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Carl Schmitt Concept Of The Political

carl schmitt concept of the political is a foundational idea in political theory that has significantly influenced
contemporary debates about sovereignty, authority, and the nature of political conflict. Schmitt, a German jurist and
political theorist, argued that the essence of politics is rooted in the distinction between friend and enemy. His concept
emphasizes the importance of the political as a domain defined by existential conflict, where the ultimate decision-
maker holds the power to determine who belongs to the in-group (friends) and who constitutes the threat (enemies).
Understanding Schmitt's concept of the political provides critical insights into the nature of political authority, the state
of exception, and the limits of liberal democracy.

Understanding Carl Schmitt’s Definition of the Political

The Core of Schmitt’s Political Theory
Carl Schmitt’s conception of the political revolves around the idea that politics is fundamentally about the
confrontation between friend and enemy. Unlike other social spheres such as economics or culture, which may be
characterized by cooperation and consensus, the political is distinguished by its capacity for conflict and the capacity
to identify enemies. Schmitt famously stated, “The political is defined by the distinction between friend and enemy,”
highlighting that this dichotomy is not merely a metaphor but a real and consequential boundary. This distinction is
existential, often involving life-or-death stakes, and thus it grants the political its unique intensity.

The Implications of the Friend-Enemy Distinction
This dichotomy implies that political communities are formed around shared enemies, and the identification of who
counts as an enemy is a crucial exercise of sovereignty. Schmitt believed that the capacity to decide who is an enemy
is a fundamental sovereign function, often exercised during crises or emergencies when normal legal processes are
suspended. The political, in Schmitt’s view, is distinguished from other spheres by its capacity for decisive action.
While moral or legal considerations may influence other areas, the political is driven by the necessity of making
concrete decisions about existential threats.

The Concept of Sovereignty in Schmitt’s Political Thought

Sovereignty as the Deciding Factor
For Schmitt, sovereignty is the central concept in political theory. He famously declared, “Sovereign is he who decides
on the exception,” emphasizing that the true sovereign possesses the power to suspend or suspend the rule of law
during emergencies. This decision-making capacity is what sets the sovereign apart from other political figures or
institutions. Sovereignty, therefore, is not merely about legal authority but about the ability to make ultimate decisions
when normal laws and procedures are inadequate. In times of crisis, the sovereign’s role is to determine the enemy,
and by doing so, define the boundaries of the political community.



The State of Exception
Schmitt’s concept of the state of exception is deeply intertwined with his understanding of sovereignty. During
exceptional circumstances, the sovereign may need to act outside the legal framework to protect the political
community. This ability to suspend laws and override constitutional norms is essential in Schmitt’s theory because it
underscores the importance of decisive action in the face of existential threats. He argued that the state of exception
is a necessary feature of sovereignty, allowing the sovereign to preserve the political order when faced with crises that
threaten its survival. This idea has influenced modern theories of emergency powers and the justification for
extraordinary measures during wartime or national emergencies.

The Political as a Zone of Conflict

The Distinction from Other Social Spheres
Schmitt’s concept of the political sharply contrasts with liberal theories that emphasize pluralism, consensus, and
individual rights. While liberalism tends to focus on the coexistence of diverse interests within a legal framework,
Schmitt’s view posits that the core of politics is conflict and the potential for violence. This perspective recognizes that
political communities are inherently divided, and these divisions cannot be fully resolved through dialogue or legal
procedures. Instead, the political is defined by the capacity to confront and manage conflicts of life and death.

Political Action and Decision
In Schmitt’s framework, political action involves decisive choices made by the sovereign or leadership to confront
enemies and secure the integrity of the political community. These decisions often involve identifying threats,
mobilizing resources, and sometimes resorting to extraordinary measures. The emphasis on decision-making
underscores the importance of leadership and authority in maintaining political order, especially during times of unrest
or crisis.

Schmitt’s Critique of Liberalism and Democracy

Challenges to Liberal Democracy
Schmitt was critical of liberal democracy, which he viewed as emphasizing legalism, individual rights, and consensus at
the expense of decisive leadership. He argued that liberalism tends to weaken the sovereign’s capacity to make
difficult choices, thus undermining the effectiveness of the political. According to Schmitt, liberal institutions—such as
checks and balances, judicial review, and minority rights—can sometimes lead to paralysis in times of crisis,
preventing necessary decisive action.

The Role of the Führer and the Decisionist State
Schmitt’s ideas influence the concept of the “decisionist state,” where authority is concentrated in a strong leader
capable of making swift decisions in emergencies. His admiration for the leadership style of figures like Adolf Hitler was
controversial, but he believed that a decisive leader was essential for preserving the political order during turbulent
times. This emphasis on strong leadership and the central role of decision-making has sparked debates about the
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balance between authority and legality in democratic societies.

