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Carl Schmitt The Concept Of The
Political

Carl Schmitt the Concept of the Political is a foundational idea in political philosophy that has
significantly influenced modern political thought. Schmitt’s work explores the core distinctions and
conflicts that define political entities and actions, emphasizing the importance of sovereignty,
decision-making, and the friend-enemy distinction. His concept of the political remains a crucial
reference point for understanding the nature of power, authority, and conflict within political
communities.

Introduction to Carl Schmitt and His Political
Philosophy

Who Was Carl Schmitt?
Carl Schmitt (1888–1985) was a German jurist and political theorist whose ideas have sparked both
admiration and controversy. His work primarily investigates the nature of sovereignty, the state of
exception, and the essence of political identity. Schmitt's insights are especially relevant for
understanding the dynamics of authoritarianism, legal sovereignty, and the limits of liberal
democracy.

The Significance of Schmitt’s Concept of the Political
Schmitt’s concept of the political centers on the idea that politics fundamentally involves the
confrontation between friends and enemies. This dichotomy, he argues, is the defining feature that
distinguishes political actions from other social or economic activities. His analysis provides a lens
through which to examine the unity of political communities and the conflicts they face.

Core Principles of Schmitt’s Concept of the Political

The Distinction Between Friend and Enemy
At the heart of Schmitt’s philosophy lies the friend-enemy distinction: - Friend: Those who share the
same political identity or values. - Enemy: Those who threaten the existence, security, or identity of
the political community. This dichotomy is not merely descriptive but prescriptive, shaping political
actions and decisions. For Schmitt, the political is essentially about the potential for and reality of
conflict, where identifying enemies is an unavoidable aspect of political life.

The Political as a Distinct Sphere
Schmitt argues that the political is a distinct sphere of human activity, separate from moral,
economic, or social domains. Its primary characteristics include: - The capacity for decisive action in
moments of crisis. - The importance of sovereignty and the power to decide on the state of exception. -



The centrality of the friend-enemy distinction in defining political identity.

The Sovereign and the State of Exception
Schmitt emphasizes the role of the sovereign as the ultimate authority capable of deciding when the
normal order is suspended, creating a “state of exception.” This decision-making power is vital in
moments of crisis when the legal order is insufficient to address threats.

Schmitt’s Theoretical Contributions

The Concept of Sovereignty
Schmitt’s famous dictum, “Sovereign is he who decides on the state of exception,” underscores the
importance of decisive authority in political life. Sovereignty, for Schmitt, is not merely about legal
authority but about the capacity to make ultimate decisions during emergencies.

The Decisionist Theory of Politics
Unlike liberal theories emphasizing procedural rules and consensus, Schmitt advocates a decisionist
approach, stressing: - The importance of decisive action. - The leader or sovereign’s role in resolving
crises. - The recognition that politics involves conflict and the potential for violence.

The Critique of Liberalism
Schmitt critiques liberalism’s emphasis on individual rights and legal procedures, arguing that: -
Liberalism underestimates the importance of decisive sovereignty. - It can weaken the political unity
necessary to confront enemies. - In times of crisis, liberal rules may be insufficient to defend the state.

The Friend-Enemy Distinction in Detail

Why Is the Friend-Enemy Distinction Central?
Schmitt sees this distinction as the core of political identity because: - It defines the boundary
between inside and outside. - It provides clarity during conflicts. - It justifies the use of force against
enemies.

Implications of the Friend-Enemy Concept
This concept leads to several implications: - Political communities are inherently exclusive. - Threats
to the community require decisive, sometimes aggressive, responses. - The identification of enemies
can be subjective but is essential for political action.

Modern Interpretations and Criticisms
Schmitt’s friend-enemy concept has been criticized for: - Justifying authoritarianism and violence. -
Overemphasizing conflict at the expense of dialogue. - Potentially leading to exclusion and
discrimination. However, defenders argue that Schmitt’s analysis provides a realistic understanding
of political conflict’s nature.
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Schmitt’s Influence on Modern Political Thought

Legal and Political Theory
Schmitt's ideas about sovereignty and the state of exception have influenced: - The development of
theories on emergency powers. - The debate on the limits of legal authority. - Critical discussions on
the nature of sovereignty in the modern state.

