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il Tracy B. Strong

do not feel with other critics of liberal parliamentarism who were
members of the Nazi Party. By virtue of the range of those to
whom he appeals and the depth of his political allegiance during
the Nazi era, Schmitt comes close these days to being the Martin
Heidegger of political theory.?

I cannot here do more than to call attention to these facts.’
If a definition of an important thinker is to have a manifold of
supporters and detractors,!’ the scholars I have cited clearly show
Schmitt a thinker to be taken seriously. This is new. Entries in
a standard reference work, The Blackwell Encyclopedia of Politi-
cal Thought, published in 1987, go from “Schiller, Friedrich” to
“Schumpeter, Joseph.” No Carl Schmitt. Yet recent years have seen
an explosion of work on Schmitt, in English-speaking countries as
well as in Germany.!! A question thus accompanies the welcome

sympathetic, Chantal Mouffe finds him “an adversary as rigorous as he is insight-
ful,” in “Penser la démocratie moderne avec, et contre, Carl Schmitt,” Revue
[frangaise de science politique 42, no. 1 (February 1992), p. 83. A computer search of
the holdings of a research university library on Schmitt comes up with sixty-three
journal articles in the last five years as well as thirty-six books published since
1980, most of them since 1990. By comparison, the search reveals 164 articles on
Heidegger, and twenty-six on Hitler.

8Around the time they both joined the Nazi Party, Schmitt initiated
contact with Heidegger by sending him a copy of The Concept of the Political. Hei-
degger responded warmly and indicated that he hoped Schmitt would assist him
in “reconstituting the Law Faculty.” This letter appears on p. 132 of the
Telos issue cited above. Schmitt, Heidegger, and Biumler were the three most
prominent German intellectuals to join the party.

? Accounts of it may be found in the excellent Gottfried, Carl Schmitt,
chaps. 1 and 5; George Schwab, The Challenge of the Exception, 2d ed. (New York:
Greenwood Press, 1989), Conclusion; a right-wing appreciation of this can be
found in Arnim Mohler, “Schmittistes de droite, Schmittistes de gauche, et
Schmittistes établis,” Nouvelle ecole 44 (Spring 1987), pp. 29—66.

YFor this argument see my Jean-Jacques Rousseau: The Politics of the
Ordinary (SAGE, 1994), chap. 1.

"MIT Press has brought out in recent years translations of Political The-
ology (1985), The Crisis of Parliamentary Democracy (1986), and Political Romanti-
cism (1986).




































XX1V Tracy B. Strong

attack on universalism but the overly simplistic notion of friend.
There is a way in which Schmitt allowed his notion of enemy to
generate his idea of friend.?

Schmitt and Nazism

Does one’s judgment on Schmitt come down to the way one
reads the facts of Schmitt’s adherence to the Nazi Party? Among
his more sympathetic commentators there is a tendency to apolo-
gize and excuse. At least one response given by those who sympa-
thize with Schmitt’s work will not do. This is the one repeated by
the editors of Telos to Professor Jeffrey Herf: they rehearse answers
like that of Paul Tillich, who responded to a student who objected
to Heidegger on the grounds of his participation in the Nazi party
by pointing out that Plato had after all served the tyrant Dionysos
of Syracuse and we do not therefore refrain from reading him."
While the quality of a person’s thought can in no way be reduced
to a person’s actions, this is only because no action admits, in a mo-
ment, of only the meaning that time will give to it. One cannot sim-
ply draw a line between thought and life as if choices in life could
be judged by criteria foreign to thought. Context matters, and not
in a self-evident way.” However, to ask the question of what
Schmitt thought he was doing—his intentions—can also not be fi-
nal. To understand everything is precisely 7oz to excuse it. Purity of
intentions matters for little and is often dangerous in politics.*

#See Jacques Derrida, The Politics of Friendship (Verso. London and New
York, 1997), p. 106 and chapters four and five, passim.

HTelos 74 (Winter 1987—88), p. 140.

®For a revelatory discussion of this matter in relation to the case of
Heidegger’s silences on himself, see Babette Babich, “The Ethical Alpha and the
Linguistic Omega: Heidegger’s Anti-Semitism and the Inner Affinity between
Germany and Greece,” in her Words in Blood, Like Flowers (Albany, NY: SUNY
Press, 2000), pp. 227—242.

%This was the point of Max Weber’s essay “Politics as a Vocation.” See
Hannah Arendt, Eichmann in Jerusalem (New York: Viking, 1964), Epilogue.
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It seems to me relatively clear that in most aspects of his
thought Schmitt’s understanding of law and the world did not
change throughout his life. This includes at least some aspects of
his open anti-Semitism during the period 1933—36." Frightening
in Schmitt’s case is the possibility that precisely what many find
attractive in Schmitt must open, while not requiring them to take,
the possibility of the route he took. I want briefly to suggest that
this is a question we must face. Consider the possibilities.

The approach taken by Strauss and Meier consists in argu-
ing that Schmitt, while attempting a radical critique of liberalism,
remains within the liberal framework. (Such an accusation is sim-
ilar to the one Heidegger makes about Nietzsche as attempting a
radical critique of Western metaphysics while remaining in the
metaphysical framework.) The implication therefore is that the
choices Schmitt makes are not excluded by the liberal framework;
that is, they take place in the terms allowed by that framework.
The question here becomes the manner in which one can mitigate
the dangerous possibilities inherent in liberalism, since for the his-
torical present and apparent future no alternative is available. The
commitment to liberalism is thus instrumental.

The position taken by the contributors to Telos as well as
many of Schmitt’s other English-language defenders derives from
the feeling that the liberal tradition no longer offers the intellec-
tual resources to meet the challenges (especially those of techno-
logical domination and bureaucratized capitalism) of the modern
world. Central to this pressing need for new theoretical resources
is the collapse of Marxism as a viable first-world theoretical

#See Nicolaus Sombart, Die deutschen Minner und ihre Feinde: Carl
Schmitt, ein deutsches Schicksal zwischen Méinnerbund und Matriarchatsmythos (Mu-
nich: Hanser Verlag, 1991). I owe this reference to Holmes, Anatomy of Antiliber-
alism, and I share his anxiety about the psychoanalytic elements of Sombart’s book
as practiced on Schmitt. The most searching discussion of Schmitt’s anti-Semitic
writings and activities is Jacob Taubes, Ad Carl Schmitt: Gegenstrebige Fiigung
(Berlin: Merve Verlag, 1987). Taubes calls Schmitt “an apocalyptic of the Counter-
revolution” (p. 7).
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stance. In this perspective, the preservation of (and, indeed, em-
phasis on) the forms of liberal institutions further undermines
the values those institutions were originally supposed to promote.
(This was the gist of Schmitt’s analysis also, of course.) Here the
rejection of liberal structures is made in the name of (more or
less) liberal values. But the only structure proposed is a kinder
and gentler antagonistics than the existentially intense ones in
Schmitt.

Liberals are horrified at Schmitt because he offends against
one of the deepest premises of liberalism: politics is necessary but
should not become too serious. As Robert Lane wrote a long time
ago, liberal politics requires “a touch of anomie” about the public
sphere.”™ Most important, liberal politics take the form of claim-
ing that politics should never be about identity and that to the de-
gree that policy decisions affect what it means to be a person those
decisions are divisive and dangerous. For liberals, rights are rights
no matter how gained: they have littde truck with the claim of
what one might call Schmitt-leaning democrats that rights are not
rights unless they are fought for and won, such that they become
our rights.”

Why these reactions now? There is no question but that the
Left and the Right are, in their interest in Schmitt, responding to
a perceived need to find other sources for political theorizing.”
Clearly there is a sense that the political categories imposed on us

#Robert Lane, Political Ideology (Glencoe, IL: Free Press, 1962), p. 249.
I believe I owe this reference and my first epigraph to my ancient friendship
with Bruce Payne.

#See Sheldon S. Wolin, Review of John Rawls, Political Liberalism, forth-
coming in Political Theory 24, no. 1 (February 1996).

) Telos continues to look to the right. The Summer 1994 issue is devoted
to the writings of Alain de Benoist, a leading theoretician of the New French
Right. The progressive Left (Benjamin Barber, Charles Taylor) finds sustenance
in de Maistre and Herder. The Right becomes ever more Nietzschean in its
condemnation of liberal society.
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by the relation to the monarchy of various parts of the 1791
French National Assembly have played their way out in the face
of modern technologically and rationalized industrial society.

There is also another reason, this one more generational.
An intellectual consequence of the experience with Nazism was
to effectively shrink, perhaps one might say homogenize, the lan-
guage and terms of political debate in the subsequent period. As
the Nazi experience fades from consciousness (at just over sixty
years of age, I am among the last to have been born during the
war and to have been taught by those with adult consciousness
during the war), so also possibilities excluded by the specter of
Auschwitz have returned. The revival of interest in Schmitt is
consequent, I believe, to this increasing distance from the 1930s.
How we manage the intellectual terrain that we are opening up is
our responsibility.