Applications and Criticisms of Schmitt’s Concept of the Political

Modern Political Theory and Practice
Schmitt’s ideas have been influential in understanding authoritarian regimes, states of emergency, and the limits of
liberal democracy. His emphasis on sovereignty and the friend-enemy distinction helps explain the dynamics of
political conflict and the justification for extraordinary measures. In contemporary geopolitics, Schmitt’s concept aids
in analyzing states’ responses to terrorism, insurgency, and international conflicts, where identifying enemies and
asserting sovereignty become central.

Criticisms and Controversies
Despite its influence, Schmitt’s theory has faced significant criticism. Critics argue that his focus on conflict and enemy
identification can legitimize authoritarianism, suppress dissent, and threaten democratic norms. Furthermore, his
association with nationalist and fascist regimes has tainted his legacy, prompting ongoing debates about the ethical
implications of his ideas.

Conclusion: The Relevance of Schmitt’s Concept of the Political
Today

Carl Schmitt’s concept of the political remains a vital part of political philosophy, offering a stark lens through which to
view power, sovereignty, and conflict. Its emphasis on the fundamental distinction between friend and enemy
challenges liberal notions of pluralism and consensus, highlighting the persistent realities of conflict in human
societies. Understanding Schmitt’s ideas is crucial for scholars, policymakers, and anyone interested in the nature of
political authority, especially in times of crisis or upheaval. While his theories are controversial, their enduring
relevance underscores the importance of grappling with the primal and often unsettling aspects of political life. By
critically engaging with Schmitt’s concept of the political, we gain a deeper appreciation of the complexities of
sovereignty, the importance of decisive action, and the perpetual tension between order and chaos that defines the
political realm.

Carl Schmitt’s Concept of the Political: An In-Depth Analysis The philosophical landscape of political theory has been
profoundly shaped by numerous thinkers, among whom Carl Schmitt occupies a particularly contentious and influential
position. His concept of the political, as articulated in his seminal work Der Begriff des Politischen (The Concept of the
Political), offers a distinctive lens through which to understand the nature of sovereignty, conflict, and the distinction
between friend and enemy. This article endeavors to explore Schmitt’s conception of the political in depth, examining
its core principles, historical context, influence, and the ethical debates it has engendered.

Historical and Intellectual Context of Carl Schmitt’s Political
Thought

Understanding Schmitt’s concept of the political requires situating it within the turbulent socio-political landscape of



early 20th-century Europe. Born in 1888 in Plettenberg, Germany, Schmitt’s intellectual trajectory was shaped by the
upheavals of World War I, the collapse of the German Empire, and the rise of both liberal democracy and totalitarian
regimes. During this period, traditional liberal political theory, emphasizing individual rights and procedural
democracy, faced significant challenges. Schmitt’s response was a radical reevaluation of sovereignty and authority,
emphasizing the importance of decisive political action. His proximity to the conservative and nationalist currents in
Germany, particularly his association with the Nazi regime, has led to extensive debates about the ethical implications
of his ideas. Schmitt’s critique was rooted in a suspicion of liberal pluralism and an emphasis on the existential
character of politics, which he believed could not be fully captured by legal or moral categories. His work reflects a
realist perspective that privileges the importance of power, sovereignty, and the capacity to make decisive judgments
in the face of political conflict.

The Core of Schmitt’s Concept of the Political

At the heart of Carl Schmitt’s theory is a fundamental dichotomy: the distinction between the political and other
spheres of social life. This distinction is central to understanding his conception and has been both influential and
controversial.

The Definition of the Political
Schmitt defines the political as a domain characterized primarily by the distinction between friend and enemy. In his
own words, the political is "an existential distinction" that manifests in the capacity to identify who belongs to one's
own political community (friend) and who opposes or threatens it (enemy). This binary is not necessarily moral or
ethical but is rooted in the concrete reality of conflict and confrontation. Key features of Schmitt’s concept include: -
The political is distinguished from the moral, economic, or cultural spheres. - It centers on the capacity for, or the
reality of, conflict. - It is rooted in the community’s collective identity and existential threats.

The Friend-Enemy Distinction
Schmitt’s focus on the friend-enemy binary is arguably the most distinctive aspect of his political thought. He asserts
that: - The political is ultimately about the possibility of life-or-death conflict between groups. - The identification of
enemies is essential to the formation of political identity. - Political decisions often hinge on recognizing and
confronting enemies. This binary is not necessarily about personal animosity but about recognizing the existence of
antagonistic groups whose interests or values fundamentally oppose one another. For Schmitt, this distinction is
unavoidable and intrinsic to politics itself.