Authoritarianism and Democracy
His work has been both critiqued and utilized by: - Critics opposing authoritarian tendencies. - Some
political actors who emphasize strong leadership and decisive action.

Post-World War II Reappraisal
While Schmitt’s association with the Nazi regime taints his legacy, many scholars study his work to
understand: - The dangers of unchecked sovereignty. - The importance of balancing authority with
democratic principles.

Critical Perspectives on Schmitt’s Concept of the
Political

Strengths of Schmitt’s Analysis
- Offers a realistic account of political conflict. - Highlights the importance of sovereignty and decisive
action. - Provides tools for understanding moments of crisis.

Weaknesses and Criticisms
- Overly pessimistic about the possibility of consensus. - Risks justifying authoritarianism. - Downplays
the importance of dialogue and pluralism.

Schmitt’s Relevance Today
In contemporary politics, Schmitt’s ideas remain relevant in discussions about: - National security. -
Emergency powers. - Political polarization and identity politics.

Conclusion: The Legacy of Carl Schmitt’s Concept of the
Political

Carl Schmitt’s concept of the political continues to be a provocative, influential framework for
understanding the nature of power, conflict, and sovereignty. His emphasis on the friend-enemy
distinction and the role of sovereignty in moments of crisis provides a stark perspective on political
life—one that recognizes conflict as an inherent aspect of human societies. While his ideas have been
subject to critique, especially concerning their potential for justifying authoritarianism, they remain
essential for anyone seeking a deeper understanding of political dynamics, especially in times of



upheaval and crisis.

Further Reading and Resources

- The Concept of the Political by Carl Schmitt - Political Theology: Four Chapters on the Concept of
Sovereignty by Carl Schmitt - Scholarly articles and critiques on Schmitt’s political philosophy -
Documentaries and lectures on the history of political thought and Schmitt’s influence By exploring
Carl Schmitt’s concept of the political, readers gain insights into the fundamental conflicts and
decisions that shape political communities. His work underscores the importance of sovereignty,
decision-making, and the friend-enemy distinction—concepts that continue to resonate in
contemporary debates on governance, security, and democracy.

Carl Schmitt and the Concept of the Political: An Investigative Analysis The thought of Carl Schmitt,
one of the most influential and controversial figures in 20th-century political philosophy, continues to
evoke intense debate and scholarly scrutiny. Central to his intellectual legacy is the concept of the
political—a notion that not only challenges conventional understandings of sovereignty, democracy,
and law but also raises profound questions about the nature of conflict, identity, and the state itself.
This investigative exploration seeks to dissect Schmitt’s conception of the political, its historical roots,
its philosophical underpinnings, and its enduring relevance in contemporary discourse.

Introduction: The Significance of Schmitt’s Concept of
the Political

Carl Schmitt (1888–1985) was a German jurist and political theorist whose ideas have left an indelible
mark on political thought. His concept of the political is often regarded as a foundational element in
understanding the nature of sovereignty, the state of exception, and the ideological divisions that
define human communities. Unlike liberal or democratic theories that emphasize consensus,
pluralism, or rational discourse, Schmitt’s political philosophy foregrounds the inherent conflict and
the existential distinction between friends and enemies as central to political identity. This
investigation begins by contextualizing Schmitt’s thought within the tumultuous historical landscape
of early 20th-century Europe, especially considering his association with the Nazi regime and the
subsequent debates about the ethical and philosophical implications of his ideas. While his political
and legal theories are contentious, their analytical depth and provocative insights continue to
influence fields ranging from political science and international relations to legal theory and critical
theory.