Notes on “The Age of Neutralizations and Depoliticizations”

At a conference in Barcelona, Spain, in 1929, Carl Schmitt
gave a lecture on the topic of “The Age of Neutralizations and
Depoliticizations.” The lecture was published in 1930 and was
added to the edition of The Concept of the Political when it ap-
peared in 1932. Schmitt thus thought of it as part of his general
argument in that book; it is appropriate and important that it ap-
pear in this expanded edition.!

As noted, a central theme to The Concept of the Political is
the “friend-foe” distinction, a distinction that serves as the quasi-
transcendental presupposition of the political. As the political is
for Schmitt the realm of that which is truly human,? his distress is
that the West is losing touch with that which gives life human
meaning. The argument he develops in the Barcelona lecture pre-

'"The fine translation is by John McCormick. I call attention to his fine in-

troduction to his translation in Telos 2, no. 26 (1993): pp. 119—129.
’NCP, par. 1.



XXViil Tracy B. Strong

sents the West as standing at the most recent of a series of “cen-
tral domains of thought.” “Central domains” play here pretty
much the same role for Schmitt as paradigms do for Thomas
Kuhn.? Thus: “If a domain of thought becomes central, then the
problems of other domains are solved in terms of the central do-
mains—they are considered secondary problems, whose solution
follows as a matter of course only if the problems of the central
domain are solved” (“The Age of Neutralizations and Depoliti-
cizations,” p. 86). In the modern West, Schmitt sees danger in the
increasing sense of the State as just “a huge industrial plant.”* In-
creasingly this plant “runs by itself . . . [and] the decisionistic and
personalistic element in the concept of sovereignty is lost.”
Schmitt’s task is to recover this element in contemporary times.
There have been five domains since the Renaissance, each
loosely identified with a century. As he lays it out in the Barcelona
lecture, the history of the last five hundred years in the West
shows a common structure: as the controlling force has changed,
so also have what counts as evidence, as well as what was the so-
cial and political elite. Thus in the sixteenth century the world
was structured around an explicitly zheological understanding
with God and the scriptures as foundational certainties; this was
replaced in the next century by mezaphysics and rational (“scien-
tific”) research and in the cighteenth by ethical humanism with its
central notions of duty and virtue. In the nineteenth century eco-
nomics comes to dominate (although Schmitt is seen as a man of
the Right he always took Marx completely seriously), and, finally,
in the twentieth century zechnicity is the ordering of the day. And
this is at the core of his claim that ours is an age of “neutraliza-

3Thomas H. Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (Chicago: Uni-
versity of Chicago Press, 1970).

*Carl Schmitt, Political Theology (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
2005), p. 65.

*Tbid., p. 48.
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tion and depoliticization”: whereas all previous eras had leaders
and decision makers—what he calls clercs—the era of technology
and technological progress has no need of individual persons.®

Schmitt uses the French clere and no doubt has in mind the
1927 book by Julien Benda, La trahison des clercs (The Betrayal of
the Intellectuals).” But whereas Benda had seen the cleres as turn-
ing away from spiritual and eternal values to temporal and polit-
ical activity, Schmitt, tacitly opposing Benda, sees the clerc as the
person who most centrally grasps and formulates the core of a
particular central domain.®

The central quality of all transformations that have led to
our present stage—technicity—is the “striving for a neutral do-
main.” For Europe, the attraction of a neutral domain is that it
seems to provide a solution to the conflicts that had grown up out
of quarrels over theology. It transformed the concepts elaborated
by “centuries of theological reflection” into what are for Schmitt
“merely private matters” (AND, go). However, each stage of neu-
tralization became, in Schmitt’s analysis, merely the next arena of
struggle. Here it is important to see that what someone like John
Rawls sees as one of the most important achievements of the
West—religious toleration—is for Schmitt merely the prelude to
another form of conflict.

®This periodization can also be found in shorter form in the 1934 preface
to Political Theology, pp. 1—2. The stages are well discussed in Henning Ottmann,
“Das Zeitalter der Neutralisierungen und EntTotalisierungen: Carl Schmitts The-
orie der Neuzeit,” in Reinhard Mehring, ed. Carl Schmitt: Der Begriff des Politis-
chen; Ein Kooperativer Kommentar (Berlin: Akademie Verlag., 2003), pp. 156—169.
See the more extensive discussion in my foreword to Political Theology.

7A contemporary edition is Julien Benda, La trahison des clercs (Les cahiers
rouges: Grasset, 2003).

8Thus Jacob Taubes, one of the most insightful readers of Schmitt, can
write about Schmitt in The Political Theology of Paul (Stanford: Stanford Univer-
sity Press, 2004), p. 103: “He is a clerk, and he understands his position to be not
to establish the law but to interpret the law.”
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The central question now, therefore, is what conflicts will
arise when the central domain is technology, which, “precisely be-
cause it serves all . . . is not neutral” (AND, g1). Here Schmitt
finds himself in opposition to thinkers like Weber, Troeltsch, and
Rathenau, whom he reads as succumbing to the “disenchantment
of the world (Entzauberung der Welr).” 1f one follows them,
Schmitt says, one will despair, for the world will appear only as
what Weber called a “casing as hard as steel” with no way or even
sight out.” This leads to quietism, the most important danger now
confronting Europe. This danger arises because it is Russia (i.e.,
the USSR) that has understood and seized technicity and made it
its own in the new arena of conflict. Only in Russia does one now
find a sense of a new “strong politics.”

Schmitt writes somewhat chillingly in The Concept of the
Political that “if a people no longer possesses the energy or the will
to maintain itself in the sphere of politics, the latter will not
thereby vanish from the world. Only a weak people will disap-
pear.”!’ He thus closes his article with a truncated citation from
Vergil’s Fourth Eclogue: “Ab integro nascitur ordo.” This full
line is “Magnus ab integro saeclorum nascitur ordo,” which trans-
lates as “a great order of the ages is born from the renewal.”
Schmitt’s abbreviated line means “an order is born from the re-
newal.” It is worth noting both that this line served as the origin
for the motto on the Great Seal of the United States devised by
Charles Thompson (an eminent Latinist), and that Vergil’s fol-
lowing line speaks of the coming of a new child (understood by
medieval Christianity to be a prophecy of the coming of Christ).
Schmitt ends his posthumously published Glossarium with “With
each newly born child a new world is born. God willing, each

Stahlhartes Gehiuse is Weber’s term (The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of
Capitalism [Penguin, 2002], p. 121) and has been usually misleadingly translated as
“iron cage.”

WThe Concept of the Political, p. 53.
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newly born child will be an aggressor!”!! The eloquent two clos-
ing paragraphs of Schmitt’s Barcelona article are in effect a call
for the West to be equal to the need for this renewed conflict and
to oppose the forces of Communism. One can only imagine what
he might say in the present age as the United States calls, in more
or less explicitly theological terms, for a conflict between the West

and “radical Islam.”"

Carl Schmitt, Glossarium (Berlin: Duncker und Humboldt, 1991, p. 320).

PFor an analysis of some of the dangers this gives rise to, see William
Scheuerman, “Carl Schmitt and the Road to Abu Ghraib,” Constellations 13, no. 1
(2000): pp. 108—124.



TRANSLATOR’S NOTE
TO THE 1996 EDITION

For this editon, the translation of Leo Strauss’s “Anmer-
kungen zu Carl Schmitt, Der Begrif des Politischen” has been re-
printed from Heinrich Meier, Carl Schmitt and Leo Strauss: The
Hidden Dialogue, translated by J. Harvey Lomax (Chicago: Uni-
versity of Chicago Press, 1995). My own Introduction to and
translation of Schmitt’s essay are reprinted with minor corrections
from Carl Schmitt, The Concept of the Political (New Brunswick,
NJ: Rutgers University Press, 1976). Note g on page 6 refers to an
earlier English version of the Strauss piece, not reproduced here.
On page 10, line 17, on page 11, lines 2 and 3, and on page 14, line
3, | have inserted “militant” before “ideology” (pages 10 and 11)
and before “political” (page 14) in order to better distinguish mil-
itant forms of ideology from secular forms.

George Schwab
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THE AGE OF NEUTRALIZATIONS
AND DEPOLITICIZATIONS (1929)

Carl Schmitt

We in Central Europe live “sous l'oeil des Russes.” For a
century their psychological gaze has seen through our great words
and institutions. Their vitality is strong enough to seize our
knowledge and technology as weapons. Their prowess in ratio-
nalism and its opposite, as well as their potential for good and evil
in orthodoxy, is overwhelming. They have realized the union of
Socialism and Slavism, which already in 1848 Donoso Cortes said
would be the decisive event of the next century.!

This is our situation. We can no longer say anything worth-
while about culture and history without first becoming aware of
our own cultural and historical situation. That all historical
knowledge is knowledge of the present, that such knowledge ob-
tains its light and intensity from the present and in the most pro-
found sense only serves the present, because all spirit is only spirit
of the present, has been said by many since Hegel, best of all by
Benedetto Croce. Along with many famous historians of the last
generation, we have the simple truth before our eyes. There is no
longer anyone today who would be deceived by the accumulation
of facts as to how much of historical representation and construc-

Translated by Matthias Konzett and John P. McCormick from “Das
Zeitalter der Neutralisierungen und Entpolitisierungen (1929),” in Carl Schmitt,
Der Begriff des Politischen: Text von 1932 mit einem Vorwort und drei Corollarien
(Berlin: Dunker & Humblot, 1963), pp. 79—95.

