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DFG Research Training Group "Aesthetics of Democracy": Opening Conference

Goethe University

Campus Westend, |.G. Farben Gebaude
Norbert Wollheim-Platz 1

Frankfurt am Main, Hesse, Germany

Room: IG 311

Friday, June 5, 2026:
3:00 to 3:15 p.m.: Ulrich Schielein (vice president, Goethe University) and Johannes
Volz (spokesperson, RTG Aesthetics of Democracy): Welcome Address

3:15 t0 4:45 p.m.: Jason Frank (Cornell University): “Crowd Theory and
Counterrevolution”

Abstract: In the last third of the 19th century, crowd theory translated some of the era’s
most pressing and contentious political debates into expressly psychological terms. Crowd
theory internalized the period’s political preoccupations with the dangers of mass
democracy—reflected in debates over universal suffrage, the “social question,” the scope of
democratic representation, and the risks of plebiscitary authoritarianism—into symptoms
animated by the dynamic operations of the human psyche itself. If political thought for
much of the century had focused on debating the democratic reform of political institutions,
and particularly how the increasingly hegemonic but elusive norm of popular sovereignty
could assume a durable worldly form, crowd theorists sought to uncover hidden
psychological dynamics—what Gustave Le Bon called “immense unconscious workings”—
animating the dangerously disorienting politics of the “Era of Crowds.” Crowd theory offers
an important chapter in the history of democratic theories of counterrevolution; it
reoriented counterrevolutionary political thought away from its traditionalism, legitimism,
institutionalism, and fossilized legalism, and toward a politics more actively engaged with
the psychic life of mass democracy. Crowd theory offered a conceptual apparatus designed
to harness the collective energies of an unleashed mass democracy in new authoritarian
directions unimagined by previous generations of counterrevolutionary thinkers and
activists. This paper will explore crowd theory’s shift from the “imitation-suggestion”
paradigm of Le Bon to the “libidinal paradigm” of Freud, with the latter revealing how the
subordinated relationship between the masses and the leader could be experienced as a
vivifying freedom and vital enhancement of popular capacities rather than a stultifying
limitation or heteronomic imposition.

4:45 t0 5:00 p.m.: Coffee break

5:00 to 6:30 p.m.: Panel discussion “Praktische Perspektiven auf die Asthetik
der Demokratie" (in German), with Deborah Schnabel (Bildungsstatte Anne Frank),
Franziska Nori (Kunstverein Frankfurt), and Juirgen Kaube (Frankfurter Allgemeine
Zeitung). Moderated by Johannes V6lz and Sophie Loidolt (deputy spokesperson,
RTG Aesthetics of Democracy)

Ist Demokratie sinnlich erfahrbar? Gibt es eine spezifische demokratische Asthetik, so wie
es eine totalitdre Asthetik gibt? Hat das demokratische Zusammenleben eine bestimmte
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Form? Neben wissenschaftlichen gibt es auch zivilgesellschaftliche und kinstlerische
Perspektiven auf diese Fragen. Darum soll es auf dem Podium gehen. Was sagen Personen
aus Zivilgesellschaft und Kunstbetrieb zum Thema des Graduiertenkollegs? Wie konnen
universitare Forschung und auBeruniversitare Partner:innen zusammenkommen, um diese
Fragen zu ergrinden? Wo bestehen Hlrden in der Zusammenarbeit?

Saturday, June 6, 2026:

10:00 to 11:00 a.m.: Anindya Sekhar Purakayastha (ILSR Kolkata and Kazi Nazrul
University): “Transnational Aesthetics of Democracy: A Roundtable with Lalan
Fakir, Rabindranath and Immanuel Kant”

Abstract: Democracy, one may argue, promises a covenant for de-Oedipalisation —a
freedom from sovereign authority or autonomy from what Derrida called “patriarchival”,
nomological control (Derrida 1995, 10). This is perfectly in sync with the idea of the
aesthetics of democracy, hinting at radical desires of democracy, nomadizing beyond
normative regimes of statecraft and political theory. Heterogenous democratic life-worlds
catalyse this schism between static coordinates and rupturesque “schizophrenia” (Holland
in Stevale 2011, 55). Sovereignty and democracy, Derrida argues, are “inseparable but
contradictory partners” (Matthews 2013) and although all effective democracies rely on
sovereignty to survive but in immunising itself from possible disruptions, democracy
devours its own true spirit by flattening its multitudinous and polyvalent dimensions. The
“varied carols” of the demos are reduced to the “sovereign community” of a univalent
“nation” characterised by violent exclusion and erasures. Given that, how do we fuel
rhizomic desires for democracy? Pace Deleuze and Guattari, can we think of a
‘schizoanalysis’ of Democratic despotism? How does one envisage the ‘thousand plateaus’
(Bogue 1989, 83; 107) of democracy, fostering the liberating corelation between democracy
and schizophrenia? In other words, how do we strengthen democracy " s transformative
plassein or its immanent energy to deterritorialize? Put differently, and employing cross-
cultural thought geographies, how do we deepen our democratic Rasa (aesthetic sensibility
according to Indian theory of aesthetics) to aspire for a more non-sovereigh, non-monolithic
cosmopolitics of “prema-bhakti” (Tarkabhusan 1963) (egalitarian and unconditional love for
all as per the fifteenth century Vaishnava philosophy of India)? Derrida" s notion of
“democracy-to-come” and the “auto-immunisation” of democracy (Dallmayr 2018) are
highly relevant here and so is the concept of lokayata sahajiya dharma (heterodox non-
hierarchic public culture) or Rasa theory from South Asia (Pollock 2018). Defying all Vaidhi
(prescriptive) formulations, and drawing on Indian Rasa aesthetics and Vaishnava Sahajiya
Padabali literary traditions (Mukhapadhyay 1952), | argue for the idea of a “raganuga” (non-
canonical, affect-aesthetic based) (Bose 1932) literary vision of a democracy-to-come.
Going beyond Hannah Arendt" s reading of Kant’s aesthetic theory, this project examines
how Vaishnava bhakti and Rasa theory of aesthetic sensibility underscored our
intersubjective sensory entanglements or affective interwovenness, generating democratic
love or prema-bhakti for all. This proposal therefore, locates the trans-cultural aesthetics of
democracy through an imaginary and dialogic interaction between South Asian sahajiya
bhakti practitioners like Lalan Fakir (1774-1890) and Rabindranath Tagore (1861-1941) with
Immanuel Kant for norm-deviant democratic desires.

