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Abstract

This paper examines the liminal origins of the affective bonds that initiate and substantiate 
democratic communities. Following Claude Lefort’s political anthropology, the paper works on 
the premise that power in democracy cannot be appropriated or incorporated, but is rather struc-
tured around an empty place. The formal safeguards in  contemporary democracy rely upon legal 
guarantees, institutionalized boundaries, or individual autonomy, not  affective interpersonal bonds 
or a social spirit. Practices of democratic governance, managed democracy, or the dissolution of 
social solidarities in the act of voting may even undermine a democratic spirit. Using the analogy 
of Plato’s response to the crisis of Athenian democracy, this paper claims that the social spirit of 
democratic communities emerges in liminal rites of passage, in transitions, where the self, the 
individual, opens up to the collective community. The argument is that these substantive bonds 
cannot derive from particularistic and bounded entities such as the law, self-interest, or autonomy. 
Rather they emerge in the boundlessness of historical events, which is represented in the rituali-
zation of shared experiences and shared destiny. If democracy fundamentally is the power of 
nobody, any meaningful claim to popular sovereignty requires ritual initiation and the weaving of 
affective bonds of  solidarity and social spirit.  
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Introduction

Democracy means that the people rule in their own interest. Put differently, it implies 
that “the people is the master” of its own affairs. The question I pursue here is not how 
the normative pillars, moral standards, and practical benefits of this arrangement can be 
improved. Rather my concern is to examine some paradoxes and problems of demo-
cratic rule. If the people – originally the poor and the many as well as the low  – have 
become the master, how has this transition come about? If nobody can appropriate 
power in democracy permanently, how can authority be created and maintained? To 
what extent is the formal compliance with democratic arrangements underpinned by 
informal, emotive, and unconscious bonds between people? 

Democracies, like individuals and groups, actually emerge and come of age 
through processes of transition (Wydra, 2007). Such transitions cannot be simply about 
connecting the dots, i.e. introducing founding elections, rule of law, or state bureaucra-
cies in countries unfamiliar with these institutions. Political regimes change as societies 
undergo the dissolution of established power structures, affecting not only institutional 
forms but also affective relations and symbolic universes of people. In order to ap-
proach such dissolutions of order, I shall introduce Claude Lefort’s concept of empty 
place of power, which constitutes one of the most powerful anthropological tools for 
the understanding of the ambivalences of contemporary democracy (Lefort, 1986, 
2007). Drawing on the French Revolution, Lefort argues that the essence of democracy 



is not in a substance, a content, or an incorporated certainty but in the permanence of 
an authority vacuum, where the place of power is empty and can only be appropriated 
temporarily. 

Providing a liminal interpretation of the empty place of power, this paper 
intends to recover the experiential background of regime transitions when people are 
initiated into new  forms of authority. It is argued here that the bonds uniting demo-
cratic communities cannot be created from outside the social space and the meanings 
people attribute to their experiences. Feelings of belonging to a political association 
arise from within the historical process by ritualistic and symbolic techniques to master 
contingency. The common dichotomy between democratic procedures and democratic 
values cannot really grasp how  democracy’s spirit is based on unconscious, affective 
bonds of mutual recognition. Drawing on this liminal interpretation it is possible to 
question pervasive structuralist and functionalist accounts of popular sovereignty that 
base ideas of democratic rule on the formal separation between rulers and ruled rather 
than on their association.

The Empty Place of  Power as an Existential Fact

A methodological remark is necessary at the outset. Social science is primarily about 
interpreting facts. Interpretation often takes a position of intellectualist distance by 
which the observing analyst claims detachment from events, culture, and meaning. In 
search for generalizable statements, many see democracy as an objective social fact ex-
pressing people’s participation in self-government in modern constitutional states. Oth-
ers put the emphasis on the progressive acquisition of individual rights and freedoms, 
often supported and legitimized by enlightened reflection and rationality. Yet, it is quite 
evident that without the dramatic experiences of the revolutionary age in the late eight-
eenth century, democracy’s second coming as the aspirational form of political organi-
zation would not have been possible (Koselleck, 2006; Sewell, 2005; Dunn, 2005). 
Touchstone theorists of revolution and democracy formed their interpretive value 
judgements as a response to experiencing the radical changes of society in their life-
times. Tocqueville described democracy as a “providential force”, whereas Marx re-
garded revolutions as a progressive historical force, as “locomotives of history”. The 
force of democracy arises not only from abstract ideas, reflective rationality, or legal-
contractual obligations that are external to the social body. It fundamentally emerges 
from the will to emancipation within it, be it the third estate, the nation, or the proletar-
ian class. 

When regimes dissolve and collapse, the emancipatory process occurs in 
waves, expressing fluidity and contingency (Markoff, 1996). Political emancipation is 
usually connoted by social achievements. Yet, this moral approval of emancipation con-
ceals the fact that the extension of the franchise of suffrage for women or the emanci-
pation of the slaves occurred during or immediately after revolutions or (civil) wars. 
Emancipation literally means “to leave paternal authority”, an act of separation, which 
does not happen primarily at the level of intellectualism, i.e. by the persuasive power of 
a doctrine or a systemic body of beliefs. For individuals, emancipation often coincides 
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with the end of a life cycle and the initiation into another part of life, such as passages 
from the womb into life, from adolescence to adulthood, or from life to death. At the 
social level, the initiation of individuals and collectivities into new  forms of social and 
political relations is not so much a process of enlightened reflection but primarily 
marked by rituals, emotions, and contentious politics. A political authority would very 
rarely surrender because of some inherent biological necessity or the beauty and force 
of a new  idea. Despite all lofty revolutionary ideals, the victory of popular sovereignty 
at the Bastille in July 1789 occurred under conditions of fluidity and disorder, making 
social emancipation draw both on mass violence and imagination, brute force and sym-
bolic power (Sewell, 2005: 225-70).

