 
m o d ern  in the sense tha t it is a response to the dem ocratic  revolu tion) co n 
sists in the  denial o f  bo th  the in stitu ting  role o f  division an d  the  em ptiness o f 
the place o f  power. Yet, with the dem ocratic  revolu tion  it has becom e im pos
sible to perm anen tly  occupy tha t p lace o f pow er w hich has effectively been  
disincorporated . W hile in the past, this ex terna l place has b een  occup ied  by 
the gods, or, in a supplem entary  way, by the  tran scen d en t body o f  the  m o n 
arch, such a transcenden t or founda tiona l ou tside -  an  actually existing o u t
side with a positive co n ten t in d e p e n d e n t o f society’s identity  -  is u n th in k ab le  
within the  dem ocratic dispositive: N o th in g  an d  nobody  can anym ore legiti
mately claim  being  a natu ra l in h ab itan t o f  the ou tside an d  in carn a tin g  an 
ex ternal p o in t o f reference: T he outside has lo n g  b een  a b a n d o n ed  by the 
gods, an d  power -  the rep resen ta tiona l form  o f th a t ou tside — has b ee n  ‘em p 
tied ’. Such a stance is also un th inkab le , ph ilosophically  speaking, afte r the  
decline o f foundationalism . N obody can justifiably  claim having u n h in d e re d  
epistem ic access to a tran scen d en t sp h ere  o f  know ledge: Such ep istem ic 
foundationalism  is simply the scientific form  o f ideology. A  parad igm atic  ex
am ple for a foundationalist theory  in the social sciences is o rth o d o x  M arx
ism: H ere  it is the econom ic ‘base’ w hich supplies a substantive p o in t o f  re fe r
ence for everything in the ‘su p erstru c tu re ’. Yet positivism, o r w hat L efort calls 
bourgeois science (the com plem en t to bourgeo is ideo logy), with its b e lie f in 
a factually pre-given objectivity is n o  less foundationalist. Ideology, thus, can 
em erge in both  politics and  science. Ideology is a founda tiona lis t en terp rise : 
the »enterprise o f phantasy which tends to p ro d u ce  and  to fix the  u ltim ate  
foundations o f knowledge in every sphere« (299).

Democracy as ‘ontic institutionalization  ’ o f division

A fter having discussed the p h en o m en o n  o f  orig inal division from  its re 
verse side -  im aginary co n c e a lm e n t- , le t us recap itu la te  w here precisely the 
difference between the dem ocratic dispositive an d  form s o f ideology is situ
ated. In both  the dem ocratic and  the  non-dem ocratic  dispositive it is a fact 
tha t only with recourse to the instance o f power, w hich rep resen ts  its ou tside,

17 As well as the ideological operation itself: the ‘operation  which defuses the effects of 
the institution of the social’ (Lefort 1986: 234).
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can  society im agine itself as one. In  bo th  cases pow er offers to society a ‘po in t 
o f re fe re n c e ’ w hich has to be ex ternal to the social (i.e., has to be rep re 
sen ted  as being  ex ternal) in o rd e r to function  as reference for the social 
w hole, for, as it has b een  dem o n stra ted , we can only establish the totality of 
som eth in g  by re fe rrin g  to a p o in t or place which is no t itself part o f  that 
totality b u t is ex ternal to the latter. Every society -  dem ocratic o r n o t -  achieves 
its identity  th ro u g h  such division (even when ideology den ies division it si
m ultaneously  constructs it in  the form  o f enem ies). So if this logic applies to 
every society, w here does the d ifference lie between a dem ocratic and a non- 
dem ocratic  dispositive?