11:00 to 11:15 a.m.: Coffee break

11:15 a.m. to 12:15 p.m.: Francesca Raimondi (Hochschule fur Gestaltung
Offenbach): “Art as Exercise? Practices in Contemporary Art and Radical
Democracy”
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Abstract: Starting from the so-called “practice turn” in contemporary art, the talk will test
the concept of exercise, in its various meanings, as a heuristic lens through which to grasp
the specificity of artistic practices and to interrogate their political dimension. In the spirit of
critical theory this requires a reflection on the contemporary aesthetic dimensions of
capitalist society, such as its suggestions of immediacy or the demand to perform. Itis
against this background that the talk explores how aesthetic practices not only shape and
reconfigure modes of perception, action, and participation, but also contribute, in their own
distinctive way, to the formation and negotiation of democratic life. Rather than arguing for a
direct democratic impact of the arts or for an aesthetic specific to democracy, the talk
proposes a dynamic relationship of reciprocal shaping between democratic and aesthetic
practices, while also asking under what conditions such practices may reproduce, rather
than challenge, existing social relations.

12:15t0 1:30 p.m.: Lunch

1:30 to 2:45 p.m.: Tillvan Rahden (Université de Montréal): “Democracy: A Fragile
Way of Life,” including a response by Ajay Gudavarthy (Jawaharlal Nehru University
New Delhi).

Abstract: Concerns over the future viability of democracy pervade scholarly and public
controversies. This paper challenges the prevailing sense of despair. Instead of obsessing
about how democracies die, it might be more useful to explore what keeps them alive.
Today, the social sciences dominate the domain of democratic theory. In contrast, the
humanities have contributed comparatively little to our understanding of democracy’s
fragile and contingent nature in the past and in the present. Against this background, this
paper aims to strengthen the role of the humanities in scholarly exchanges over the
meaning, the fragility and the contingency of democracy as a way of life. It therefore invites
conversations about the democratic content of aesthetic forms, styles, and manners.
Democracy is not just a system of government, but a fragile way of life grounded in
democratic manners and a democratic ethos. It is sustained and revived in quotidian
encounters and conflicts that allow for aesthetic experiences of freedom and equality.
Drawing on anecdotal episodes of postwar Germans search for democracy, the talk invites
conversations about the democratic content of aesthetic forms, styles, and manners.

2:45 to 3:00 p.m.: Coffee break

3:00 to 4:00 p.m.: Patricia Hayes (University of the Western Cape): “The Visibility of
Partition and the Partition of Visibility”

Abstract: This lecture takes the notion of the visibility of partition as a starting point to think
with a spectrum of African images and imaginaries originating from a period of colonial
occupation on the Angola-Namibia border during World War 1. The cartographic bifurcation
of these lands and societies had existed on paper for decades, suggesting the visibility of
partition was only for the future. Berlin 1884-5 was the moment where the concept of
‘hinterland’ came into international usage, the ‘what is beyond, suggesting a spatial future
that was projected from coastal footholds and where African polities constituted a kind of
anteroom of empire. Photography was part the infrastructure of eventual colonial
occupation, resulting in visual histories by military men, often panoramic, panning, but
marking required moments of shifts in sovereignty. From sitting like a bulge of insubmissive
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hinterland on the map, colonial occupation sought to effect a partition which created two
forms of displacement that one might term concentration (through violence) and
evacuation (through flight). This radically affected the archives and bifurcated histories
because of the difficulty of seeing or hearing across the border into another colony, later
nation, even though the space was contiguous and people moved back and forth across it
as they always had. Effectively it was the partition of visibility. Two differing national archival
impulses emerged that pulled the people and space asunder also in terms of an episteme.
An intriguing notion here is that of the forged landscape (Khosravi), playing with the terms
forge, where things are reshaped through intensified heat and force, and forgery, deep
falsification.