For Claude Lefort, the dramatic context of the downfall of absolutist monar-
chy in the French Revolution produced an authority vacuum that in its comprehensive 
scope needs to be understood as a total social fact in the understanding of Marcel 
Mauss (Lefort, 1986, 2007; Mauss, 2001). Following Mauss, Lefort’s holistic conception 
of the political rejects the categorization of politics into well-defined sectors, where 
individuals and institutions act rationally and strategically according to predictable 
norms and rules. The French Revolution introduced radical indeterminacy not only in 
the state but in the totality of social facts, including psychological, economic, legal, and 
political dimensions. Politically, the French Revolution brought about a massive dis-
incorporation of structures of power, “liberating” people from their dependence on 
collective bodies or feudal lords. Sociologically, however, individuals were just not there 
but they had to “become” so through processes of individualization. Before people 
become individuals, the separation from their former social place of belonging caused 
uncertainty about status, identity, and unpredictability about their life chances. 

In Lefort’s account, the democratic moment is in the dissolution of “markers 
of certainty”, which comprehended institutional, symbolic, and mental structures (Le-
fort, 1986: 30). Whereas in monarchies, power was incorporated in the body of the king 
and the corporate social body, democratic rule is not entitled to incorporate or appro-
priate power, as the exercise of power becomes subject to a periodic competition for 
this power. Democracy is thus built on the ruins of the old social hierarchy; yet, from 
these ruins autonomous beings do not emerge. One of Lefort’s crucial insights is that 
modern democracy is essentially ambivalent about its underlying social basis, the peo-
ple. In the process of emancipation from the sources of moral and legal norms, the 
people become a political principle before they are established as a sociological fact. 
Both in 1789 and in 1848, for instance, the notion of the people was associated with a 
“whole”, an “all”, or a “unity” (Rosanvallon, 2006: 82). Adopting Kantorowicz’s idea 
about the two bodies of the king, one could speak about the people’s two bodies, about 
an intrinsic double meaning of the people. As a nation, despite its abstraction, the peo-
ple appears as a unity, a densely organized whole, identifying the notion of the people 
as the whole body of citizens in a nation. Yet it covers, socially, the bigger, more nu-
merous, the common, ordinary, le menu people. In this second meaning, the body of the 
“people” is volatile, fugitive, and implies the dissociation from, if not confrontation 
with, the elites, authority, the rich, and the powerful. Given this malleability and fickle-
ness of the central principle of democracy, popular sovereignty cannot be simply taken-
for-granted.  
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The place of rule in a democracy is void of real people and can only be tem-
porarily filled, never be appropriated. Whilst power in monarchies was bound to the 
body of the king, power in democracy is the power of nobody (Lefort, 1986: 28). The 
head of state, a prime minister, or a government, are neither supreme rulers nor repre-
sentatives of the sovereign, but rather temporary guardians of an empty place. Whilst 
this empty place structures the political and social order of democracies, nobody can 
really speak in its name. Any claim to substance, such as the collective good, the public 
interest, or the will of the nation, is subject to the competitive struggle for gaining the 
authority of office and government. The occupancy of authoritative positions is limited 
in time, open to criticism, and subject to accountability. 

Although the empty place of power is a historical event, unrepeatable, and 
unique, the democratic process has ever since relied on the promise of being substanti-
ated in the name of the hazy notion of the “people”. Popular sovereignty indeed has 
developed through complex processes, which relied upon ideological, social, political, 
and legal reformulations of meanings relating to the people and their position with 
regard to domination. Yet, as Paul Ricoeur pointed out, sovereignty has no essence, no 
foundation. Moreover, sovereignty requires time and will be constructed retrospectively 
by the work of collective memory (Ricoeur, 1984). As the notion of the people has no 
content and is inherently unstable, leaders with the intention of destruction, vengeance, 
and hatred can use the “people” for their own purposes. In Tocqueville’s terms, the 
majority can become extremely powerful, even tyrannical, in its capacity. Democratic 
aspirations are thus not only conducive to liberty and the supremacy of public opinion, 
but they also potentially threaten disorder. It is difficult to identify who acts behind this 
majority, as the “majority” is, sociologically speaking, a shifting and fickle mass entitled 
to represent the unity of the people as a political body. In revolutionary situations, for 
instance, crowds transgress boundaries, lose constraint, leading to schismogenic proc-
esses of continued and ritualized violence.1  “Elite theorists” of democracy from Plato 
to Tocqueville, Ortega y Gasset, or Schumpeter, not only “knew” but had felt what 
“bad” imitation, mob rule, and the downward spiral of  equality could produce. 

The trajectory of democracy, therefore, suggests that the “progress” of popu-
lar sovereignty has been far more contingent, messy, and confusing than the triumphal-
ist liberal monism after 1989 wanted it to be. If the 20th century was the democratic age 
par excellence - witnessing four major waves of democratization – it was also a revolu-
tionary age, including communist revolutions in Russia, China, and Cuba, waves of 
secular revolution and de-colonization in Turkey, Africa, and the Iranian Islamist revo-
lution in 1979. Values do not emerge independently from existential facts. In revolu-
tionary dramas the outcomes are never predetermined but the consciousness, emotions, 
and aspirations of individuals undergoing such major socio-political transformations 
are affected by the social experiences in such situations2. Regime transitions are thus 
not only political transformations but total social facts, liminal situations, where the two 
main aspects of experiences coincide in the “objective” character of a major sudden 
event, and the “subjective” perspective of how this event was lived through by the indi-
viduals undergoing the changes (Wydra, 2007: 51-54). As Lefort put it, it is the dissolu-
tion of markers of certainty that makes emerge the fantasy of the people-as-One 
(peuple-un), the quest for a substantial identity, a socially coherent vision of the state’s 
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unity (Lefort, 1986: 31). In other words, from a perspective of political anthropology 
individuals are neither ontologically stable, nor can the boundaries of the law  be taken 
as invulnerable. 

It is thus impossible to determine what democracy is without looking into the 
historical conditions that determined what it should be. The crucial point here is that the 
emancipatory dynamics of democracy cannot be confined to the rationally constructed 
boundaries that are formalized and protected by reasons, rationality, or the law. We can 
postulate that political authority can be generated by sources that are unformed before-
hand, be they related to meanings of cultural determinants in a country’s history or to 
powers beyond one’s own creation. This is particularly true for processes of emancipa-
tion that claim a high degree of political unity, but are socially divided and open for 
manipulation of public opinion. If one accepts that the empty place of power is an 
existential fact, then the substance cannot emanate from rationalistic constructions of 
limits and boundaries, but requires the passing through liminal situations of  initiation. 