Foundations of Schmitt’s Political Thought

Historical Context and Intellectual Background
To understand Schmitt’s concept of the political, it is crucial to grasp the historical circumstances that
shaped his thinking. The early 20th century was marked by devastating wars, revolutionary
upheavals, and the disintegration of traditional monarchies. The collapse of the German Empire after
World War I and the subsequent Weimar Republic created an environment rife with political
instability and ideological contestation. Schmitt’s early writings, rooted in constitutional law and
jurisprudence, reflect a response to this chaos. His critique of liberalism and parliamentary
democracy stems from a concern that these systems are insufficient to deal with the inherent conflicts
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within political life. Instead, Schmitt advocates for a conception of sovereignty rooted in the capacity
to decide in exceptional circumstances—a theme that becomes central to his notion of the political.

The Concept of the Political: Definition and Core Elements
At its core, Schmitt’s concept of the political is defined by the distinction between friend and enemy.
Unlike other social distinctions such as class, ethnicity, or ideology, the friend-enemy dichotomy is
fundamentally existential and existentially significant. For Schmitt, the political is the domain where
this fundamental opposition manifests and is expressed in the collective identity of a community. Core
elements of Schmitt’s political include: - Friend-enemy distinction: The defining feature of the
political; it determines who belongs to the community and who threatens it. - Existential conflict: The
political involves the possibility of life-and-death conflicts; it is not just about disagreement but about
organized group confrontation. - Sovereignty and decisionism: The sovereign is the entity capable of
deciding when the political is at risk and taking decisive action. - The exception: The idea that in times
of crisis, normal legal or constitutional norms can be suspended to preserve the political order.
Schmitt argues that the political is distinguished from other spheres such as ethics or economics
because it inherently involves the potential for conflict and violence. Recognizing and managing this
conflict is the essence of political leadership.

Deep Dive into Schmitt’s Theoretical Framework

Sovereignty and the Decision
One of Schmitt’s most influential contributions is his critique of liberal legalism and his assertion that
sovereignty is ultimately about decision-making authority. In his seminal work, Political Theology
(1922), Schmitt asserts that "Sovereign is he who decides on the exception." This means that the true
sovereign is not necessarily the one who rules within the bounds of law but the one who has the
power to suspend the law when the state is faced with a crisis. This decisionist approach emphasizes:
- The importance of a decisive authority during emergencies. - The limitation of legal procedures in
the face of existential threats. - The centrality of the state’s capacity to preserve itself through
exceptional measures.

The Friend-Enemy Distinction as the Political Core
Schmitt’s delineation of the friend-enemy distinction underscores the idea that the political is rooted
in collective identification and conflict. The distinction is not a moral judgment but an ontological
reality—groups define themselves in opposition to others. This has several implications: - It
emphasizes the group’s unity against external threats. - It frames political conflict as a natural and
inevitable aspect of human communities. - It positions enmity as a potential source of collective
cohesion. The recognition of enemies is thus fundamental; to be political is to recognize who the
enemies are and to organize accordingly.

The Concept of the State of Exception
Schmitt’s theory of the state of exception is intertwined with his decisionism. In times of crisis, normal
constitutional procedures can be bypassed to ensure the survival of the political order. This concept
has been widely influential and controversial, raising questions about the balance between legality
and authority, especially in modern states. Key characteristics include: - The suspension of



constitutional norms during emergencies. - The concentration of power in the hands of the sovereign.
- The potential for such powers to infringe on individual rights. Schmitt’s emphasis on the importance
of decisive action has fueled debates on authoritarianism, legality, and the limits of state power.

Schmitt’s Political Philosophy in Context

Comparison with Liberal and Democratic Theories
While liberalism emphasizes individual rights, pluralism, and consensus, Schmitt’s conception of the
political underscores conflict and the necessity of decisive leadership. Democratic theories often aim
to mitigate conflict through dialogue and institutional checks, whereas Schmitt views conflict as an
ineradicable aspect of political life that must be acknowledged and managed. Contrast points include:
- Liberalism: Seeks to minimize enemies and resolve conflicts through legal procedures. - Schmitt’s
View: Recognizes enemies as integral to political identity; conflict is inevitable. - Democracy: Aims for
consensus and representation. - Schmitt’s View: The sovereignty to decide in emergencies may
override democratic procedures.