'Cf. Carl Schmitt, Donoso Cortés in gesamteuropiischer Interpretation: Vier

Aufsitze (Cologne: Greven Verlag, 1950), pp. 61ff. and 771f.
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tion is fulfilled by naive projections and identifications. Thus we
must first be aware of our own historical situation.

The remark about the Russians was intended to remind us
of this. Such a conscious assessment is difficult today, but for this
reason all the more necessary. All signs point to the fact that in
1929 we in Europe still live in a period of exhaustion and efforts
at restoration, as is common and understandable after great wars.
Following the allied war against France, which lasted twenty
years, almost a whole generation of Europeans was in a similar
state of mind, which after 1815 could be reduced to the formula:
legitimacy of the status quo. At such a time, all arguments actually
entail less the revival of things past or disappearing than a des-
perate foreign and domestic policy: the status quo, what else? In
the interim, the calm mood of restoration brought forth a rapid
and uninterrupted development of new things and new circum-
stances whose meaning and direction are hidden behind the re-
stored facades. When the decisive moment arrives, the legitimat-
ing foreground vanishes like an empty phantom.

The Russians have taken the European nineteenth century
at its word, understood its core ideas and drawn the ultimate con-
clusions from its cultural premises. We always live in the eye of the
more radical brother, who compels us to draw the practical con-
clusion and pursue it to the end. Altogether aside from foreign
and domestic policy prognoses, one thing is certain: that the anti-
religion of technicity has been put into practice on Russian soil,
that there a state arose which is more intensely statist than any
ruled by the absolute princes—Philip 11, Louis XIV, or Frederick
the Great. Our present situation can be understood only as the con-
sequence of the last centuries of European development; it com-
pletes and transcends specific European ideas and demonstrates in
one enormous climax the core of modern European history.

The Successive Stages of Changing Central Domains

Let us recall the stages in which the European mind has
moved over the last four centuries and the various intellectual do-
mains in which it has found the center of its immediate human
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existence. There are four great, simple, secular stages correspond-
ing to the four centuries and proceding from the theological to
the metaphysical domain, from there to the humanitarian-moral,
and, finally, to the economic domain. Great interpreters of human
history, Vico and Comte, generalized this unique European oc-
currence into a common law of human development subsequently
propagated in thousands of banal and vulgar formulations, such
as the “law of three stages”—from the theological to the meta-
physical, and from there to the “scientific” stage or “positivism.”
In reality, one cannot positively say more than that since the six-
teenth century Europeans moved in several stages from one cen-
tral domain to another and that everything which constitutes our
cultural development is the result of such stages. In the past four
centuries of European history, intellectual life has had four differ-
ent centers and the thinking of the active elite which constituted
the respective vanguards moved in the changing centuries around
changing centers.

The concepts of changing generations can only be under-
stood from these shifting centers. It should be emphasized that
the shift—from the theological to the metaphysical domain, and
from there to the humanitarian-moral and finally to the economic
domain—is 7ot meant as a theory of cultural and intellectual
“dominance,” not as a historico-philosophical law in the sense of a
law of three stages or similar constructions. I speak not of human
culture as a whole, not of the rhythm of world history, and am
able to speak neither about the Chinese nor the East Indians or
the Egyptians. Thus the successive stages of the changing central
domains are conceived neither as a continuous line of “progress”
upwards nor the opposite. It is quite another question whether
one wishes to interpret this as a succession of stages upwards or
downwards, as an ascent or a decline.

Finally, it also would be a misunderstanding to interpret
the successive stages in such a way that in each of these centuries
there was nothing more than the central domain. On the contrary,
there is always a plurality of diverse, already spent stages coexist-
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ing. People in the same age and the same country, even the same
family, live together in different stages. For example, today Berlin
is culturally closer to New York and Moscow than to Munich or
Trier. The changing central domains concern only the concrete
fact that in these four centuries of European history the intellec-
tual vanguard changed, that its convictions and arguments con-
tinued to change, as did the content of its intellectual interests, the
basis of its actions, the secret of its political success, and the will-
ingness of the great masses to be impressed by certain suggestions.

The transition from the theology of the sixteenth century to
the metaphysics of the seventeenth century (which is not only
metaphysically but also scientifically the greatest age of Europe
—the heroic age of occidental rationalism) is as clear and distinct
as any unique historical occurrence. This epoch of systematic sci-
entific thinking encompasses Suarez and Bacon, Galileo, Kepler,
Descartes, Grotius, Hobbes, Spinoza, Pascal, Leibniz, and New-
ton. All the astonishing mathematical, astronomical, and scientific
insights of this age were built into a great metaphysical or “nat-
ural” system; all thinkers were metaphysicians on a grand scale,
and even the typical superstition was likewise cosmic and rational
in the form of astrology.

The eighteenth century shunted metaphysics with the help
of the constructions of a deistic philosophy and was a vulgariza-
tion on a grand scale—the Enlightenment, literary appropriations
of the great accomplishments of the seventeenth century, human-
ism, and rationalism. One can follow in detail how Suarez con-
tinued to have influence in many popular works. As for many ba-
sic concepts of morality and state theory, Pufendorf is only an
epigone of Suarez; in the final analysis, Rousseau’s social contract
is in turn only a vulgarization of Pufendorf. But the specific
pathos of the eighteenth century is “virtue”; its mythical designa-
tion is vertu: duty. Even Rousseau’s romanticism does not yet con-
sciously break the frame of moral categories. A typical expression
of this century is Kant’s concept of God. As someone once said
(rather crudely), in Kant’s system God appears as a “parasite of
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ethics.” Every word in his Critique of Pure Reason—-critique, pure,
and reason—is polemically directed against dogma, metaphysics,
and ontology.

A secularization followed in the nineteenth century—an ap-
parently hybrid and impossible combination of aesthetic-romantic
and economic-technical tendencies. In reality, the romanticism of
the nineteenth century signifies (if we want to utilize the moder-
ately didactic word romanticism in a way different from the phe-
nomenon itself, i.e., as a vehicle of confusion) only the intermedi-
ary stage of the aesthetic between the moralism of the eighteenth
and the economism of the nineteenth century, only a transition
which precipitated the aestheticization of all intellectual domains.
It did so very easily and successfully. The way from the meta-
physical and moral domains is through the aesthetic domain,
which is the surest and most comfortable way to the general econ-
omization of intellectual life and to a state of mind which finds
the core categories of human existence in production and con-
sumption.

In the further development of intellectual life, romantic
aestheticism promoted economic thinking and is a typical atten-
dant phenomenon. In the nineteenth century, however, techni-
cism still appeared in close association with economism as “indus-
trialism.” The most typical example of this is the well-known
historical and social construction of the Marxist system. It holds
that economics is the basis and “foundation” of everything intel-
lectual and spiritual. Already in this economic core it clearly rec-
ognizes the technical—that the economic epochs of mankind are
determined by specific technical means. Yet the system as such is
an economic system in which the technical elements appear only
in later vulgarizations. Marxism wants to think in economic
terms and thus remains in the nineteenth century, which was eco-
nomic to the core.

Already in the nineteenth century technical progress pro-
ceeded at such an astonishing rate, even as did social and eco-
nomic situations as a consequence, that all moral, political, social,
and economic situations were affected. Given the overpowering



The Age of Neutralizations and Depoliticizations (1929) 85

suggestion of ever new and surprising inventions and achieve-
ments, there arose a religion of technical progress which promised
all other problems would be solved by technological progress.
This belief was self-evident to the great masses of the industrial-
ized countries. They skipped all intermediary stages typical of the
thinking of intellectual vanguards and turned the belief in mira-
cles and an afterlife—a religion without intermediary stages—
into a religion of technical miracles, human achievements, and the
domination of nature. A magical religiosity became an equally
magical technicity. The twentieth century began as the age not
only of technology but of a religious belief in technology. It is of-
ten called the age of technology. But this is only a tentative char-
acterization of the whole situation. The question of the signifi-
cance of overwhelming technicity should for now be left open,
because the belief in technology is in fact only the result of a cer-
tain tendency in the shifting of the central domain—as a belief, it
is only the result of this shifting.

All concepts of the spiritual sphere, including the concept of
spirit, are pluralistic in themselves and can only be understood in
terms of concrete political existence. Just as every nation has its
own concept of nation and finds the constitutive characteristics of
nationality within itself, so every culture and cultural epoch has
its own concept of culture. All essential concepts are not norma-
tive but existential. If the center of intellectual life has shifted in
the last four centuries, so have all concepts and words. It is thus
necessary to bear in mind the ambiguity of every concept and
word. The greatest and most egregious misunderstandings (from
which, of course, many impostors make their living) can be ex-
plained by the erroneous transfer of a concept at home in one do-
main (e.g., only in the metaphysical, the moral, or the economic)
to other domains of intellectual life. It is not only true that inci-
dents and events which make their mark on people and become
the object of their personal reflections and discussions have refer-
ence to the central domain (e.g., Lisbon’s earthquake could occa-
sion a whole flood of moralizing literature, whereas today a sim-
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ilar event would pass almost unnoticed); it is also true that an eco-
nomic catastrophe, such as a sharp monetary devaluation or a
crash, occasions widespread and acute interest both practical and
theoretical.