H ere , it is im p o rtan t to em phasize that the post-foundational answer to 
this question  m ust n o t be confused  with the aw^-foundationalist answer. The 
‘d issolution  o f the m arkers o f  certa in ty ’ does n o t lead to a dissolution o f all 
markers, to the d issolution o f  the symbolic dim ension as such. T he latter as
sum ption  would, o f  course, characterize the standard  foundationalist critique 
o f  an ti-fo u n d a tio n a lism : A ccord ing  to its fo u n d a tio n a lis t critiques, anti- 
foundationalism  assum es th a t if we did n o t have any stable ground , any guid
ing p rinc ip le  (o f u ltim ate  values, ra tional tru th , e tc .) , any certain ty  regard ing  
o u r social affairs, th en  everything w ould be allowed. A ccording to this stand
ard  critique, we w ould be in to tal confusion, w ithout any o rien ta tion  and  
deprived  o f  any symbolic fram ew ork within which we could  position o u r
selves. For Lefort, an d  tha t is w hat makes his theory /;as£-foundational ra th e r 
th an  anti-foundationalist, this does n o t constitute a s tringen t conclusion. It is 
tru e  th a t w hat functions as the O th e r o f society is n o ta  positive, transcenden t 
p rinc ip le  o r g ro u n d  but, on  the  o th e r hand , the dim ension o f the outside -  
the  institu ting  ‘g ro u n d ’ -  can n o t com pletely d isappear e ith er if society is still 
to have an  identity; an d  who w ould deny that it is in need  o f som e sort of 
identity. L efort m akes it very clear that a po in t o f reference is still requ ired  
th o u g h  dem ocratically  it has to be established in a d ifferent, a purely n o n 
substantive way. W hat characterizes the dem ocratic dispositive then  is th a t it 
keeps the place o f pow er em pty an d  refrains from  positing any g round  o th er 
th an  its self-division. Yet the d iffe ren t forms of ideology have taugh t us tha t 
the groundlessness o f  the social and  the em ptiness o f power can be d en ied  
an d  occulted . H ence, som eth ing  m ore is requ ired  for dem ocratic dispositive 
to be realized: T h e  em ptiness o f  the place o f power has to be institutionally 
recognized  (as m uch  as the groundlessness o f society is theoretically accepted 
by post-foundational political though t) and  discursively actualized. W hat has to 
occur is the  in stitu tional recogn ition  tha t the place o f power has always been
-  an d  will always be — empty. T h e  dem ocratic dispositive, hence, provides an
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institutional framework which guaran tees fo r the  acceptance o f  the g round less
ness o f  the  social.

How is this paradoxical goal o f  the  institu tionalization  o f g roundlessness 
achieved within the dem ocratic dispositive? T h e  following set o f  ‘a rran g e 
m en ts’ -  which should  n o t be u n d ers to o d  as m ere  m echan ical app lica tions 
even as they have to be operationalized  on  the  ‘o n tic ’ level -  req u ires  o u r 
particu lar atten tion . T he first has b een  m en tio n ed  already: T h e  d is in co rp o 
ration  o f the place o f power is accom pan ied  by ‘the  d isen tang ling  o f the 
sphere o f  power, the sphere o f law an d  the sp h ere  o f know ledge’. Pow er is in 
constan t search for its own base o f  leg itim ation  because the p rincip les o f 
justice an d  of knowledge are n o t anym ore in co rp o ra ted  in the  perso n  o f the 
ruler:

»Once power ceases to m anifest the principle which generates and 
organizes a social body, once it ceases to condense within it the virtues 
deriving from transcendent reason andjustice, law and knowledge assert 
themselves as separate from and irreducible to power. And ju s t as the 
figure of power in its materiality and its substantiality disappears, ju s t as 
the exercise of power proves to be bound up with the tem porality o f its 
reproduction and to be subordinated to the conflict of collective wills, so 
the autonomy of law is bound up with the impossibility of establishing its 
essence. The dimension of the developm ent of right unfolds in its entirety, 
and it is always dependent upon a debate as to its foundations, and as to 
the legitimacy of what has been established and of what ough t to be 
established. Similarly, recognition of the autonom y of knowledge goes 
hand in hand with a continual reshaping o f the processes of acquiring 
knowledge and with an investigation into the foundations of truth. As 
power, law and knowledge become disentangled, a new relation to the 
real is established; to be more accurate, this relation is guaranteed within 
the limits of socialization and of specific dom ains o f activity.« (1988: 17- 
18)

W ithin the dem ocratic dispositive, there fo re , the b o u n d arie s  betw een 
these spheres o f activity have to be recognized. W hat we witness is the  respec
tive autonomization o f the spheres o f  law, know ledge an d  pow er -  they all 
develop and  define their own norm s an d  p rincip les o f legitimacy, an d  it is 
to talitarianism  which seeks to tear down the  walls betw een these spheres an d  
re-center society a ro u n d  a single legitim atory  g ro u n d .18