Controversies and Ethical Implications
Schmitt’s association with the Nazi regime and his writings on authoritarian sovereignty have cast a
shadow over his legacy. Critics argue that his emphasis on the friend-enemy distinction and
decisionism can justify authoritarian or fascist practices. Supporters contend that his theories are
analytical tools to understand the realities of political conflict, not prescriptions for action. Key ethical
concerns include: - The potential for his ideas to legitimize violence or suppression. - The danger of
conflating legal authority with moral legitimacy. - The challenge of applying Schmitt’s ideas in liberal
democratic contexts.

Relevance and Critique in Contemporary Thought

Despite the controversies, Schmitt’s concept of the political remains influential. Contemporary
scholars explore its relevance in understanding: - The rise of identity politics and populism. - The
crises of liberal democracies. - International conflicts and the limits of international law. - The nature
of sovereignty in the digital age. Major critiques of Schmitt’s thought include: - The risk of justifying
authoritarianism. - Oversimplification of complex social identities. - Neglect of the normative aspects
of politics, such as justice and rights. Conversely, defenders argue that Schmitt’s focus on conflict and
sovereignty provides a realistic lens for analyzing political phenomena that liberal theories might
overlook.

Conclusion: The Enduring Impact of Schmitt’s Political
Theory

Carl Schmitt’s concept of the political remains a provocative and deeply influential framework for
understanding the nature of power, conflict, and community. His insistence that the core of the
political lies in the friend-enemy distinction and the capacity for decisive action challenges liberal
ideals of consensus and legality. While his association with authoritarian regimes complicates his
legacy, his analytical insights continue to resonate in debates about sovereignty, crisis governance,
and identity politics. Schmitt’s work serves as both a warning and a tool: a warning about the
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potential dangers of conflating sovereignty with unchecked authority, and a tool for critically
engaging with the realities of political conflict. As contemporary politics grapple with polarization,
crises, and questions of sovereignty, revisiting Schmitt’s concept of the political offers valuable
perspectives—albeit ones that must be approached with critical vigilance and ethical awareness. In
essence, Carl Schmitt’s exploration of the friend-enemy distinction and the nature of sovereignty
remains a vital part of the ongoing conversation about what politics truly is—and what it ought to be.

Questions & Answers About carl schmitt the concept of
the political

No Question Answer

1 What is Carl Schmitt's main
argument in 'The Concept of the
Political'?

Carl Schmitt argues that the essence of the political lies in
the distinction between friend and enemy, emphasizing
that the political is primarily about the existential conflict
and the potential for conflict between groups.

2 How does Schmitt define the
'friend-enemy' distinction in his
political theory?

Schmitt defines the 'friend-enemy' distinction as the
fundamental political distinction that determines who
belongs to the in-group (friend) and who is an adversary
(enemy), forming the basis for political identity and action.

3 Why is Schmitt's concept of the
political considered controversial
today?

Schmitt's emphasis on the friend-enemy distinction and his
views on sovereignty have been associated with
authoritarianism and fascism, making his ideas contentious
in modern political discourse, especially regarding issues
of democracy and conflict.

4 How does Schmitt differentiate
between the political and other
spheres like morality or
economics?

Schmitt contends that the political is distinct because it is
rooted in existential conflict and the potential for combat,
whereas morality and economics are separate spheres
concerned with cooperation, utility, or ethical norms rather
than the friend-enemy dichotomy.

5 What relevance does Schmitt's
'The Concept of the Political'
have in contemporary political
analysis?

Schmitt's ideas continue to influence debates on
sovereignty, the nature of political conflict, and the limits
of liberal democracy, especially in the context of crises,
populism, and the rise of political polarization.

6 In what ways has Schmitt's
concept of the political been
applied or referenced in modern
political philosophy?

Schmitt's concept has been used to analyze authoritarian
tendencies, state sovereignty issues, and the role of
conflict in politics, with scholars debating its applicability
to understanding contemporary power struggles, political
crises, and the limits of liberal pluralism.

Carl Schmitt, the concept of the political, sovereignty, state of exception, friend-enemy distinction,
political theology, decisionism, political identity, political authority, legal order, existential distinction
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