The specific concepts of individual centuries also derive
their meaning from the respective central domains. One example
will suffice. The concept of progress, i.e., an improvement or com-
pletion (in modern jargon, a rationalization) became dominant in
the eighteenth century, in an age of humanitarian-moral belief.
Accordingly, progress meant above all progress in culture, self-
determination, and education: moral perfection. In an age of eco-
nomic or technical thinking, it is self-evident that progress is eco-
nomic or technical progress. To the extent that anyone is still
interested in humanitarian-moral progress, it appears as a by-
product of economic progress. If a domain of thought becomes
central, then the problems of other domains are solved in terms of
the central domain—they are considered secondary problems,
whose solution follows as a matter of course only if the problems
of the central domain are solved.

In a theological age, everything runs smoothly if theological
questions are in order; everything else is “provided” by definition.
The same is true of other ages. In a humanitarian-moral age, it is
only necessary to inculcate morals, whereby all problems become
problems of education. In an economic age, one needs only solve
adequately the problem of the production and distribution of
goods in order to make superfluous all moral and social questions.
Mere technical thinking also solves the economic problem with
new technical developments. All questions, including the eco-
nomic, recede before the task of technical progress.

Another sociological example of the plurality of such con-
cepts is the clerc>—the typical representative of intellect and pub-

?Schmitt clearly uses clerc as his term for the European intellectual/spiri-
tual elite in response to Julien Benda’s widely celebrated La Trahison des Clercs
(1927). See Benda, The Treason of the Intellectuals, with an introduction by Roger
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licity—whose specific characteristics are determined in every cen-
tury by the central domain. The theologian and preacher of the
sixteenth century was followed by the scholarly systematizer of
the seventeenth century, who lived in a true scholarly republic
and was far removed from the masses. Then followed the authors
of the Enlightenment in the still aristocratic eighteenth century.
As regards the nineteenth century, one should not be dissuaded by
the intermezzo of romantic genius and the many priests of private
religion. The clerc of the nineteenth century (first and foremost
Karl Marx) became an economic expert. The question is how
readily economic thinking will permit the sociological type of
clerc and whether political economists and refined economic syn-
dicates are able to constitute an intellectual elite. In any case, it ap-
pears technical thinking can no longer accommodate a clere.

More will be said below about the age of technicity. But
these brief references are enough to evidence the plurality of the
clerc as a type. As said above: all concepts such as God, freedom,
progress, anthropological conceptions of human nature, the pub-
lic domain, rationality and rationalization, and finally the con-
cepts of nature and culture itself derive their concrete historical
content from the situation of the central domains and can only be
grasped therefrom.

Above all the szate also derives its reality and power from
the respective central domain, because the decisive disputes of
friend-enemy groupings are also determined by it. As long as
religious-theological matters were the central focus, the maxim
cujus regio ejus religio® had a political meaning. When religious-

Kimball (Somerset, NJ: Transaction, 2006). Schmitt echoes Benda’s denunciation
of an educated class that has abdicated its responsibility to teach and lead the
masses, even if he does not necessarily agree with Benda on the content of that in-
struction or the goals to which the masses should be led.

$Literally, this maxim stemming from the religious civil wars means “whose
region this religion”; essentially, it means whoever rules a given territory decides on
the religion.
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theoretical matters ceased to dominate the central domain, this
maxim also lost its practical import. In the meantime, however, it
moved from the cultural stage of the nation and the principle of
nationality (cujus regio ejus natio) to the economic domain, where
it came to mean: one and the same state cannot accommodate two
contradictory economic systems, i.e., capitalism and communism
are mutually exclusive. The Soviet state has realized the maxim
cujus regio ejus oeconomia in a way which proves that the connec-
tion between a compact domain and compact intellectual homo-
geneity holds not only for the religious struggle of the sixteenth
century and for the majority of small and middle-sized European
states but always accommodates the changing central domains
and the changing dimensions of autarkic world empires. Essential
here is that a homogeneous economic state conforms to economic
thinking. Such a state wants to be modern—a state which 4nows
its own time and cultural situation. It must claim to understand
historical development as a whole, which is the basis of its right to
rule. In an economic age, a state which does not claim to under-
stand and direct economic relations must declare itself neutral
with respect to political' questions and decisions and thereby re-
nounce its claim to rule.

Now it is remarkable that the European liberal state of the
nineteenth century could portray itself as a szazo neutrale ed agnos-
tico and could see its existential legitimation precisely in its neu-
trality. There are various reasons for this; it cannot be explained
in one word or by a single cause. Here it is certainly interesting as
a symptom of a general cultural neutrality because the nineteenth
century doctrine of the neutral state belongs to a general tendency
of intellectual neutrality characteristic of European history in the
last century. In my view, this is the historical explanation for what

*In an earlier version of this lecture Schmitt employs the term “social” in-
stead of “political.” See “Das Zeitalter der Neutralizierungen und Entpolitisierun-
gen,” in Carl Schmitt, Positionen und Begriffe im Kampf mit Weimar—Genf—Ver-
sailles 1923-1939 (1940), Reprint of the First Edition (Berlin: Dunker & Humblot,
1988), p. 120.
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is called the age of technology, which still requires at least a few
words of explanation.

The Stages of Neutralization and Depoliticization

The succession of stages—{rom the theological, over the
metaphysical and the moral to the economic—simultaneously
signifies a series of progressive neutralizations of domains whose
centers have shifted. I consider the strongest and most conse-
quential of all intellectual shifts of European history to be the one
in the seventeenth century from the traditional Christian theology
to “natural” science. Until now this shift has determined the di-
rection of all further development. All generalizing “laws” of hu-
man history, such as Comte’s law of three stages, Spencer’s devel-
opment scheme from the military to the industrial age, and
similar historico-philosophical constructions stand in the shadow
of this great process. At the core of this astounding shift lies an el-
emental impulse that has been decisive for centuries, i.e., the striv-
ing for a neutral domain. Following the hopeless theological dis-
putes and stuggles of the sixteenth century, Europeans sought a
neutral domain in which there would be no conflict and they
could reach common agreement through the debates and ex-
changes of opinion. Thereafter one no longer espoused the con-
troversial concepts and arguments of Christian theology and in-
stead construed a “natural” system of theology, metaphysics,
morality, and law. Dilthey described this process of intellectual
history in a justly famous exposition in which he emphasizes
above all the great significance of the Stoic tradition. But the es-
sential point for me is that theology, the former central domain,
was abandoned because it was controversial, in favor of another
—neutral-—domain. The former central domain became neutral-
ized in that it ceased to be the central domain. On the basis of the
new central domain, one hoped to find minimum agreement and
common premises allowing for the possibility of security, clarity,
prudence, and peace. Europeans thus moved in the direction of
neutralization and minimalization, whereby they accepted the
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law which “kept them in line” for the following centuries and
constituted their concept of truth.

Concepts elaborated over many centuries of theological re-
flection now became uninteresting and merely private matters. In
the metaphysics of eighteenth century deism, God himself was re-
moved from the world and reduced to a neutral instance vis-d-vis
the struggles and antagonisms of real life. As Hamann’ argued
against Kant, he became a concept and ceased to be an essence. In
the nineteenth century, first the monarch and then the state be-
came a neutral power, initiating a chapter in the history of politi-
cal theology in the liberal doctrines of the pouvoir neutre and the
stato neutrale in which the process of neutralization finds its clas-
sical formula because it also has grasped what is most decisive: po-
litical power. But in the dialectic of such a development one cre-
ates a new domain of struggle precisely through the shifting of
the central domain. In the new domain, at first considered neu-
tral, the antitheses of men and interests unfold with a new inten-
sity and become increasingly sharper. Europeans always have
wandered from a conflictual to a neutral domain, and always the
newly won neutral domain has become immediately another
arena of struggle, once again necessitating the search for a new
neutral domain. Scientific thinking was also unable to achieve
peace. The religious wars evolved into the still cultural yet already
economically determined national wars of the nineteenth century
and, finally, into economic wars.

The evidence of the widespread contemporary belief in
technology is based only on the proposition that the absolute and
ultimate neutral ground has been found in technology, since ap-
parently there is nothing more neutral. Technology serves every-
one, just as radio is utilized for news of all kinds or as the postal
service delivers packages regardless of their contents, since its
technology can provide no criterion for evaluating them. Unlike

*Johann Georg Hamann (1730—1788) was a Protestant critic of the En-
lightenment. Like Kant, he was a resident of Kénigsberg.
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theological, metaphysical, moral, and even economic questions,
which are forever debatable, purely technical problems have
something refreshingly factual about them. They are easy to solve,
and it is easily understandable why there is a tendency to take
refuge in technicity from the inextricable problems of all other
domains. Here all peoples and nations, all classes and religions, all
generations and races appear to be able to agree because all make
use of and take for granted the advantages and amenities of tech-
nical comforts. Thus this appears to be the ground of a general
equalization, which Max Scheler advocated in a 1927 lecture.’
Here all struggles and confusions of religious, national, and social
conflicts were leveled into a neutral domain. Technology ap-
peared to be a domain of peace, understanding, and reconcilia-
tion. The otherwise inexplicable link between pacifist and techni-
cal belief is explained by this turn toward neutralization which
the European mind took in the seventeenth century and which, as
if by fate, has been pursued into the twentieth century.