As Arnold van Gennep has claimed, rites of passage – when individuals, 
groups, but also entire societies undergo limit experiences – are a universal feature 
whose sequential order consists of a three stage process: the first phase is about separa-
tion, releasing initiands from their former condition as participating in a social group 
and identity (van Gennep, 1909). This opens up the second phase, where the actual 
initiation takes place, a liminal period in-between, where people are temporarily in a no 
man’s land without affiliation or identity, and often in a complete reversal of their for-
mer roles. The third stage leads towards a new  affiliation with a group identity, but usu-
ally of a different kind from the original condition. Within such rites of passage it is 
absolutely crucial that the initiands are guided by experts, the masters of ceremony, 
who imitate old practices in the pursuit of worship of the sacred. Unlike rites of pas-
sage in ordered communities, regime transitions not only lack established masters of 
ceremony but they also are open-ended as to what the “social sacred” actually will turn 
out to be. Revolutionaries and ordinary people had no clearly defined and potentially 
viable projects, but only alternative imaginative constructions of the social and political 
world. 

As Arpad Szakolczai argues in his contribution to this volume, liminal situa-
tions lift previous limits or boundaries, be they legal, social, psychological, or moral, and 
enable an openness of people passing through such in-between situations. The sharing 
of living through social experience may give rise to the creation of new  meanings for 
the community, but also to belief in transcendental truth. These in turn may redefine 
the sense and purpose of the social body that undergoes such transformations. Obliga-
tions towards others do not depend on moral imperatives created by abstract laws or 
the rationalistic mind. Rather they may arise by association of emotions, feelings, and 
friendship, thus leaving an imprint of how  people pass through such periods, where, to 
take up Lefort’s idea again, markers of certainty are dissolved. Modern democracy 
thrives on pluralism, liberty, and equality, all of which are based on the permanent un-
certainty about power and values. The question is, however, whether formal safeguards 
can keep democracy in an equilibrium without the need for substantive bonds and 
meanings. Subsequently, I identify three problems of formal democratic arrangements, 
before providing two interpretive readings of empty places of power, one from Plato’s 
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critique of Athenian democracy, the other one from a ritual-liminal approach in classi-
cal anthropology.

Problems of  Democratic Rule

The emptiness of substance in the centre of democracy raises the question of political 
consent, which is usually achieved by mutually binding consultations (Tilly, 2007). Who 
or what achieves this binding? Democratic theory has “resolved” the problem of bind-
ing by separating the rulers and the ruled and their respective spheres of action and 
knowledge. In complex democratic arrangements, governments based on a formalized 
set of rules and norms command obedience by controlling the actions, behaviour, and 
responses of citizens (Dahl, 1956: 13). Schumpeter’s influential empirical theory of 
democracy, for instance, rejects the idea of self-rule of the people as a myth by intro-
ducing the abstract distinction between the “people” and the “elites” as clearly defined 
realities in the political struggle (Schumpeter, 1976). Democratic theory proposes 
rationalistic-normative conceptions that keep a system without a clear center of power 
in equilibrium.3 Consent in democracies remains contingent on the volatility of voters, 
which decide on the distribution of power by separating the majority from the minority. 
Constitutionally guaranteed markers of certainty bind the uncertainty about outcomes 
of elections and thus keep the conflict between political groups and citizens in equilib-
rium (Schmitter and Karl, 1996). 

Yet, the victory of democratic ideology in the global age masks the fact that 
contemporary democracy contains a problem with authority. All too quickly, the pros-
pects of new “models” of democracy based on elections, institutions, and rule of law 
for a globalized world would conceal the problematic nature of contemporary democ-
racy. Without claiming to be exhaustive, one can point to three interrelated dimensions 
where formalized democratic procedures have become so taken-for-granted that they 
risk eluding any substantial element attributed to democratic practices. These concern 
the weakening of authority in practices of governance, the detrimental effects of man-
aged democracy on popular spirit and the politics of commonality, as well as the ero-
sion of  social solidarity in the electoral act. 

According to Charles Taylor, the persistence of democracy as a value beyond 
cultural difference relies upon the power of transparency, which has become the check 
on power that is demanded by public opinion in its various guises (Taylor, 2007: 124-5). 
The impossibility of appropriating power institutionally and symbolically empowers 
public opinion with the moral right and the practical means of establishing mechanisms 
of political control. Arguably, claims to transparency and accountability have given rise 
to governance and networks of power, relying upon the idea of power-sharing and 
partnership. As horizontal models of governance, transparency, and accountability have 
progressively supplanted the vertical elements of hierarchy, democracy has become 
strongly de-politicized. The concept of governance essentially tends to undermine ver-
tical ideas of inequalities of power and the relationship between authorities and subor-
dinates (Offe and Preuss, 2006). The promotion of democracy by knowledge transfer, 
technical assistance, and organizational models of governance has focused on the insti-

International Political Anthropology Vol. 2 (2009) No. 1

96



tuitional design of political democracy at a global scale. Such an approach intends to 
import formal institutions from a different background into civilizational spheres that 
are enchanted by images of democracy, but may associate different meanings with 
democracy.4  The “anti-revolutionary” revolutions in 1989/1991, for instance, suggested 
democratic progress by means of sudden, spontaneous, and comprehensive transfor-
mation, albeit without large-scale social violence, the hallmark of “classical” revolutions 
(Sakwa, 2001). Essentially, the victory of liberal representative democracy has been an 
ideological triumph of liberal monism, imposing democracy in a highly ideologized, 
politically non-negotiable, and quasi-mythical way (Wydra, 2008). 

Despite the strong temptation to see liberal democracy as the victorious ideol-
ogy, the often taken-for-granted connection between liberalism and democracy is far 
from evident. Whilst liberalism was concerned with finding limitations to absolutist 
state power, the distinctive characteristic of democracy is that the majority can carry 
through their will against the minority. As it was already well known to theorists of the 
classical cycle of constitutions, democratic order inherently bears germs of despotism, 
which was confirmed by the emergence of totalitarian rule in Russia and Nazi Ger-
many. Since 1789, revolutionary democracy thrived on promises of brighter futures 
and, in a quasi-religious and often fanatical proselytizing way, the sacralisation of collec-
tive worldly entities, be it a class, a race, or a nation-state, which would develop features 
of  totalitarian democracy (Talmon, 1952). 