18 Therefore, 'separation’ of those spheres, as Lefort stresses, »does not m ean a com 
plete break; or, of the term  is suitable, it is only on condition  that it does no t efface the 
mode of articulation which is instituted by the break itself« (1986: 255).
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T h e fact th a t such a single g ro u n d  disappears, though, does n o t imply 
the d isappearance  o f the questions o f  social institution. Since they can n o t rely 
on  any ex terna l source o f ‘fo u n d in g ’ they tu rn  into questions o f  au tonom ous 
^ ^ in s t i tu t io n  o f society. A nd it is luithin society w here all questions o f au to n o 
m ous self-institution are nego tia ted . This is m ade possible by the separation  
o f civil society from  the state. F u rtherm ore , a public space''' is carved o u t of 
civil society in w hich no  m o n arch , no m ajority an d  no suprem e ju d g e  can 
decide w hich particu la r d eb a te  is legitim ate and  which one is not. Dem ocracy 
is » founded  u p o n  the legitimacy o f a debate as to what is legitimate and what is 
illegitimate — a d eb a te  w hich is necessarily w ithout any g u aran to r an d  w ithout 
any end« (1988: 39).

T h a t never-end ing  d eb a te  — w hich form s public space -  was secured by 
the dec lara tion  o f h u m an  rights (G auchet 1989). T he notion  o f hum an rights 
po in ts to a territo ry  w hich — as a consequence o f the d isen tang lem en t of 
power, law an d  know ledge -  is located  beyond the reach o f power. H um an 
rights are  d ec la red  w ithin and  by civil society itself and are p art o f the au to 
institu tion  o f the latter. It goes w ithout saying that no th in g  could be m ore 
alien  to L efort th an  g ro u n d in g  h u m an  rights within the nature o f m an. This 
w ould again posit a fu r th e r  positive ground  b eh in d  society’s absent g round. 
L efort p refers (like A ren d t befo re  an d  D errida after him ) inqu iring  in to  the 
paradoxes o f  the dec lara tion  o f rights which resem ble the paradoxes involved 
in the ac t o f dec laring  a constitu tion .20 O nce declared, however, hum an rights 
p ro d u ce  an  u ltim ate fram e w herein  positive law can be questioned: »From 
the m o m en t w hen the  rights if m an  are posited as the u ltim ate reference, 
estab lished  rig h t is o p en  to question« (Lefort 1986: 258). H um an  rights do 
not constitu te  a new positive g ro u n d , they do n o t consist o f a certain  set of

Ul In m ore concrete term s defined by Lefort in an Arendtian way as »a space which is so 
constituted that everyone is encouraged  to speak and to listen w ithout being subject to 
the authority of another, that everyone is urged to willxhe. power he has been given. This 
space, which is always indeterm inate, has the virtue of belonging to no one, of being large 
enough to accom m odate only those who recognize one another within it and who give it 
a m eaning, and of allowing the questioning of right to spread« (Lefort 1988: 41).

20 Lefort rem arks for instance that »the rights of man are declared, and they are de
clared as rights tha t belong to man; but, at the same time, man appears through his 
representatives as the  being whose essence it is to declare his rights. It is impossible to 
detach the statem ent from  the u tte rance as soon as nobody is able to occupy the place, at 
a distance from  all others, from  which he would have authority to grant or ratify rights. 
Thus rights are no t simply the object o f a declaration, it is their essence to be declared« 
(1986: 256-7). The similarity to the declaration of a constitution does not only lie in the 
perform ative character o f the speech act of ‘declaring’; it is the same impossible place from 
which the declaration has to proceed: a place which necessarily has to presuppose what it 
claims to be founding.
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pre-established eternal principles: they are  characteristically  o p en  with re 
spect to their conten t. A lthough h u m an  rights, in principle, expose all p a rticu 
lar established rights to question ing , they g u aran tee  however th a t o n e  rig h t 
can n o t be questioned: the right to have rights, as L efort fo rm ulates with re fe r
ence to H annah  A rendt. O nce acknow ledged h u m an  rights en ab le  m ore an d  
m ore social groups to claim th e ir rig h t to have rights. L efo rt’s p o in t is th a t 
the extension o f hum an rights to m ore  an d  m ore groups — and , since they 
have to  openly struggle for their inclusion , th e  ex tension  o f  pub lic  space — is 
n o t an  arbitrary addition  to the dem ocratic  dispositive b u t is absolutely neces
sary for dem ocracy to exist. T he co n stan t call fo r inclusion o f  m ore  an d  m ore  
groups (today, for instance, for the  rights o f hom osexuals, job less peop le , o r 
im m igrants) -  the  call for their inclusion  in the category o f  those w ho have 
the rig h t to have rights -  is w hat generates dem ocracy  again an d  again. This 
is the m ean ing  o f the no tion  o f generative principle ascribed to h u m an  rights 
by L efort.21