But the neutrality of technology is something other than the
neutrality of all former domains. Technology is always only an in-
strument and weapon; precisely because it serves all, it is not neu-
tral. No single decision can be derived from the immanence of
technology, least of all for neutrality. Every type of culture, every
people and religion, every war and peace can use technology as a
weapon. Given that instruments and weapons become ever more
useful, the probability of their being used becomes that much
greater. Technical progress need not be either metaphysical or
moral and not particularly economic to be progress. If humani-
tarian-moral progress is still expected by many today from the

®Here Schmitt is referring to a lecture Scheler delivered on January 8, 1927
at the Hochschule fiir Politik in Berlin and then again as part of a public lecture
series at the University of Cologne in the summer semester 1927. See “Eigene
Lehre von ‘Politik und Moral’ (Hauptgedanken),” in Max Scheler, Schriften aus
dem Nachlass, Vol. IV, “Philosophie und Geschichte,” edited by Manfred S. Frings
(Bonn: Bouvier Verlag, 1990), pp. 43—76. Cf. also in the same volume “Bemer-
kungen zu den Manuskripten,” pp. 253ff.
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perfection of technology, it is because technology is magically
linked to morality on the somewhat naive assumption that the
splendid array of contemporary technology will be used only as
intended, i.e., sociologically, and that they themselves will control
these frightful weapons and wield this monstrous power. But
technology itself remains culturally blind. Consequently, no con-
clusions which usually can be drawn from the central domains of
spiritual life can be derived from pure technology as nothing but
technology—neither a concept of cultural progress, nor a type of
clerc or spiritual leader, nor a specific political system.

So far the hope that a politically dominant elite would de-
velop out of the community of technical inventors has not been
tulfilled. The constructions of Saint-Simon and other sociologists
who anticipated an “industrial” society are either not purely tech-
nical (but rather mixed with humanitarian-moral and economic
elements) or simply fantastic. Not even the economic direction of
the contemporary economy is in the hands of technicians, and un-
til now nobody has been able to construe a social order led by
technicians other than as one lacking any leadership or direction.
Even Georges Sorel did not remain an engineer; he became a
clerc. No significant technical invention can ever calculate its ob-
jective political results. The inventions of the fifteenth and six-
teenth centuries produced liberating, individualistic, and rebel-
lious developments. The invention of the printing press led to
freedom of the press. Today technical inventions are the means of
the domination of the masses on a large scale. Radio belongs to a
broadcasting monopoly; film, to the censor. The decision concern-
ing freedom and slavery lies not in technology as such, which can
be revolutionary or reactionary, can serve freedom or oppression,
centralization or decentralization. Neither a political question nor
a political answer can be derived from purely technical principles
and perspectives.

The previous German generation was under the spell of a
cultural decline; it did not have to await the World War, and cer-
tainly not the 1918 collapse and Spengler’s Decline of the West. Ex-
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pressions of such a mood can be found in Ernst Troeltsch, Max
Weber, and Walter Rathenau. The irresistible power of technology
appears here as the domination of spiritlessness over spirit or, per-
haps, as an ingenious but soulless mechanism. A European century
which bewailed the maladie du siécle and awaited the domination
of Caliban or “After us the Savage God” was succeeded by a Ger-
man generation which complained about a soulless age of technol-
ogy in which the soul is helpless and powerless. In Max Scheler’s
metaphysics of the powerless god or in Leopold Ziegler’s’ con-
struction of a merely incidental, fluctuating, and ultimately pow-
erless elite there is still evidence of helplessness (be it of the soul or
the spirit) vis-d-vis the age of technology.

The anxiety was legitimate because it sprang from dark
feelings about the consequences of the just concluded process of
neutralization. Along with technology, intellectual neutrality had
become intellectually meaningless. Once everything had been ab-
stracted from religion and theology, then from metaphysics and
the state, everything appeared to have been abstracted above all
from culture, ending in the neutrality of cultural death. Whereas
a vulgar mass religion predicated on the apparent neutrality of
technology awaited human paradise, the greatest sociologists felt
that the tendency which had dominated all stages of the modern
European spirit now threatened culture itself. To this was added
the anxiety of the new classes and masses which had arisen from
the rabula rasa created by restless technicization. New and even
alien masses threatening to traditional education and taste contin-
ually arose from this cultural and social nothingness. But the anx-
iety was ultimately nothing more than the doubt about the ability
to control and utilize the marvelous instruments of the new tech-
nology. A result of human understanding and specialized knowl-
edge, such as a discipline and in particular modern technology,
also cannot simply be presented as dead and soulless any more

"Leopold Ziegler (1888—1958) was a philosopher and historian of religions.
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than can the religion of technicity be confused with technology it-
self. The spirit of technicity, which has led to the mass belief in an
anti-religious activism, is still spirit; perhaps an evil and demonic
spirit, but not one which can be dismissed as mechanistic and at-
tributed to technology. It is perhaps something gruesome, but not
itself technical and mechanical. It is the belief in an activistic
metaphysics—the belief in unlimited power and the domination
of man over nature, even over human nature; the belief in the un-
limited “receding of natural boundaries,” in the unlimited possi-
bilities for change and prosperity. Such a belief can be called fan-
tastic and satanic, but not simply dead, spiritless, or mechanized
soullessness.

The fear of cultural and social nothingness sprang more
from an anxiety-ridden panic over the threatened szatus guo than
from a cool-headed knowledge of the peculiarity of intellectual
processes and their dynamics. All new and great impulses, every
revolution and reformation, every new elite originates from as-
ceticism and voluntary or involuntary poverty (poverty meaning
above all the renunciation of the security of the status guo). Orig-
inal Christianity and all serious reforms within Christianity—the
Benedictine, Cluniac, and Franciscan renewals, the Baptists and
the Puritans—every genuine rebirth seeking to return to some
original principle, every genuine ritornar al principio, every return
to pure, uncorrupted nature appears as cultural or social nothing-
ness to the comfort and ease of the existing status quo. It grows
silently and in darkness, and a historian or sociologist would rec-
ognize only nothingness in its initial phases. The moment of bril-
liant representation is also and at once the moment in which every
link to the secret and inconspicuous beginning is endangered.

The process of continuous neutralization of various do-
mains of cultural life has reached its end because technology is at
hand. Technology is no longer neutral ground in the sense of the
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process of neutralization; every strong politics will make use of it.
For this reason, the present century can only be understood pro-
visionally as the century of technology. How ultimately it should
be understood will be revealed only when it is known which type
of politics is strong enough to master the new technology and
which type of genuine friend-enemy groupings can develop on
this new ground.

Great masses of industrialized peoples today still cling to a
torpid religion of technicity because they, like all masses, seek rad-
ical results and believe subconsciously that the absolute depoliti-
cization sought after four centuries can be found here and that
universal peace begins here. Yet technology can do nothing more
than intensify peace or war; it is equally available to both. In this
respect, nothing changes by speaking in the name of and employ-
ing the magic formula of peace. Today we see through the fog of
names and words with which the psycho-technical machinery of
mass suggestion works.

Today we even recognize the secret law of this vocabulary
and know that the most terrible war is pursued only in the name
of peace, the most terrible oppression only in the name of free-
dom, the most terrible inhumanity only in the name of humanity.
Finally, we also see through the mood of that generation which
saw only spiritual death or a soulless mechanism in the age of
technicity. We recognize the pluralism of spiritual life and know
that the central domain of spiritual existence cannot be a neutral
domain and that it is wrong to solve a political problem with the
antithesis of organic and mechanistic, life and death. A life which
has only death as its antithesis is no longer life but powerlessness
and helplessness. Whoever knows no other enemy than death and
recognizes in his enemy nothing more than an empty mechanism
is nearer to death than life. The comfortable antithesis of the or-
ganic and the mechanistic is itself something crudely mechanistic.
A grouping which sees on the one side only spirit and life and on
the other only death and mechanism signifies nothing more than
a renunciation of the struggle and amounts to nothing more than
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a romantic lament. For life struggles not with death, spirit not
with spiritlessness; spirit struggles with spirit, life with life, and
out of the power of an integral understanding of this arises the or-
der of human things. Ab integro nascitur ordo.®

8Schmitt abbreviates the fifth line of Virgil’s Eclogue IV, which reads,
“Magnus ab integro saeclorum nascitur ordo,” often rendered, “a new world or-
der is born,” or “a great order of the ages is born anew.” In the context of Schmitt’s
remarks here, the abridgement could be interpreted to mean, “from integrity or-
der is born” or “an order is born from renewal.”
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[1] The treatise by Schmitt! serves the question of the “or-
der of the human things” (96; 95), that is, the question of the state.
In view of the fact that in the present age the state has become
more questionable than it has been for centuries or more (22f;
23 f.), understanding the state requires a radical foundation, “a
simple and elementary presentation” of what the basis of the state
is, which means the basis of the political; for “the concept of the
state presupposes the concept of the political” (1g; 20).