Totalitarian democracy may not be exclusive to political religions such as Na-
zism, Bolshevism, or Fascism. In Sheldon Wolin’s terms, “inverted totalitarianism” need 
not evolve from democratic breakdown but can also arise from a “strong democracy” 
(Wolin, 2008). Since the New  Deal in the 1930s, “managed democracy” and “Super-
power” in the United States have assured that the sovereign people have given way to 
total power. Such total power does not need concentration camps or ideological uni-
formity, but is upheld by the practice and psychology of advertising, the rule of market 
forces, technological advances, the penetration of mass media into family life and the 
total co-optation of universities. In particular, an active citizenry has been transformed 
into an “electorate”, an abstract structure to perpetuate the system, whose components 
– the citizens – are not politically free but rather a function of state government. The 
power of political credulity met scientific technological support of Superpower and the 
power of advertising, both of which propelled mythology into the realm of the un-
worldly being, where occult forces were bent on destroying a world that had been cre-
ated for the children of the light. The power of mythology that turned September 11 
into a primal event became the principal reference point by which the nation’s body 
politic was to be governed and the lives of  its members ordered (Wolin, 2008: 6-11).

The lack of substance at the core of democracy is most striking in the institu-
tion of universal suffrage, arguably the centrepiece of the democratic institutionalisa-
tion of uncertainty. As Lefort argues, in the moment of the manifestation of popular 
sovereignty, social solidarities are undone as the citizen becomes disconnected from 
class, status-group, professional group, or religious belonging in order to be converted 
into an account unit (unité de compte). The decisive act of expressing popular sovereignty 
cannot be based on substantive argument, but relies on the impersonal and cold power 
of numbers by which the positions of majority and minority are attributed. The para-
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dox is that the exercise of popular sovereignty in the very moment of the electoral act 
sees citizens utterly disunited. Therefore, it would be wrong to assume that power in a 
democracy lies in “society”, defined as a sector different from the logics and practices 
of the “state”. If elections are the founding and potentially perpetuating element of 
democratic politics, they are also the weak link, a tricky and delicate matter. It is in this 
seemingly most precious attribute of modern democracy where the power of nobody 
shows its strongest ambivalence. The focus on the rationality of voters and their “pref-
erences” has limited “rationality” to an idea of social contract and choice. Yet, this at-
omization of the body politic into units of rationalistic self-interest overlooks the fact 
that the strict formality of acts of voting also consists of a ritual act, performed 
unanimously (at least as a normative goal) by all citizens with the purpose of the wor-
ship of  the highest authority, the people. 

The weakening of vertical relations of domination, the specter of inverted 
totalitarianism, and the – limited but essential - social disintegration inherent in the elec-
toral act point to the central problem. If the forms, limits, and boundaries of demo-
cratic arrangements not only protect but also potentially subvert and endanger demo-
cratic rule, the question arises: if essential features of the democratic process not only 
reject substance but even undermine the social spirit, popular community, and collective 
solidarity, how  can we think the substantive bonds behind democracy? Is there a cos-
mology that links each voter to the invisible authority of unanimous participation in the 
vote? 

Liminality and Authority

The preceding outline suggests that formal democratic arrangements contain ambiva-
lent features that may put the substantive bonds of democracy in danger. Political phi-
losophers and social scientists alike have indeed good reasons to be suspicious of read-
ings of power which involve claims to embody substance. Any claim by rulers to em-
body the quest for substance or the truth of the “people-as-One” may lead to absolut-
ism. This absolutism of attaching an absolute value to democracy becomes most tangi-
ble under conditions of intense external pressure such as (ideological) warfare. Not 
surprisingly, under the threat of communist totalitarianism, liberal absolutism flourished 
in post-World War II America, making democracy coterminous with the “good society” 
and supporting dictatorships in the name of democracy (Hartz, 1955; Lipset, 1960; 
Wydra, 2007). And yet, democracy affords a wealth of opportunities, allows for differ-
ent types of knowledge, and accepts the plurality of beliefs. The liberation from a visi-
ble authority and from “ultimate” values has left the individual with the authority of the 
greatest number to guide him, which is common opinion (Tocqueville, 2000). The 
power of public opinion simply rejects transcendental truths or traditional authority. 
However, making their judgements under the mimetic influence of others threatens 
individual citizens and their representatives with becoming slaves to slogans. Demo-
cratic culture is indeed riddled with the problem of containing manipulative forces, 
demagogy, and mob rule. At crucial junctures of democratic thought, thinkers such as 
Plato, James Madison, Alexis de Tocqueville, or Joseph Schumpeter have recognized 
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that democratic impulses can unleash unconscious collective psychological processes, 
increasing risks of mimetic contagion and bad imitation. The empty place of power is 
socially dense, full of images, and competitive meanings. Authority is up for grabs, 
ready to be manufactured, as Agnes Horvath shows (see Horvath, this volume), by 
tricksters and “occasionists”. 

If the substance of democratic rule is indeed invisible, authority is neverthe-
less required in order to maintain a sacral, cosmological, and meaning-giving unity. 
Revolutionary transformations are not only about the changes in the external world of 
matter, institutions, and behavior, but express spirituality and the desire to create new 
certainties by transforming meaning and establishing new  acts of authority (Popitz, 
1992; Sewell, 2005). Following Tocqueville’s point, “in any event, there must always be a 
place in the intellectual and moral world where authority exists. This place may vary, but 
it must exist somewhere. Individual independence may be great or small, but it cannot 
be boundless” (Lefort, 2007: 74). As Max Weber recognized for the liminal situation 
after the defeat of Germany in World War I, without the authority of a leader’s cause, 
purposive-legal forms of rationality in a bureaucratic state would be unable to inspire 
people with a sense of direction (Weber, 2007: 309-369). According to Lefort, critical 
events in history not only transform institutions (mise en  forme) but they happen under 
conditions of the performance of people (mise en scène), and the attendant symbolic acts 
that underpin new meanings (mise en sens). It would be wrong not to recognize that the 
equality of conditions – far beyond legal-constitutional prescriptions or a principle of 
social hierarchies, entitlements, and political rights – also provides human relationships 
with meaning. It becomes irreversible on the level of aspiration and desire, even though 
in reality many inequalities persist. 

