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	The Architecture of Power

	Fragment from a letter, ca. 1785

	 

	I write to you with a disquiet that does not leave me. What I saw refuses to fade. No dream, but something that presents itself as a memory of what is yet to come.

	 

	In a mist-laden space hung a lantern, wrought by human hands. It gave light, yet only to what it allowed. Behind it lived another light, ancient and unshaped, like a sun not kindled by us. Between these two lights stood the order. Three vessels.

	 

	In the first: the man with the hat, the direction, the power that does not explain itself. In the second: those who write and execute—bearers without origin. In the third: skulls. Silent. Numerous. The people. Les pauvres gens.

	 

	From that silence, something arose.

	Clad in red, with a hat that gestures toward the sacred. Not a man, not life, but a presence. I could not tell whether it was death, the crown, or something that precedes them both.
It did not see. It did not speak. It was.

	 

	Since then, my fields have grown strange to me. My peasants speak more softly, yet their gaze lingers longer. There is something in their silence that seizes my throat, as though it were the waiting for a hand yet to fall.

	 

	I fear that what we call order will not remain what it is. Something is stirring. Not great enough to be God, yet too great to remain human.

	 

	Yours devotedly

	 

	J. de Cottignies
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	The Architecture of Power

	Private collection - Lucifernum

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	1. We, the Represented

	 

	We, the represented, exist. That is no longer self-evident. People speak in our name, but seldom with our voice. They govern for us, but increasingly no longer on our behalf. Between voter and decision lies a gap, once filled with trust, now with procedures, party agreements, and inertia.

	 

	Democracy, we are told, lives. It breathes through elections, moves through parliaments, decides through governments. But what lives can also stiffen. What moves can also stand still.

	 

	We live in a time in which governments fall with the regularity of the seasons and return in other guises, without fundamentally changing. Programs shift, coalitions rearrange themselves, yet the outcome remains the same: postponement, compromise, and the management of what one no longer dares to govern.

	 

	This is not a crisis. This is a system.

	 

	A system in which parties have placed themselves between citizen and power—not as instruments, but as filters. Not as representatives, but as proprietors of representation. The voice of the citizen is gathered, redistributed, diluted, and ultimately transformed into something that only faintly resembles its origin.

	 

	This is called representation. We call it alienation. As old empires endured in their rituals while the world around them changed, so too does our democracy persist in forms that have outlived their time. It still wears the garments of the nineteenth century, yet must function in an age of immediate communication, continuous information, and technologies that undermine its very foundations.

	We are driving a carriage on the highway.

	 

	Meanwhile, another phenomenon is growing, less visible, yet more persistent: what might be called the Versailles syndrome. A political class which, surrounded by its own logic, its own language, and its own rituals, does not lose contact with the outside world, but redefines it. What happens outside becomes relevant only insofar as it can be translated within. Reality becomes interpretation. Discontent becomes noise. The citizen becomes an abstraction.

	 

	And yet, they speak in our name.

	 

	This manifesto begins from a simple observation: democracy does not fail because it is insufficiently democratic, but because it is trapped within its own form. The instruments with which it was built are no longer suited to the world in which it operates.

	 

	The question, therefore, is not whether we need more or less democracy. The question is: what kind of democracy is still possible. We, the represented, take the floor once more.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	2. With the Carriage on the Highway

	 

	What has disappeared is seldom missed by those who have never known it.

	 

	And yet…

	 

	Origin

	Long before it was given a name, a form of collective decision-making already existed. In small communities, where survival depended on cooperation, direction emerged through consultation. One followed the eldest for his experience, or the strongest for his strength. Not because he proclaimed himself leader, but because the group sustained him. He was accepted. From that origin, two paths emerged.

	 

	One led to the concentration of power: a community united around a single figure, a leader who embodies order and gives direction. In that line lie the seeds of monarchy, where stability arises from unity. From this grew the idea of succession.

	 

	Not as arbitrariness, but as an extension of trust. What had proven itself was passed on. As a father passes his knowledge to his son, so too was leadership passed to the next generation. Not because it was inherently better, but because it was shaped within the same tradition, responsibility, and expectation.

	 

	Continuity was not an ideology.

	It was certainty.

	 

	The other path led to the dispersion of power: a community in which no one stands above the group, and many determine direction together. There lies the beginning of what would later become democracy.

	 

	Both forms are not opposites, but branches of the same root.

	In ancient Athens, where democracy was first consciously named, there was no distance between speaker and listener. The city was small, the community comprehensible. Whoever spoke was seen. Whoever voted was recognized. Democracy was not a system, but a practice of presence.

	 

	It could exist only as long as people encountered one another. Yet even there, a limit remained.

	 

	Athens counted hundreds of thousands of inhabitants, but only a fraction spoke and decided. Only thirty to forty thousand free men were recognized as citizens. Women, children, slaves, and foreigners remained outside political life. And even among those citizens, it was always a minority who actually gathered to speak and vote.

	 

	Democracy was not a universal right. It was a privilege of those who belonged to the city, defended it, and bore responsibility.

	 

	Even today, albeit in different forms and with different words, that boundary remains. Not everyone decides. Not everyone can decide. Age, health, competence, they still determine who participates and who does not. The question, therefore, is not whether democracy has limits, but where they are drawn, and by whom.

	 

	History

	Between Athens and the salons of d’Holbach, Paris around 1750, lies not a short transition, but a span of nearly two thousand years.
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