[2] This thesis, with which the investigation of the con-
cept of the political is begun, must be understood in accordance
with Schmitt’s own general principles of understanding. Follow-
ing these principles, the sentence “the political precedes the state”
can manifest the desire to express not an eternal truth but only a
present truth. For “all spirit [is] only spirit of the present” (8o; 79);
“all concepts of the spiritual sphere, including the concept of
spirit, are in themselves pluralistic and are to be understood only
in terms of their concrete political existence” (85; 84); “all political
concepts, ideas, and words [have] a polemical meaning; they have
a concrete opposition in view, they are tied to a concrete situation

”(30; 31). In accordance with these principles, it must be asked:
To what extent does the present situation compel us to recognize
that the basis of the state is the political? Against what opponent
does the political emerge as the basis of the state?

[3]1 The present situation is characterized by the fact that
a process three hundred years old has “reached its end” (94 94).
The age at the end of which we find ourselves is “the age of neu-
tralizations and depoliticizations.” Depoliticization not only is the
accidental or even necessary result of the modern development

'Der Begriff des Politischen. Mit einer Rede iiber das Zeitalter der Neutral-
isierungen und Entpolitisierungen neu herausgegeben von Carl Schmirt (Munich and
Leipzig, 1932). These parenthetical page numbers originally referred to the 1932
text. For the convenience of the modern reader, the italicized page numbers refer
to this edition of The Concept of the Political, while the page numbers in roman re-
fer to the 1963 edition.
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but is its original and authentic goal; the movement in which the
modern spirit has gained its greatest efficacy, liberalism, is char-
acterized precisely by the negation of the political (67ff.; 68 ff.). If
liberalism has already become implausible, if it accordingly must
be countered by “another system,” then the first word against lib-
eralism must in any case be: the position of the political. And if lib-
eralism believed that by means of its negation of the political it
could bring about the foundation of the state or, more accurately,
the establishment of rational social relations, after the failure of
liberalism one cannot help thinking that the state can be under-
stood only from the position of the political. Thus Schmitt’s basic
thesis is entirely dependent upon the polemic against liberalism; it
is to be understood only qua polemical, only “in terms of concrete
political existence.”

[4] Schmitt’s task is determined by the fact that liberalism
has failed. The circumstances of this failure are as follows: Liber-
alism negated the political; yet liberalism has not thereby elimi-
nated the political from the face of the earth but only has hidden
it; liberalism has led to politics’ being engaged in by means of an
antipolitical mode of discourse. Liberalism has thus killed not the
political but only understanding of the political, sincerity regard-
ing the political (64ff.; 65 ff.). In order to remove the smokescreen
over reality that liberalism produces, the political must be made
apparent as such and as simply undeniable. The political must
first be brought out of the concealment into which liberalism has
cast it, so that the question of the state can be seriously put.

[5] It is thus insufficient to establish as a fact that liberal-
ism has failed, to show how liberalism drives itself ad absurdum
in every political action, to indicate “that all good observers . . .
despaired of finding here [in liberalism| any political principle or
intellectual consistency” (70; 69). Nor does it suffice to attain the
insight that the manifest inconsistency of all liberal politics is the
necessary consequence of the fundamental negation of the politi-
cal (70; 69). What is needed rather is to replace the “astonishingly
consistent systematics of liberal zhought,” which is manifest within
the inconsistency of liberal politics, by “another system” (71; 7o),
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namely, a system that does not negate the political but brings it
into recognition.

[6] Schmitt is aware that the “astonishingly consistent . . .
systematics of liberal thought” has, “despite all setbacks, still not
been replaced in Europe today by any other system” (71, 7o), and
this awareness alone suffices to characterize the significance of his
efforts; for with this awareness he stands wholly alone among the
opponents of liberalism, who usually carry an elaborate unliberal
doctrine in their pocket. In making this observation Schmitt
points to the basic difficulty of his own investigation also. For if it
is true that the “systematics of liberal thought” has “still not been
replaced in Europe today by any other system,” it is to be expected
that he, too, will be compelled to make use of elements of liberal
thought in the presentation of his views. The tentativeness of
Schmitt’s statements results from that compulsion. Schmitt him-
self explicitly says so: he wants to do no more than “‘to delimit’
theoretically an immense problem”; the theses of his text “are con-
ceived as a point of departure for an objective discussion” (96). The
foregoing engenders the critic’s duty to pay more attention to
what distinguishes Schmitt from the prevailing view than to the
respects in which he merely follows the prevailing view.

IT

[7]  Schmitt expressly desists from providing an “exhaustive
definition” of the political (26; 26). From the outset he under-
stands the question of the essence of the political” (19, 20) as the
question of what is specific to the political (20; 21 and 25f; 26 f.).
He does so, to be sure, not because he regards the question of the
genus (within which the specific difference of the political has to
be stipulated) as already answered or even as immaterial, but pre-
cisely because of his deep suspicion of what is today the most ob-
vious answer: he pioneers a path to an original answer to the
genus question by using the phenomenon of the political to push
the most obvious answer ad absurdum. What is still today, despite
all challenges, the most obvious, genuinely liberal answer to the
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question of the genus within which the peculiarity of the political
and, therewith, of the state is to be defined is that genus is the
> that is, the totality of “human thought and action,”
which is divided into “various, relatively independent domains”
(25, 20), into “provinces of culture” (Natorp). Schmitt would re-
main within the horizon of this answer if, as at first appears, he

“culture,

were to say: just as “in the domain of the moral the ultimate dis-
tinctions are good and evil, in the aesthetic domain beautiful and
ugly, in the economic domain useful and harmful,” so the “specif-
ically political distinction . . . is the distinction between friend and
enemy” (26, 26). However, this ordering of the political next to,
and equivalent to, the other “provinces of culture” is expressly re-
jected: the distinction between friend and enemy is “not equivalent
and analogous . . . to those other distinctions’; the political does nor
describe “a new domain of its own” (26; 277). What is hereby said
is that the understanding of the political implies a fundamental
critique of at least the prevailing concept of culture.

[8] Schmitt does not express this critique everywhere. He
too, using the terminology of a whole literature, occasionally
speaks of the “various, relatively independent domains of human
thought and action” (25; 26) or of the various “spheres of human
life and thought” (66, 66). In one passage (72, 71) he expresses
himself in such a way that a superficial reader could get the fol-
lowing impression: after liberalism has brought the autonomy of
the aesthetic, of morals, of science, of the economy, etc. into recog-
nition, Schmitt now seeks, for his part, to bring the autonomy of
the political into recognition, in opposition to liberalism but none-
theless in continuation of liberal aspirations for autonomy. To be
sure, the quotation marks that he places around the word “auton-
omy” in the expression “autonomy of the various domains of hu-
man life” already show how little the foregoing is Schmitt’s opin-
ion. This [indication] becomes clearer when he emphasizes the
“matter-of-factness” with which liberalism “not only recognizes the
‘autonomy’ of the various domains of human life but exaggerates
it to the point of specialization and even to complete isolation” (72;
71). Schmitt’s aloofness from the prevailing concept of culture be-
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comes fully clear in the following indirect characterization of the
aesthetic: “the path from the metaphysical and the moral to the
economic traverses the aesthetic, and the path across aesthetic
consumption and enjoyment, be they ever so sublime, is the surest
and most comfortable path to the universal economization of spir-
itual life . . .” (84, 83); for the prevailing concept of culture surely
includes recognition of the autonomous value of the aesthetic—
assuming that this concept is not altogether constituted precisely
by that recognition. This observation leads at least to the demand
that the prevailing concept of culture be replaced by another con-
cept of culture. And that replacement will have to be based on the
insight into what is specific to the political.

[o] Schmitt expressly forgoes, as we have seen, an “ex-
haustive definition” of the political. Proceeding on the assumption
that the “various, relatively independent domains of human
thought and action” (the moral, the aesthetic, the economic, etc.)
have “their own criteria” by which they are constituted in their
relative independence, he asks about the “criterion of the politi-
cal.” The criteria in question have the character of “ultimate dis-
tinctions,” or, more accurately, of ultimate “oppositions.” Thus
the criterion of the moral is the opposition of good and evil, the
criterion of the aesthetic, the opposition of beautiful and ugly, etc.
In taking his bearings by this general relationship, Schmitt defines
“the distinction between friend and enemy” as “the specifically
political distinction” (26f.; 26 f.). Here “enemy”—and thus also
“friend”—is always to be understood only as the public enemy
(friend), “a totality of men that fights at least potentially, that is,
has a real possibility of fighting, and stands in opposition to a cor-
responding totality” (28; 29). Of the two elements of the friend-
enemy mode of viewing things, the “enemy” element manifestly
takes precedence, as is already shown by the fact that when
Schmitt explains this viewpoint in detail, he actually speaks only
of the meaning of “enemy” (cf. 26; 27, 28; 29, and 32f; 32 f.). One
may say: every “totality of men” looks around for friends only—
it has friends only—Dbecause it already has enemies; “the essence
of political relationships [is] contained in reference to a concrete
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opposition” (30; 30). “Enemy” therefore takes precedence over
“friend,” because “the potential for a fight that exists in the region
of the real” belongs “to the concept of the enemy”—and not al-
ready to the concept of the friend as such (33; 33), and “man’s life”
gains “its specifically political tension” from the potential for war,
from the “dire emergency,” from the “most extreme possibility”
(35 35)- But the possibility of war does not merely constitute the
political as such; war is not merely “the most extreme political
measure”; war is the dire emergency not merely within an “auton-
omous” region—the region of the political—but for man simply,
because war has and retains a “relationship to the real possibility
of physical killing” (33; 33); this orientation, which is constitutive
for the political, shows that the political is fundamental and not a
“relatively independent domain” alongside others. The political is
the “authoritative” (39; 39). It is in this sense that we are to un-
derstand the remark that the political is “not equivalent and anal-
ogous” to the moral, the aesthetic, the economic, etc. (26; 26).