And yet, before “founding” elections take place, this equality needs to be ac-
cepted on the basis of an affective community that acknowledges the idea of common 
origin, which is indispensable for sharing a common political destiny. Athenian democ-
racy was based on the reform of Cleisthenes, which was less of a change of constitu-
tion than a new  formation of the social relations among citizens, transforming the polis 
from a political frame into a political subject (Meier, 1993: 188). Cleisthenes’ reform in 
508/7 was grounded not so much in his own authoritative action, but in his skilful in-
terpretation and sensitive reading of the riotous uprising of the demos against the ar-
chon Isagoras (Ober, 2004, 281-3). His genius was not so much to formulate a pre-
scient vision of a future democratic utopia, but to recognize in the liminal moment of 
the democratic revolution that mass action had created a new political, if not existential, 
fact. The “democratization” of the first democracy relied upon isonomia, an order of 
equality of citizens that did not draw  on equality before the law or the individual liberty 
of opportunities. Rather, it consisted in seeing political activity as the only possible 
sphere where the unspecialised citizens could excel in public. Thus the Greeks could 
only become citoyens because they were not bourgeois (Meier, 1993: 203). 

Unlike this almost militant pursuit of collective identity of equals in Athens, 
the rise of modern democracy in the 19th century had to accommodate the territorial 
size of large states. Here, the conditions of stable democratic government conceal a 
profound paradox.  According to Rousseau, if an emerging people are to follow  rules, 
the effect (social spirit) would have to become the cause (good laws) and the cause 
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would have to become the effect. Logically prior to constitutional arrangements, no 
political act ever conforms to the standard of being legitimate in terms of a generally 
accepted sovereign authority (Ricoeur, 1984: 254). Replacing the divine right of kings 
by what Edgar Quinet called a “people-God”, the French revolutionaries followed 
Rousseau’s observation, by which, to establish the validity of man-made laws, one actu-
ally would need gods. 

Putting the law above man required making citizens govern themselves by 
substituting a secular principle for the belief in divine right. The constitutional moment 
had to inspire in people an awesome, almost mystical authority. Although the writers of 
the American Constitution were intensely conscious of their role as founders, and 
stressed the importance of their acts for “generations yet unborn” or “posterity”, their 
dispositions were by no means prone to liberal democracy as a type of government 
(Kenyon, 1979: 84-121). Their consciousness was not in tune with a determinate model 
of political organization, but merged the need for institutional control with imitations 
of Roman and Machiavellian republicanism. The very act of founding a new system of 
politics postulated a beginning of time through a return to the past (Arendt, 1963: 204-
5). The radical reorientation of political purpose requires the mobilization in people’s 
minds and hearts of a belief, if not of a cult, of the impossible. The crucial point is 
that models of authority often have invisible bonds tying its members together. As 
Norbert Elias showed in his remarkable work on the Germans, democratisation proc-
esses in modern nations were the expression of how  symbols for a collectivity became 
focal points for the emotional bonding of persons to this collectivity (Elias, 1996: 154-
5). Symbols of the collectivity were endowed with a “numinous existence of its own 
outside and above the individuals who formed it – with a kind of holiness formerly 
associated mainly with superhuman beings” (ibid: 146). 

I suggest that the crisis of the first democracy in Athens might be an appro-
priate analogy of an empty place of power, a process of unbridled emancipation from 
the founding principles of the community, which required the recreation of authority. 
According to Plato, the crisis of the democratic polis was rooted in the effects of impe-
rial power and the problems of the Peloponnesian War that undermined the principles 
of equality (isonomia) in the polis, the only realm where otherwise unequal Greeks could 
achieve equality by exchanging action and speech in the pursuit of excellence in the 
public realm. 

If Plato breaks with this tradition, then it is not primarily because of a per-
sonal whim or an “elitist” attitude. Rather, he responds to the major political problems 
of his times, the corrosion of democracy’s moral virtues from within. According to his 
late dialogue, The Statesman, this destruction was the work of the Sophists, who manipu-
lated the youth by introducing self-interest and the maximization of the pleasure prin-
ciple. Whilst many other thinkers after him have made similar points, Plato is the first to 
introduce the idea that domination relies upon a relationship of inequality in the sense 
of a vertical hierarchy between the ruler and the ruled. The point is not simply that the 
greater the number the greater the weakness, but that following leaders is more of an 
emotive and unconscious process of imitation than it is an exercise in rational delibera-
tion. Plato’s central claim relies upon giving a new  meaning to power. His solution is 
precisely taken from the private realm, the oikos, which was characterized by the strict 
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subordination to paternal rule. Introducing leadership as a strict relationship of com-
mand and obedience, Plato’s argument is radically anti-emancipatory by introducing 
domination based on vertical inequality. 

Plato has a world-wide reputation for being anti-democratic. He is indeed of-
ten misread as propagating a seemingly elitist conception of knowledge, where deci-
sions are irrefutable and limited to philosopher kings (Woodruff, 2006: 176-81). Ration-
alistic conceptions of democracy hold that reasoning without knowledge is essential for 
democratic government. Rather than being the monopoly of enlightened elites they are 
the core of reflective or deliberative practices by which complex forms of debate rep-
resent the outcome of public decision-making. Even first-rate accounts of the current 
crisis of democracy such as Wolin’s (Wolin, 2008: 265-6) limit themselves to stating that 
democracy was anathema to Plato because in this regime the rulers were guided by tan-
gible experiences of everyday life. Thus, their common sense was guided by illusory 
realities, the unreal, and the opposite of the truth. Plato’s vision in the Republic (politeia) 
presupposed a strict distinction between the ruling and enlightened few and the many 
living in irreality. He insisted that contact between the two spheres should be minimal in 
order to avoid bad imitation. 