Sovereignty and the Decision
Building upon his concept of the political, Schmitt emphasizes the role of sovereignty. He famously states that: >
"Sovereign is he who decides on the exception." This indicates that the sovereign has the ultimate authority to decide
when the normal legal order can be suspended in times of crisis. The decision to declare a state of exception —
essentially, to recognize an extraordinary situation that threatens the political order — is central to maintaining the
unity and survival of the political community. Implications include: - The importance of a decisive leader or authority. -
The recognition that legality and normativity are subordinate to the need for decisive action in crises. - The
intertwining of sovereignty with the capacity to identify enemies and respond accordingly.
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Comparison with Other Political Theories

Schmitt’s ideas stand in stark contrast to classical liberal and democratic theories, which tend to emphasize individual
rights, legal norms, and pluralism. Key differences include: | Aspect | Schmitt’s View | Liberal/Democratic View | |||| |
Basis of Politics | Friend-enemy distinction | Individual rights, procedural rules | | Sovereignty | Decisive, exception-
based | Legally constrained, distributed | | Conflict | Inevitable and foundational | To be managed or minimized | | Role
of the State | Arbitrary decision-maker | Protects rights through law | Schmitt’s emphasis on conflict and sovereignty as
a decisive political act has made his work both influential among authoritarian and totalitarian thinkers and
controversial among advocates of liberal democracy.

Schmitt’s Political Theory in Practice and Its Legacy

Influence on Modern Political Thought
Schmitt’s ideas have profoundly influenced various domains, including: - Legal Theory: His critique of jurisprudence
and emphasis on the "decision" as central to sovereignty challenged liberal legal positivism. - Political Philosophy: His
focus on conflict and the friend-enemy binary has inspired debates about the nature of political identity and the limits
of pluralism. - Totalitarian and Authoritarian Regimes: His ideas were appropriated by regimes seeking to justify
centralized, decisive authority, notably by the Nazis. Despite the problematic aspects of his association with fascism,
scholars continue to analyze his thought for its insights into sovereignty, statecraft, and the nature of political conflict.

Criticisms and Ethical Debates
Schmitt’s conception of the political has elicited substantial criticism, particularly regarding: - Its potential to justify
authoritarianism and suppression of dissent. - The dangerous implications of emphasizing enemy identification. - The
neglect of moral and ethical considerations in political decision-making. Critics argue that Schmitt’s focus on the
friend-enemy binary risks undermining liberal values of tolerance and pluralism. Conversely, some defenders contend
that his realism provides a sober recognition of the realities of political conflict.

Conclusion: The Enduring Significance of Schmitt’s Concept of
the Political

Carl Schmitt’s concept of the political remains one of the most provocative and debated theories in modern political
thought. Its core assertion—that politics is fundamentally about the distinction between friend and enemy—challenges
liberal assumptions and emphasizes the existential dimensions of political life. While his ideas have been exploited by
authoritarian regimes, they also serve as a vital tool for understanding the dynamics of sovereignty, conflict, and
decision-making in times of crisis. A nuanced engagement with Schmitt’s thought requires recognizing both its
analytical depth and its ethical pitfalls. In an era marked by geopolitical tensions, identity conflicts, and questions
about sovereignty, Schmitt’s concept of the political continues to offer valuable insights—albeit with cautionary notes
about the dangers of conflating conflict with legitimacy. As scholars and policymakers grapple with the complexities of
modern politics, revisiting Schmitt’s theories remains both relevant and necessary for a comprehensive understanding
of the nature of political life. References and Further Reading - Schmitt, Carl. The Concept of the Political. Translated
by George Schwab, University of Chicago Press, 2007. - Schwab, George. The Challenge of Carl Schmitt. MIT Press,



2008. - Agamben, Giorgio. State of Exception. University of Chicago Press, 2005. - Rockmore, Tom. The Political
Philosophy of Carl Schmitt. University of Chicago Press, 1994. End of Article

Questions & Answers About carl schmitt concept of the political

No Question Answer

1 What is Carl Schmitt's core definition of
'the political'?

Carl Schmitt defines 'the political' as the sphere characterized by the
distinction between friend and enemy, emphasizing the existential
and conflictual nature of politics.

2 How does Schmitt differentiate
between the political and other social
spheres like morality or law?

Schmitt argues that the political is distinct because it centers on the
potential for conflict and the identification of enemies, unlike
morality or law, which aim for order and consensus.

3 Why is the concept of 'the friend-
enemy' distinction central to Schmitt's
theory of the political?

Because it encapsulates the idea that political identity is
fundamentally based on the perception of others as friends or
enemies, which can justify extraordinary measures and sovereign
decision-making.

4 How has Carl Schmitt's concept of 'the
political' influenced contemporary
political theory?

Schmitt's emphasis on sovereignty, decisionism, and the friend-
enemy distinction has influenced debates on the nature of
sovereignty, emergency powers, and the limits of liberalism,
especially in contexts of crisis and conflict.

5 What are some criticisms of Schmitt's
concept of 'the political' in modern
political discourse?

Critics argue that Schmitt's focus on conflict and enemies promotes
a dangerous view of politics that can justify authoritarianism, and
that it underestimates the importance of pluralism, dialogue, and
democratic consensus.

sovereignty, friend-enemy distinction, decisionism, state of exception, political theology, authority, legitimacy, political
ontology, modern sovereignty, existentialism
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