[10] This definition of the political has the closest connec-
tion to Schmitt’s suggested critique of the prevailing concept of
culture. This critique questions the “autonomy” of the various
“domains of human thought and action.” Following the prevail-
ing concept of culture, however, not only are the individual
“provinces of culture” “autonomous” in relation to one another,
but, prior to them, culture as a whole is already “autonomous,”
the sovereign creation, the “pure product” of the human spirit.
This viewpoint makes us forget that “culture” always presupposes
something that is cultivated: culture is always the culture of nature.
This expression means, primarily, that culture develops the nat-
ural predisposition; it is careful nurture of nature—whether of
the soil or of the human spirit makes no difference; it thus obeys
the orders that nature itself gives. But the statement can also
mean conquering nature through obedience to nature ( parendo vin-
cere, in Bacon’s phrase); then culture is not so much faithful nur-
ture of nature as a harsh and cunning fight against nature.
Whether culture is understood as nurture of nature or as a fight
with nature depends on how nature is understood: as exemplary
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order or as disorder to be eliminated. But however culture is un-
derstood, “culture” is certainly the culture of nature. “Culture” is
to such an extent the culture of nature that culture can be under-
stood as a sovereign creation of the spirit only if the nature being
cultivated has been presupposed to be the opposite of spirit, and
been forgotten. Because we now understand by “culture” primar-
ily the culture of Auman nature, the presupposition of culture is
primarily human nature; and because man is by his nature an an-
imal sociale, the human nature on which culture is based is the
natural social relations of men, that is, the way in which man,
prior to all culture, behaves toward other men. The term for nat-
ural social relations understood in this manner is stazus naturalis.
One can therefore say: the foundation of culture is the status natu-
ralis.

[r1] Hobbes understood the status civilis in the sense of the
specifically modern concept of culture—here let it remain an
open question whether, strictly speaking, there is any concept of
culture other than the modern one—as the opposite of the status
naturalis; the status civilis is the presupposition of every culture in
the narrow sense (i.e. every nurture of the arts and sciences) and
is itself already based on a particular culture, namely, on a disci-
plining of the human will. We will here disregard Hobbes’s view
of the relationship between status naturalis and culture (in the
broadest sense) as an opposition; here we only emphasize the fact
that Hobbes describes the stazus naturalis as the status belli, simply,
although it must be borne in mind that “the nature of war, con-
sisteth not in actual fighting; but in the known disposition thereto”
(Leviathan XIII). In Schmitt’s terminology this statement means
that the status naturalis is the genuinely polizical status; for, also
according to Schmitt, “the political” is found “not in fighting itself
... butin a behavior that is determined by this real possibility” (37;
37). It follows that the political that Schmitt brings to bear as fun-
damental is the “state of nature” that underlies every culture;
Schmitt restores the Hobbesian concept of the state of nature to a
place of honor (see §8 59). Therewith the question about the
genus within which the specific difference of the political is to be
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stipulated has also been answered: the political is a stazus of man;
indeed, the political is ke status as the “natural,” the fundamental
and extreme, status of man.

[12] To be sure, the state of nature is defined by Schmitt
in a fundamentally different fashion than it is by Hobbes. For
Hobbes, it is the state of war of individuals; for Schmitt, it is the
state of war of groups (especially of nations). For Hobbes, in the
state of nature everyone is the enemy of everyone else; for
Schmitt, all political behavior is oriented toward fiiend and en-
emy. This difference has its basis in the polemical intention of
Hobbes’s definition of the state of nature: for the fact that the state
of nature is the state of war of all against all is supposed to moti-
vate the abandonment of the state of nature. To this negation of
the state of nature or of the political, Schmitt opposes the position
of the political.

[13] Granted, in Hobbes there is no question of a total
negation of the political; according to his doctrine, the state of na-
ture continues at least in the relationship between the nations.
And thus Hobbes’s polemic against the state of nature as the state
of war of individuals—which Schmitt implicitly adopts, as shown
by his comment, expressly following Hobbes, on the relationship
between protection and obedience (52; 53; cf. also 46f,; 46 f.)—
does not need to question the political in Schmitt’s sense, that is,
the “natural” character of the relationships of human groups. Nev-
ertheless, according to Schmitt it belongs to the essence of the po-
litical group that it can “demand . . . from the members of its own
nation the readiness to die” (46, 46); and the justification of this
claim is at least qualified by Hobbes: in battle he who deserts the
ranks out of fear for his life acts “only” dishonorably, but not un-
justly (Lev. XXI). The state can justifiably demand from the indi-
vidual only conditional obedience, namely an obedience that does
not stand in contradiction to the salvation or preservation of the
life of this individual; for the securing of life is the ultimate basis
of the state. Therefore, while man is otherwise obliged to uncon-
ditional obedience, he is under no obligation to risk his life; for
death is the greatest evil. Hobbes does not shrink from the conse-
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quence and expressly denies the status of courage as a virtue (De
homine XIII g). The same attitude is disclosed in his definition of
the salus populi: the salus populi consists (1) in defense against the
enemy from without; (2) in preservation of peace within; (3) in
just and modest enrichment of the individual, which is much
more readily attained through work and frugality than through
victorious wars, and is particularly promoted by the nurture of
mechanics and mathematics; (4) in the enjoyment of innocuous
freedom (De cive XIII 6 and 14). As soon as “humanity” becomes
the subject or object of planning, these principles have to lead to
the ideal of civilization, that is, to the demand for rational social
relations of humanity as one “partnership in consumption and
production” (58). Hobbes, to a much higher degree than Bacon,
for example, is the author of the ideal of civilization. By this very
fact he is the founder of liberalism. The right to the securing of
life pure and simple—and this right sums up Hobbes’s natural
right—has fully the character of an inalienable human right, that
is, of an individual’s c/azm that takes precedence over the state and
determines its purpose and its limits; Hobbes’s foundation for the
natural-right claim to the securing of life pure and simple sets the
path to the whole system of human rights in the sense of liberal-
ism, if his foundation does not actually make such a course neces-
sary. Hobbes differs from developed liberalism only, but certainly,
by his knowing and seeing against whar the liberal ideal of civi-
lization has to be persistently fought for: not merely against rot-
ten institutions, against the evil will of a ruling class, but against
the natural evil of man; in an unliberal world Hobbes forges
ahead to lay the foundation of liberalism against the—szz venia
verbo—unliberal nature of man, whereas later men, ignorant of
their premises and goals, trust in the original goodness (based on
god’s creation and providence) of human nature or, on the basis of
natural-scientific neutrality, nurse hopes for an improvement of
nature, hopes unjustified by man’s experience of himself. Hobbes,
in view of the state of nature, attempts to overcome the state of na-
ture within the limits in which it allows of being overcome,
whereas later men either dream up a state of nature or, on the ba-
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sis of a supposed deeper insight into history and therewith into
the essence of man, forget the state of nature. But—in all fairness
to later men—ultimately that dreaming and that oblivion are
merely the consequence of the negation of the state of nature,
merely the consequence of the position of civilization introduced
by Hobbes.

[14] Ifitis true that the final self-awareness of liberalism
is the philosophy of culture, we may say in summary that liberal-
ism, sheltered by and engrossed in a world of culture, forgets the
foundation of culture, the state of nature, that is, human nature in
its dangerousness and endangeredness. Schmitt returns, contrary
to liberalism, to its author, Hobbes, in order to strike at the root
of liberalism in Hobbes’s express negation of the state of nature.?
Whereas Hobbes in an unliberal world accomplishes the found-
ing of liberalism, Schmitt in a liberal world undertakes the cri-
tique of liberalism.

11

[15] Schmitt confronts the liberal negation of the political
with the position of the political, that is, with the recognition of
the reality of the political. For the position of the political it is im-
material, in Schmitt’s express opinion, whether one regards the
political as desirable or detestable: the intent of the position “is
neither bellicose or militarist, nor imperialist, nor pacifist” (33;
33). Schmitt desires only to know whar is. This statement does not
mean that he considers his expositions “value-free,” that he wants
(whether out of concern for the scientific character of his study or
for the freedom of personal decision) to leave open all possibilities
for taking an evaluative stance toward the political. Rather, he in-
tends precisely to seal off all such possibilities: the political cannor

2In the first edition of this treatise Schmitt had described Hobbes as “by
far the greatest and perhaps the sole truly systematic political thinker” (Archiv fiir
Sozialwissenschaft und Sozialpolitik, vol. 58, p. 25). Schmitt now speaks of Hobbes
only as “a great and truly systematic political thinker” (64). In truth Hobbes is zhe
antipolitical thinker (“political” understood in Schmitt’s sense).
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be evaluated at all, cannot be measured by an ideal; applied to the
political, a/l ideals are nothing but “abstractions,” a// “normative
prescriptions” nothing but “fictions” (48f.; 49 f. and 27f; 28 f.). For
the political is constituted by reference “to the real possibility of
physical killing” of men by men (33; 33); and “there is no rational
purpose, no norm however correct, no program however exem-
plary, no social ideal however beautiful, no legitimacy or legality that
can justify men’s killing one another for its own sake” (497, 49 f.).