Yet, such a position misinterprets Plato’s point because it does not take ac-
count of the experiential basis of his writing. Plato’s later dialogue, The Statesman, is a 
response to a liminal moment, the breakdown of Athenian democracy, evidenced most 
clearly in the condemnation of Socrates by the democratic institutions. Plato defends 
here the primacy of historical experience, more precisely a limit experience where 
boundaries and markers of certainty are dissolved and  relations of human beings need 
to be reordered by finding new markers of certainty. In The Statesman, Plato is at pains 
to demonstrate that democratic government (government by a large number) is the 
weakest because it is  incapable of being an effective force for either good or ill, because 
authority is broken up into tiny portions and distributed to so many people.5  Democ-
racy is thus the worst of all law-abiding systems; yet, it is the best of all the law-
breaking ones. This upward valuation of democracy is expressed as follows: “if no po-
litical system restrained its subjects, life in a democracy would take the first prize; if 
they all did, democracy would be the last one to live in….”6

Plato’s phenomenological account warrants the seemingly “irrationalist” hy-
pothesis that command and obedience are not so much about clear-cut distinctions 
between different spheres of society such as the elites and the populace but rather a 
relationship based on imitation, empathy, and authority. Under liminal conditions, 
democratic activity is the weaving together, the bonding of spirits of the most diverse 
kind. Rather than dismissing paternal authority, it is paternal authority whose structure 
should help save the public realm from confusion, disobedience, and collapse. Discuss-
ing at length the pastoral role of the royal man, however, Plato discards the suggestion 
that the leader should carry out pastoral tasks such as to nourish, to educate, or to pro-
tect. The crucial task in establishing a politics of commonality is rather to associate the 
virtues within the community, weaving together opposite tempers and emotions 
through positive sentiments of friendship and empathy. It is no coincidence that the 
Greek terms for law  (nomos) and shepherd (nomeus) are tightly related. For Plato, the 
bearer of authority is less characterized by force, in terms of assuring compliance with 
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rules than by his capacity for creating something, for making something happen. His 
attempt at inspiring democracy with authority is based on the priority of archein (to set 
in motion, to initiate) against prattein (to produce, to execute). 

If leadership is distinguished by setting in motion, then this cannot come 
from established rules and norms. Rather it requires acts relying on personal attributes, 
such as the capacity to acquire episteme, true knowledge, and the capacity for sound 
judgement. One may elucidate this point further by reference to the magical-
transcendental sources of authority. Dumezil’s etymological analysis points to the 
magical-religious source of the term “authority” (Colas, 2002). The Roman source auc-
toritas refers to the basis of Augustus’ power, which emanated from his efficient pres-
tige as separated from his potestas, the legal power. Auctor or auctoritas are derived from 
augeo, which means to increase, to originate, or to promote. In Indo-Iranian, the root 
aug-  means force; in Sanskrit ojas- means the force of gods. However, augeo has another 
meaning in addition to “increase” in terms of building upon something that already 
exists: augeo, precisely, means to produce something beyond one’s own being, to bring 
about something beyond one’ own capacity. This is the privilege of the gods and nature 
who promote, who create, and who constitute. In Roman times, authority referred to a 
sacred force, the word for which, due to the mystical reality of augeo, implied the capac-
ity to originate life in nature and to create laws. 

Ritual Initiations of  Democracy
 
Complex formal democratic arrangements present us with an “adaptive” or “func-
tional” role of ritualistic repetition, often appearing as legal procedures and structures 
that would secure the peaceful exchange of government. Yet, the very idea that equal 
access to power, accountability, transparency, and electoral replacement of governments 
are guaranteed by constraints and regulations mainly through the law, is flawed from an 
anthropological perspective. As the analogy with earlier processes of political emanci-
pation from feudal order suggests, the subversion of former authority involves the dis-
solution of order. The absolutist state, for instance, was a direct result of the emancipa-
tion from the medieval order.7  As Artur Hocart recognized, absolutism and the divine 
right of kings was not, as conventional wisdom would have it, a remainder of medieval-
ism, but rather the first effort of the modern spirit (Hocart, 1970: 151). The idea of 
unconditional allegiance to a political body claiming absolute power could only arise on 
the ruins of medieval order. It was the obligation towards his divinity and his responsi-
bilities as the master of ceremony and ritual that assured that the king’s authority was 
not unconditional or absolute. Only once this emancipation from divine authority was 
consummated, could Parliament in England establish its power as absolute, or the 
French Revolution achieve command within the state, making it more powerful and 
absolute than the French kingdom could ever have dreamt of. 

Rituals maintain order but when order dissolves, new  rituals emerge. The vast 
majority of religious believers celebrate rituals that are supposed to be life-giving and 
promising of salvation. The purpose of ritual is to influence the fundamental objective 
of making a living species, a group, or community increase, thrive, and prosper (Hocart, 
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1970: 42-50). Ritual is owned by the principal who guides the ceremony and its partici-
pants. The very essence of ritual is imitation. The principal, usually designated by he-
reditary descent as the master of ceremony, imitates because he is somehow  identical 
with what he imitates. His function is to represent the God to create – by the act of 
worship – an identity with a superior reality. If the most fundamental thing in ritual is 
imitation in order to provide a proper initiation into new  cycles of life, then the role of 
the principal as master of  ceremony is crucial. 

Despite the skepticism of modern societies towards them, rituals are a vital 
part of all social communities. They also are crucial to initiate people into new stages of 
their life. Unlike the rites of passage in established communities, however, historical 
contingency makes the imitation and worship of a superior authority difficult. In com-
mon understanding, ritual is seen as the type of action that responds to sacred things. 
Yet, as a number of theorists have highlighted, ritual can actually create the sacred by 
explicitly separating the sacred realm from the profane one. The sacrality of symbols, as 
Don Handelman has argued, is the way in which the object is more than the mere sum 
of its parts and points to something beyond itself. Thereby it evokes and expresses 
values and attitudes associated with larger, more abstract, and relatively transcendent 
ideas (Handelman, 1990, 1-21). The argument here is that ritual does not represent ex-
isting models but that it is the very process by which a new  model for the community, a 
new symbolic centre of the sacred is established, which will become the center of the 
worship of authority. In a brilliant elaboration on Turner’s ritual process, Handelman 
has distinguished between “events-that-model”, “events-that present the lived-in 
world”, and “events that re-present the lived-in world” (ibid: 22-57). Events-that-model 
are characterized by the dissolution of structures and symbolic universes, by the weak-
ness of the law, by transgressing boundaries. People engaged in this means-to-end con-
text of dramatic situations assign meaning and purpose to their actions differently from 
how  rationalistic conceptions of democratic autonomy, state modernization, or indi-
vidualism would have it. In such events-that-model, solidarities, authority, and commu-
nal markers of certainty dissolve. This dissolution is unlikely to be contained by the 
formalized constitutional or legal prescriptions. Reminding us of Abbe Sieyès’s point 
about the “unconstitutionality of the constitution-givers”, the initiation into lawful 
bases of democracy requires also ritual and symbolic transfers of meaning. Whilst re-
publican democratic rituals, such as Bastille day in France or the inauguration ceremo-
nies of US presidents, for instance, are strictly formalized performative acts, they have 
their roots in culturally creative events-that-model that were the unbounded liminal 
ground for establishing boundaries and the limits of  social orders.

