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1
Does the Republic Have 

a Body?

Rex est populus: this is how Thomas Hobbes summed up 
his theory of political representation during the years of 
the English Civil War. This conception of king as people, 
‘because the people manifests itself as a unit through the 
single royal will’ (Duso 2006: 24), was directed against the 
Parliamentarians, who, in their polemical writings, ascribed 
the function of ‘representing the kingdom as a whole’ to 
parliament rather than the king (Skinner 2005: 163). The 
English Revolution ended in a constitutional compromise, 
which left the king – and the House of Lords – with their 
eminent function of representation. In the French Revolu-
tion, however, the idea of an exclusively parliamentary 
representation of the new sovereign, the people, triumphed 
over the principle of (full or partial) monarchical represen-
tation of the nation. Now ‘the Convention is the People’ 
(quoted from Heurtin 2005: 768): that is, the people mani-
fests (and constitutes) itself as a political unit through the 
popular will expressed by parliament (see section 3.2 in 
chapter 3 of this volume). Although not completely undis-
puted, this idea of parliamentary representation of the 
sovereign people still dominates our democratic ima ginary. 
In 1962, in a speech in the French Assemblée Nationale, 
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Paul Reynaud explained: ‘In all civilized countries, parlia-
ment is seen as the representative of the nation. When the 
elected deputies debate and vote, they have this special 
quality of representing the nation. For us republicans, 
France exists here and nowhere else.’ This did not go 
without contradiction in the Assembly. Deputy Roulland 
protested: ‘It [France] is not only on your side’, while 
Guillon declared that ‘France exists in the people’ (all 
quotes from Mopin 1998: 159).

According to the mainstream self-image of democratic 
societies, the sovereignty shift from monarch to people and 
its parliamentary expression largely put an end to the cer-
emonial, spectacular or theatrical side of rule that was so 
characteristic of the Ancien Régime. The spell of monar-
chical imagery appears to have given way to democratic 
rationality and sobriety. Modern democracy is essentially 
‘post-metaphysical’ (Habermas 1992a), an inheritance of 
non-fi gurative rational law, and it is therefore fundamen-
tally iconoclastic. The clearest evidence of this is suppos-
edly the fate of the premodern theory of the king’s two 
bodies – a mortal physical body and an eternal political 
body – which was central to the constitutional order of 
the Ancien Régime and was frequently depicted in lavish 
scenographies of royal rule. This two-body theory, it is 
argued, now strikes us as alien and outlandish; it evidently 
lacks a modern democratic equivalent. Even Foucault, a 
resolute critic of the Enlightenment and more sensitive 
than anyone to the social-political role of the body, comes 
to the conclusion: ‘There is no body of the Republic [. . .]. 
It [the Republic] never operated in the same manner as the 
King’s body under the monarchy’ (Foucault 1978: 28; 
1980: 55).

The republic consists of individuals who become 
numbers in the democratic ballot (Rosanvallon 2006; 
Gueniffey 1993; Crook 2002) – but does it have a body? 
The abandonment of the idea of a body politic is often 
said to mark the transition from personal rule to modern 
representative democracy. Democracy ostensibly begins 
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‘with the end of all “mechanisms of embodiment” ’ (Charim 
2006: 16), or goes together with a ‘disembodiment of 
power’ (Lefort 1988: 17), or ‘is instituted as a society 
without a body’ (ibid.: 18).

The following chapters will attempt to show that the 
body politic, though so often pronounced dead, remains 
alive in democracy, or at least has an afterlife. In many 
respects, the idea of popular sovereignty is an intellectual 
replica of the idea of monarchical sovereignty (cf. Kiel-
mansegg 1977) and therefore by no means escapes its 
infl uence. Bertrand de Jouvenel put this well when he 
wrote that the king did not at all disappear as a result of 
the French Revolution (cf. Schmitt 1969: 195, fn. 119; 
Schmitt 1971). According to the Ancien Régime’s consti-
tutional doctrine, the ruler had the task of representatio in 
toto: he ‘symbolizes the unity of society and embodies the 
state’s capacity for action’ (Schmitt 1969: 189–90). Parlia-
ment, on the other hand, had the function of representing 
the particular interests of the estates (representatio singu-
lariter) vis-à-vis the king. With the Revolution, then, the 
king disappeared as an institution but not as a function, 
since parliament took over the representatio in toto. ‘The 
king did not disappear: the legislator is his successor as 
representative of the national interest. What did disappear, 
however, was the representation of individual social inter-
ests’ (Schmitt 1969: 195, fn. 119). But this has conse-
quences for the possible symbolic forms of parliamentary 
representation in toto, which, as we shall see, imitates 
many of the forms of royal representation. The following 
chapters will thus deal mainly with the memory traces that 
monarchy has left behind in the practices of democracy, 
and hence with the survival of pre-democratic conceptions 
within democracy. This survival is especially apparent in 
the idea of the body politic and its semantic re-casting 
within the democratic polity.

In general, popular sovereignty is fi rst of all understood 
negatively, in the sense of a critical counterposition to 
absolutist sovereignty (cf. Raynaud 2001: 869). But this 



4 Does the Republic Have a Body?

means that the concept is bound up with what it criticizes, 
including at the level of public ceremony and the forms in 
which the concept of the people is represented as the new 
sovereign in democracy. These forms often express the 
idea of rule by a political body of the people. Strictly 
speaking, this image of the people as a single political actor 
is no less a phantasm than that of the king’s dual body, 
but its confi rmation and reinforcement through continual 
stage management have the effect that it is seen not as a 
product of ritual ceremony but as a natural, self-evident 
part of the practice of democratic rule – just as the royal 
lit de justice was seen in the Ancien Régime not mainly as 
a ceremony but as part and parcel of the monarchical 
system of rule.