This generative process o f figh ting  for fu r th e r inclusions in to  the  ever- 
en larg ing  space once o p en ed  u p  by the dec la ra tion  o f  h u m an  rights is, o f  
course, conflictual in na tu re  an d  thus accom pan ied  by the institutionalization 
of conflict in  dem ocracy (L e fo rt/G au ch e t 1971). Universal suffrage th e re fo re  
belongs to  the m ost im portan t e lem en ts o f th e  dem ocratic  dispositive. T his 
m ight sound  trivial b u t the u ltim ate m ean in g  o f universal suffrage, acco rd ing  
to Lefort, is n o t to elect representatives o f the peop le  what, eventually, will 
perm it the constitution o f a governm ent. This, in a sense, is a ‘side effec t’ o f 
elections. Its real m eaning  is, firstly, to give ru les to political com petition  
which guaran tee  for the periodic evacuation o f  th e  place o f  pow er thereby  
rem in d in g  of the la tte r’s ontologically ‘em pty’ status; and , secondly, to m ove 
social conflict (conflicts o f interests an d  class conflict) on to  the symbolic stage 
o f politics. We witness the ‘su b lim atio n ’ o r sym bolic institu tionalization  of, 
again, bo th  the ex ternal axis and  the in te rn a l axis o f  society’s o rig inary  insti
tution: its self-externalization vis-à-vis an  (em pty) place o f pow er an d  its self- 
identification th rough  in terna l struggle. C onflict or, as we cou ld  say: an tag o 
nism as real, is n o t den ied  and  disavowed in  dem ocracy: it is recogn ized  an d

21 It should be m entioned that, for Lefort, the ‘institu tionalization’ of rights is an 
ambiguous enterprise since it is both a necessary condition for an awareness o f rights to 
evolve and constant th reat to rights in as far as it tends towards bureaucratization and 
concealm ent: »On the one hand, the institutionalization involves, with the developm ent 
o f a body of law and a caste of specialists, the possibility o f concealm ent of the m echa
nisms indisipensable to the effective exercise of rights by the interested parties; on the 
other hand, it provides the necessary support for an awareness of rights« (1986: 260). This 
shows that Lefort is conscious of the paradoxical natu re  o f any ontic instutionalization of 
ontological conditions.
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sim ultaneously  d isp laced  in to  the Symbolic. This m echanism  rests on a p roc
ess o f disincorporation in the  m o m en t o f elections. W hat occurs is that in the 
m o m en t o f elections, citizens w hich are en tang led  within d ifferen t social con
texts ex p erien ce  w hat L efo rt calls the »disincorporation o f the individual« 
(1986: 303). T hey are  abstracted  an d  transform ed, or better: converted in to  
num bers. T h e  h istoric p reco n d itio n  for such abstraction is, o f  course, a p roc
ess o f  secularization. O nly afte r the d isincorporation  o f  the body social it 
becam e im aginable to d isinco rpora te  the individual, to b reak  the unity of 
society ap a rt in to  n u m b ers  in the m o m en t o f election, thus exploding social 
substance in to  fragm ents: »the idea  o f num ber as such is opposed  to the idea 
o f the  substance o f society« {ibid.). Or, m ost poignant: »N um ber replaces 
substance« (1988: 19).

T h e  universality o f  the body social form erly inco rporated  by the m on
arch  is now  rep laced  by universal suffrage, whereby the general will can never 
m anifest itself w ithou t m ed iation  as it divides itself and has to be ‘coun ted  
o u t’. W hat is actually symbolically rep resen ted  in the m o m en t o f election, 
th en , is n o t the will o f the  p eo p le  in its unm ed iated  em anation: quite on the 
contrary, it is the  fragm en ta tion , division and  conflictuality o f society which is 
staged. It follows th a t the will o f the  people is no th ing  unitary because the fact 
th a t it has to be co u n ted  o u t attests to its fragm entation. This is why ‘the 
p eo p le ’ does n o t exist. A nd, in add ition  to that, it also disproves the critique 
o f dem ocracy  as ‘m erely fo rm a l’. Such a critique usually insists that dem o
cratic elections m ask an d  mystify the ‘rea l’ econom ic pow er relations since 
elections are  n o r  a b o u t d istribu ting  ‘re a l’ or factual power. W hat is over
looked  is th a t e lections are no t, in  the first place, abou t the d istribution  of 
‘re a l’ pow er anyhow since th e ir function  is to stage and  symbolize conflict 
an d  pow er as real: T h e ir  paradoxical ro le is to serve as institutional markers of 
un-certainty. It is in the symbolic d ram a o f election tha t society re tu rns to the 
d im ension  o f its own foun d a tio n  and  origin: to the ultim ately conflictual char
ac ter o f  the social an d  to the impossibility o f perm anently  occupying the place 
o f power. W hat symbolic conflicts on the stage o f politics legitim ate, thus, is 
n o t so m u ch  social conflicts in all their varying forms, but, ra ther, the instance 
o f conflic t as originary: society’s found ing  antagonism .