In quite a similar vein, processes of democratization in twentieth century 
Europe offer good insights into how  regime transitions were underpinned by ritual 
transformations that integrate a community around a sacred that is separated from the 
profane. The Spanish transition to democracy has often been hailed as the model case 
for a peaceful transition. Such an interpretation overlooks how  Franco’s death in No-
vember 1975 thrust Spain into an authority vacuum. The fundamental basis for the 
transition to democracy was the initiation of originally polarized forces into accepting a 
politics of commonality based on national reconciliation, consensus, and democracy 
(Edles, 1998). Crucial in this process was the opposition of the fratricidal violence of 
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the civil war as profane to the peace and consensus as the sacred. This symbolization of 
a new sacred homogeneity and community relied upon a reinterpretation of the legacy 
of the Civil War. In order to avoid civil strife, polarisation, and fratricidal conflict, na-
tional reconciliation and convivencia inaugurated a widely shared consensus on democ-
racy. The experience of the devastating civil war was interpreted as a profane descent 
into hell, whereas the new  beginning after Franco’s death was interpreted as the sacred 
symbolic opposite of  the Civil War.

In Poland, the self-limiting revolution of the Solidarity movement in 1980 and 
1981 can be seen as a liminal communitas, a complex process of spontaneous mobiliza-
tion, eschatological hope, and reaffirmation of national subjectivity, where Poles lived 
through a short period of empowerment and collective spirit. Reviving traditional no-
tions of gentry democracy, the future expectation was the constitution of an autono-
mous sphere outside the party state. Despite the forced dissolution of Solidarity in late 
1981, its memory was carried further mainly under the protection of the Catholic 
Church, allowing for ritualized action and symbolic forms of commemoration, both of 
which were crucially important for Solidarity’s survival as a powerful myth (Wydra, 
2001). When in 1989 the representatives of the relegalized Solidarity trade union met 
with party officials at the round table, the personal encounter of former enemies pro-
vided a unique communitas experience allowing for mutual forgiving and understanding 
beyond the legal and political boundaries.

Vaclav Havel’s “power of the powerless” defied a post-totalitarian regime in 
Czechoslovakia that relied not simply on a political monopoly of force but also on the 
pervasiveness of ritualized forms of dissimulation, self-censorship and support for the 
regime. The dissidents of Charter 77 pursued the liberation from the “total” image of a 
class or a nation by renouncing the temptation of divinizing a social collectivity. Rather, 
the domination of the ritualized lie and the atomization of people in a post-totalitarian 
society were to be resisted by a spiritual revolution. In Jan Patočka’s terms, it is the ex-
perience of the solidarity of the shaken, the communitas between the humiliated and the 
repressed that opens up the boundaries further, beyond empirical limits to the here and 
now  (Patočka, 1996). Here, it was the “hidden sphere” where the openness towards the 
transcendental realm established the sacred in terms of an ethical individualism and a 
quest for meaning, which was separated from the profane of the ritualised lie. Although 
the commitment of dissidence to non-violence and self-sacrifice contradicts common-
sense understandings of power, the existential claim of “living in truth” by Czech dissi-
dence could be seen - under conditions of party monopoly, which made politics in in-
stitutional terms meaningless - as the only dimension in society to be meaningfully 
called political (Wydra, 2007). 

Yet, with imitation as the central activity in ritual, liminal situations of regime 
initiation are particularly sensitive to downward mimetic spirals. The fanatical identifica-
tion of the community with a totality or sacralised earthly unit such as a class or a race 
shows the dangers of turning suffering, humiliation, and resistance into the highest 
goal. The seizure of power by a radical sect of Bolshevik outsiders in the Russia of 
1917 would lead to open violence in civil war and the ensuing latent civil war, consisting 
of a whole technology of purging of internal and external enemies (Wydra, 2007). As 
Horvath and Thomassen have demonstrated, revolutionary communism was based on 
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mimetic errors, being caught up in the downward spiral of continuous violence, venge-
ance, and self-censorship. This schismogenic system cannot be accommodated as func-
tional or adaptive ritualization (Horvath and Thomassen, 2008). The October revolu-
tion entailed a ritualized internationalization of violence, making disruption and latent 
civil war, not integration and community, a permanent feature of  Soviet communism.

A critic might argue that there is no space for spiritual authority or cosmologi-
cal truths in the democratic state. If one follows a minimalist conception of democracy, 
then non-violent institutionalized conflict is assured because of the ritualistic exchange 
of government in elections. This perspective on democratic ritual reduces elections to 
their “adaptive role”, their “function” for the maintaining, perpetuating, or re-enacting 
of political systems. Democratic states have indeed adopted the restrictive, negative, 
and constraining conception of power in modern Western society as the bourgeoisie 
took up the category of the law as the central organizing principle (Foucault, 2001: 
1003-5). Yet, the rationalization of bureaucratic power, and the legally defended exten-
sion of democratic rights establish absolutely the formal achievements of democracy 
by rejecting any importance of substantive bonds. According to Hannah Arendt, it has 
become almost axiomatic, even in political theory to discard that political freedom and 
the legally defended extension of democratic rights as political phenomena. On the 
contrary, they have come to mean the more or less free range of non-political activities 
which a given body political will permit and guarantee to those who constitute it (Ar-
endt, 1963: 30).