‘The idea of a social body constituted by the universality 
of wills’ – on this we can agree with Foucault – is the ‘great 
phantasm’ of democracy (Foucault 1980: 55). We shall 
argue in this book, however, that this phantasm of a single 
democratic body is to be found mainly in the staged unity, 
dignity and sanctity of its political representation, which 
in turn borrows from Ancien Régime imagery of political 
sovereignty. A number of empirical examples will substan-
tiate the point that the body politic lives on in democracy. 
The main focus will be on the physical representation or 
imagery of democratic rule, and on what this tells us about 
implicit theories of democratic representation. The ques-
tions at issue may at fi rst appear tangential. For example, 
why did the semi-circle become the main seating plan for 
parliament after the French Revolution? Why did it take 
so much longer in England than in France for parliamen-
tary debates to become public? How did the principle of 
parliamentary immunity actually become established? 
What explains the idea that the relationship between par-
liament and demos should be proportional? Why do we 
think that parliament should mirror the diversity of society 
as closely as possible? How do we mark the beginning and 
end of a parliamentary term, when parliament is autho-
rized to represent the people and when this authorization 
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is withdrawn? Why does the legislative process break off 
at the end of one term and start up again at the beginning 
of another?

However tangential these questions may appear, there 
is method in this choice. Certain outdated practices that 
fi t awkwardly into the new order make it especially clear 
how democracy has developed out of the form of rule that 
preceded it. Human beings are seldom more inventive than 
when they attribute a posteriori new reasons to an old 
practice, new meaning to something that has become 
meaningless. But, precisely because stagnant practices on 
the fringes of parliamentary democracy have been only 
incompletely transformed, they are especially amenable to 
our ‘hermeneutics of suspicion’.

The following chapters, however, examine not only the 
new double body in the democratic polity (that is, the 
people and its parliamentary image) but also the bodies of 
contemporary politicians and their media stagecraft. Many 
qualities of the representative parliamentary body – for 
example, the claim to a special dignity and inviolability 
– are in evidence here too. Political charisma still seems to 
convey images of a political gift of grace, an ‘electness’ that 
is only subsequently confi rmed in the democratic ritual of 
election.

In short, the central thesis of this book is that modern 
democracy is not post-metaphysical but, so to speak, neo-
metaphysical. All political power – and therefore also 
democracy – requires and produces its own political 
mythology: ‘A completely disenchanted world is a com-
pletely depoliticized world’ (Geertz 1985: 30). Every kind 
of political rule operates in the context of a symbolic order 
that legitimates it (‘No power that is not ostentatious’, 
Lefort and Gauchet 1971: 981) and sanctifi es it. At all 
times, ‘domination and salvation (Herrschaft and Heil)’ 
(Assmann 2002) are tightly enmeshed with each other. 
‘Power gains its strength as much from the real means at 
its disposal as from the continual effects of familiarization 
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and fantasy; it needs rational authority and magical infl u-
ence; it must operate [. . .] with visible instruments and 
from an unknowable world above’ (Jacques Necker, 
quoted in Gablentz 1965: 193).

It is a prejudice of our ostensibly enlightened age that 
this truth applies only to other times and places. But the 
disenchantment of the old order that accompanied the 
democratic revolution brings a complementary enchant-
ment of the new democratic order. Carl Schmitt thought 
that each age has a political order that corresponds to its 
mythical beliefs (Schmitt 1985a). The material below will 
illustrate the opposite, and to my mind more plausible, 
thesis that each age has mythical beliefs that correspond 
to its political order. If talk of political theology is relevant 
in this context, then it does not mean, as in Schmitt, the 
secularization of originally religious concepts through 
their political application, but rather – as in Jan Assmann 
(2002) or Jacob Taubes (1983) – the imparting of a reli-
gious charge to originally secular-political concepts.

This book is the translated, corrected and slightly revised 
version of the study Im Schatten des Königs that was pub-
lished in 2008 by Suhrkamp Press. The translation was 
made possible through a grant from Geisteswissenschaften 
International, annually awarded by the Thyssen Founda-
tion, the Börsenverein des Deutschen Buchhandels and the 
German Foreign Ministry for contributions in the fi eld of 
the humanities. I am very grateful for this generous support. 
The German book in turn had its origin in two longer 
studies, one of parliamentary seating plans and one of 
parliament as a political body, which appeared in 2004 
and 2006 in the German review Leviathan.2 I would like 
to thank the Leviathan editors warmly for their permission 
to reproduce the two texts in question.

Numerous people helped in the completion of this book, 
and I am most grateful for their work and support, encour-
agement and criticism: Annika Schulte, Dominic Heinz, 
Ingeborg Strohmeyer, Bodo von Greiff and Hanne Her-
kommer, Wolfgang Streeck, Albrecht Koschorke (whose 
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fascinating study of the ‘fi ctitious state’ (Koschorke et al. 
2007) could, however, be only partly taken into account), 
Horst Bredekamp, Ulrich Glassmann, André Kaiser, Jürgen 
Kaube, Marion Müller, Thomas Zittel, Patrick Camiller 
and Sarah Lambert. However great the scale of their 
support, it goes without saying that I alone am responsible 
for the remaining defects of the book.