Conclusion

All those aspects o f  the dem ocratic dispositive con tribu te  to the institu
tionalization o f society’s orig inary  dim ension: division. W hat makes division 
orig inary  is the im possibility o f a positive ground. It is because society’s iden-
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tity can n o t be forged in relation  to  a positive g ro u n d  th a t society has to find  
its g ro u n d  in itself by way o f self-division. Such a quasi-transcenden ta l claim  
abou t the general condition  o f iden tity  fo rm ation  m akes sense only if it is 
valid with regard  to every form  o f society. T h e  d ifference betw een dem ocracy  
and  totalitarianism  is n o t that the  la tte r has access to a positive g ro u n d  w hile 
the fo rm er h asn ’t. W hat distinguishes dem ocracy  from  to talitarian ism  an d  
o th er form s o f ideology is tha t in dem ocracy  the general co n d itio n  o f  every 
possible society -  the absence o f a positive g ro u n d  -  is n o t occu lted  b u t insti
tutionally recognized an d  discursively actualized.

This, however, can only be a paradox ical en terp rise  because it is im pos
sible to fully institutionalize som eth ing  purely  negative an d  absen t in to  a pres
ence. If  this institutionalization com pletely  succeeded  we w ould be  left with 
full presence an d  the dim ension o f  absence w ould be lost entirely. A bsence as 
such c an n o t be institutionalized. T h ere fo re , institu tionalization  o r discursive 
actualization has to aim at som eth ing  slightly d ifferent: the recognition o f  ab
sence as absence, tha t is, the reco g n itio n  o f the im possibility o f fo u n d in g  
society once an d  for all. Symbolic fram ew orks a re  provided  w hich allow for 
the acceptance o f in terrogation , debate , question ing , an d  conflict as th a t w hat 
generates democracy. Symbolic m odes o f ‘reflexivity’ a re  p ro d u ced  with re 
gard  to the  logic o f identity fo rm ation  as such. T h ere  is n o th in g  ‘cognitive’ to 
these modes: th e ir institu tionalization m erely  im plies th a t g roundlessness is 
openly staged in dem ocracy and  th a t the constitutive role o f  division is cu ltu r
ally accepted  (th a t it en ters the ‘flesh o f  the  social’) .22 So we can sum m arize 
by saying that what characterizes dem ocracy is n o t so m uch the logic o f g ro u n d 
lessness an d  self-division bu t the recogn ition  o f  tha t logic as constitutive. By 
accepting it as constitutive, the d im ension  o f g ro u n d  does n o t d isappear obvi
ously. Rather, it is em ptied  o f any positive c o n ten t an d  re ta in ed  as so m eth in g  
which is absent. This is w hat m akes dem ocracy  -  an d  L efo rt’s theory  o f de
m ocracy -  post-foundational. For, un like any o th e r form  o f  society, d em oc
racy is fo unded  upon  the recogn ition  o f the very absence o f any defin ite  
foundation .

O l iv e r  M a r c h a r t

22 With the latter point Lefort touches at som ething which a Gramscian m ight call the 
necessity for democracy to assume ‘cultural hegem ony’: »II faut que le sen tim ent de la 
division sociale, de l’hétérogénéité, de la diversité irréductible des m odes de vie et des 
croyances, vienne à s’im prim er dans une culture et devienne familier, que cette culture 
soit com me une seconde nature pour les hom m es, pou r que la dém ocratie devienne 
autre chose qu ’un système d ’institu tions à défend re , q u ’elle ne se résum e plus au 
pluripartisme et au parlamentarisme, mais qu ’elle soit com me Vêlement dans lequel chacun 
se rapporte aux autres.« (1988b: 196)
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