The intellectualism of democratic theory – presupposing equilibrium or con-
solidation of democracy on the constitutionally guaranteed and habitually accepted 
rules of the game - de-historicizes the agonistic element of democracy. In particular, 
the dogmatic creed of the individual’s autonomy – stressing the individual’s pursuit of 
life-chances, prosperity, and personal self-interest – downplays the risk of individuals to 
be stripped of their own individuality. When facing deep crisis, be it death in war, tor-
ture, or other scenarios of despair, individuals may find their highest goal in the vigor 
of a mass movement (Hoffer, 1964: 57-62). It is here where faith in something mighty, 
glorious, and indestructible, such as the destiny of one’s own religion, nation, race, or 
party, may induce unconditional submission, including the readiness to self-sacrifice. 
Such effects of socially generated identities on individuals are not limited to exceptional 
situations, but actually reflect the very dynamic of power. Drawing on Nietzsche’s 
comment that “coming to power is a costly business: power makes stupid”, Bent Flyvb-
jerg’s study of the Aalborg project (the design, planning, and political implementation 
of a bus terminal in Denmark) has argued that power is concerned with defining reality 
and the type of rationality by which this reality can be kept under control. Power, quite 
simply, produces that knowledge and that rationality which is conducive to the rational-
ity it wants (Flyvbjerg, 1998: 36). In democracy, the absence of rational arguments and 
factual documentation in support of certain actions may be just as important indicators 
of  power as the arguments and documentation produced. 

The argument presented here postulates the primacy of the political in the 
sense that community, association, and recognition depend on concretely experienced 
transformations. If substantive bonds originate in liminal moments, then this is not an 
essentialist or fundamentalist argument. Dissolution of markers of certainty are histori-
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cally unique and culturally specific, retrieving meanings from tradition and creating new 
meanings through action. Therefore, transitions to democracy will be very different 
from each other because the people concerned have different pre-democratic reperto-
ries and imaginaries, and are often moving to rather different variants of democratic 
imaginary, each with distinctive meanings attached (Whitehead, 2002; Taylor, 2007: 120; 
Wydra, 2007). In other words, the institutionalization of uncertainty on the grounds of 
formal certainties – such as rational self-interest, the technical appropriateness of elec-
tions, or the constitutional-institutional design – can barely work without substantive 
elements, such as sites of enchantment, ritualization, and transfers of sacrality. Bounda-
ries and limits are experientially created and re-enacted by rituals, symbols, and shared 
experiences. In this sense, the notion that “the people is the master” is a myth but, as 
Paul Ricoeur once put it, with the myth of  the collective will, democracy is not possible. 

Conclusion

It is time to revisit the dominant ideology of democracy as a goal of development and 
an order to come. This paper has linked democracy to continuities with the past, stress-
ing the creative power of transitoriness and contingency in substantiating affective 
bonds between people. This argument should not appear as fatalist or as idealizing pre-
democratic forms of rule. Rather, it claims that democratic communities are initiated by 
creating community-based affective bonds with a higher, “invisible” authority that 
forms the social sacred that the participation in community is supposed to reaffirm or 
“worship”. This worship is by no means predetermined as a form of collective ideol-
ogy. As Bjørn Thomassen suggests (see Thomassen, this volume) Durkheim’s dogmatic 
postulation of a social sacred that pre-exists authority and predetermines people’s at-
tachment to the community has not only been dismissive of van Gennep’s rich ethno-
graphic work, but also does not stand up to intellectual scrutiny.

Following Plato, Tocqueville, and Weber, democratic politics needs to restore 
authoritative judgement that is not based either on the greatest number – which is al-
ways liable to negative imitative effects of manipulative forces – or on the rationalistic-
technical guarantees of stable institutional forms – which require affective solidarity 
and the commitment to a higher social spirit , but on what is beyond its own creation. It 
is safe to say that democracy as the “order of egoism” may undermine such authorita-
tive bonds. Madison famously superimposed a capitalist principle - private self-interest - 
upon the political system, arguing the various offices “may be a check on the other; that 
the private interest of every individual may be a sentinel over the public rights” (Wolin, 
2008: 281). This self-centered principle of interest rejects politics of community and 
association. A liminal perspective, however, retrieves the associative bonds that are 
found in the original meaning of interest. Etymologically, inter-esse denotes the space 
that is in-between human beings and thus makes it rather doubtful that self-enclosure 
can substantiate democracy. If the essence of democracy lies in the methodological 
aspects of procedures and guidance by experts, who will take decisions on the sub-
stance of the increasingly more complex issues burdening states and citizens? Can one 
meaningfully limit the people to its formalized role as an electorate?
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The liminal-ritualistic approach to democracy requires the engagement with 
the fluid, emotive, affective, and unconscious, and thus not only transcends the bounda-
ries of the law, but also the autonomy of individuals. The assumption that autonomy – 
the absence of significant external constraints on the actual conduct of collectives and 
individuals – is the central element of democracy appears to be flawed (Held, 1987: 
268-70). Neither the collectivist ontology of popular sovereignty in the name of the 
public, nor the particularistic ontology underpinning methodological individualism, can 
account for the creation of substantive bonds in authority vacuums and their perpetua-
tion by ritual. As Heinrich Popitz put forward in his magisterial account of the phe-
nomena of power, authority also relies on a double process of recognition. On the one 
hand, the recognition of the superiority of others as those who set the measure as the 
marker of certainty. On the other hand, there is the yearning to be recognized by those 
who set the markers, receiving signs of the demonstration of one’s worth (Popitz, 1992: 
29). Whilst the identification with a social entity and a political principle may entail “ra-
tional” obedience of formal procedures, these are underpinned by substantive bonds 
that obey “irrationalist” logics. Liminal conditions are one possible way of opening up 
the individual towards others, allowing for mutual recognition of other human beings 
and, eventually, attributing some “mystical” element to democratic authority. 
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Notes

1 See Arpad Szakolczai’s contribution to this volume. The radical egalitarian phase of  the French 
revolution is tightly linked with the radicalization of  the crowds in Paris in warfare against Euro-
pean monarchies; the Paris Commune would have been unthinkable without the Prussian siege of 
Paris; the abortive dual regime between February and October 1917 in Russia; the “improvised 
democracy” (Eschenburg) in Germany after 1919, which emerged on the ruins of  World War I. 
The German state disappeared after 1945, the transition to the Italian republic emerged from the 
territorial and moral confusion about several contested sovereignties and, even before the restora-
tion of  the Fourth Republic in France, there were four different competing claims to sovereignty.
2 See Michel Dobry’s contribution to this volume.
3 For an excellent overview of  theories of  democracy, see Cunningham (2003).
4 For instance, the meanings associated with the Senegalese term for democracy, “demokaraasi” 
refer not so much to competitive struggle but to solidarity (Schaffer, 1998).
5 Plato, 2005: 303a.
6 Plato, 2005: 303b.
7 In the medieval order, the “people” were the subjects and thus completely separate from the 
“realm” as the place of  politics.
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