[16] The position of the political results in the unpolemical
description of the political. As such, the position opposes Hobbes’s
polemical description of the state of nature. Hobbes had presented
the state of nature as in itself impossible: the state of nature is the
state of war of all against all; in the state of nature, everyone is
the enemy of everyone else. According to Schmitt, the subjects of
the state of nature are not individuals but totalities; furthermore,
not every totality is the enemy of every other totality, but along-
side the possibility of enmity the possibilities of alliance and neu-
trality also exist (35, 35). The state of nature so understood is in it-
self possible. That it is real, however, is proved by the whole
history of humanity up to the present day. It may be that there
will someday be a completely depoliticized state of humanity—
“whether and when this state of the earth and of humanity will
occur, I do not know”; at any rate that state “for the time being
does not exist,” and therefore it would be “a dishonest fiction to
assume that it is at hand” (§3-54 54).

[17] Now one cannot—Ileast of all can Schmitt himself—
take relief in the fact that the depoliticized state “for the time be-
ing does not exist” (54 54), that “war as a real possibility is sz2//
present foday” (36; 37). In view of the fact that there is today a
powerful movement striving for the total elimination of the real
possibility of war and hence the abolition of the political, in view
of the fact that this movement not only exercises a great influence
upon the mentality of the age but also authoritatively determines
the real circumstances—this movement led, after all, to war’s be-
ing “foday . . . probably neither something pious, nor something
morally good, nor something profitable” (36, 36), whereas in car-
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lier centuries war could indeed be all these things—in view of
this fact one must look beyond today and ask: granted that “war
as a real possibility is still present today,” will war still be a possi-
bility present tomorrow? or the day after tomorrow? In other
words: though the abolition of the political may in no way have
succeeded so fas, is not this abolition nevertheless possible in the
future? is it not possible at all?

[18] Schmitt gives the following answer to this question:
the political is a basic characteristic of human life; politics in this
sense is destiny; therefore man cannot escape politics (357, 36 f.,
65f.; 66 f., 76ff.; 76 f.). The inescapability of the political is dis-
played in the contradiction in which man necessarily becomes en-
tangled if he attempts to eliminate the political. This effort has a
prospect of success if and only if it becomes political; that is, if it
“is strong enough to group men into friends and enemies,” if it
thus “would be able to drive the pacifists into war against the non-
pacifists, into a ‘war against war.”” The war against war will then
be undertaken as “the definitively final war of humanity.” Such a
war, however, is “necessarily especially intensive and inhuman”
because in it the enemy is fought as “an inhuman monster . . . that
must be not only fended off but definitively annihilated” (36; 37).
But humanity cannot be expected to be especially humane and,
therefore, unpolitical after having just put behind it an especially
inhumane war. Thus the effort to abolish the political for the sake
of humanity has as its necessary consequence nothing other than
the increase of inhumanity. When it is said that the political is a
basic characteristic of human life, in other words that man ceases
to be man if he ceases to be political, this statement also, and pre-
cisely, means that man ceases to be human when he ceases to be
political. If man thus gets entangled in contradictions when he at-
tempts to eliminate the political, that attempt is ultimately possi-
ble only through dishonesty: “To curse war as the murder of men,
and then to demand of men that—so that there will ‘never again
be war’—they wage war and kill and allow themselves to be
killed in war, is a manifest fraud” (48; 49).

[19] The political is thus not only possible but also real;
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and not only real but also necessary. It is necessary because it is
given in human nature. Therefore the opposition between the
negation and the position of the political can be traced back to a
quarrel over human nature. The ultimate controversy is whether
man is by nature good or evil. Here, however, “good” and “evil”
are “not to be taken in a specifically moral or ethical sense”;
rather, “good” is to be understood as “undangerous,” and “evil” as
“dangerous.” Thus the ultimate question is “whether man is a
dangerous or an undangerous being, a perilous or a harmless,
nonperilous being” (58; 59). “All genuine political theories” pre-
suppose man’s dangerousness (61; 61). Accordingly, the thesis of
man’s dangerousness is the ultimate presupposition of the position
of the political.

[20] The train of thought just recounted is in all probabil-
ity not Schmitt’s last word, and it is certainly not the most pro-
found thing that he has to say. It conceals a reflection that moves
in an entirely different direction, a reflection that cannot be rec-
onciled with the line of thought described above.

[21] Schmitt describes the thesis of the dangerousness of
man as the ultimate presupposition of the position of the political:
the necessity of the political is as certain as man’s dangerousness.
But is man’s dangerousness unshakably certain? Schmitt himself
qualifies the thesis of man’s dangerousness as a “supposition,” as an
“anthropological confession of faizh” (58; 58). But if man’s dan-
gerousness is only supposed or believed in, not genuinely known,
the opposite, too, can be regarded as possible, and the attempt to
eliminate man’s dangerousness (which until now has always really
existed) can be put into practice. If man’s dangerousness is only
believed in, it is in principle zhreatened, and therewith the politi-
cal is threatened also.

[22] Schmitt concedes that the political is in principle
threatened when he says: “Whether and when this [completely
apolitical] state of the earth and of humanity will occur, I do not
know” (5354 54). Now the political could not be threatened if, as
Schmitt asserts in a series of passages, it were simply inescapable.
One must therefore add an obvious qualifier to his assertion that
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the political is inescapable, and must understand that assertion as
follows: the political is inescapable as long as there is just one po-
litical opposition, even just as a possibility. Schmitt implies this
qualifier in the course of the previously adduced argument
against pacifism, for that line of argument presupposes that the
opposition between pacifists and nonpacifists does not disappear.
The inescapability of the political thus exists only conditionally;
ultimately, the political remains threatened.

[23] If the political is ultimately threatened, the position
of the political must ultimately be more than the recognition of the
reality of the political, namely, an espousal of the threatened po-
litical, an affirmation of the political. It is therefore necessary to
ask: why does Schmitt affirm the political?

[24] The political is threatened insofar as man’s danger-
ousness 1s threatened. Therefore the affirmation of the political is
the affirmation of man’s dangerousness. How should this affirma-
tion be understood? Should it be intended politically, it can have
“no normative meaning but only an existential meaning” (49; 49),
like everything political. One then will have to ask: in time of
danger, in the “dire emergency,” does “a fighting totality of men”
affirm the dangerousness of its enemy? does it wish for dangerous
enemies? And one will have to answer “no,” along the lines of C.
Fabricius’s comment when he heard that a Greek philosopher
had proclaimed pleasure as the greatest good: If only Pyrrhus and
the Samnites shared this philosopher’s opinion as long as we are
at war with them! Likewise, a nation in danger wants its own
dangerousness not for the sake of dangerousness, but for the sake
of being rescued from danger. Thus, the affirmation of danger-
ousness as such as no political meaning but only a “normative,”
moral meaning; expressed appropriately, that affirmation is the
affirmation of power as the power that forms states, of virzat in
Machiavelli’s sense. Here, too, we recall Hobbes, who describes
fearfulness as the virtue (which, incidentally, is just as much
negated by him as is the state of nature itself) of the state of na-
ture, but who understands fearfulness as inclusive of glory and
courage. Thus warlike morals seem to be the ultimate legitima-
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tion for Schmitt’s affirmation of the political, and the opposition
between the negation and the position of the political seems to co-
incide with the opposition between pacifist internationalism and
bellicose nationalism.

[25] Is that conclusion really correct? One has to doubt it
if one considers the resolution with which Schmitt refuses to
come on as a belligerent against the pacifists (33). And one must
quarrel with the conclusion as soon as one has seen more precisely
how Schmitt arrives at man’s dangerousness as the ultimate pre-
supposition of the position of the political. After he has already
twice rejected the pacifist ideal on the ground that the ideal in any
case has no meaning for behavior in the present situation and for
the understanding of this situation (36f; 36 f. and 54f; 54 f),
Schmitt—while recognizing the possibility in principle of the
“world state” as a wholly apolitical “partnership in consumption
and production” of humanity united—finally asks “upon which
men will the terrible power devolve that a global economic and
technical centralization entails”; in other words, which men will
rule in the “world state.” “This question cannot by any means be
dismissed by hoping . . . that government of men over men will
have become superfluous, because men will then be absolutely
free; for the question immediately arises, for what they will be
free. One can answer this question with optimistic or pessimistic
suppositions,” namely with the optimistic supposition that man
will then be undangerous, or with the pessimistic supposition that
he will be dangerous (58f; 58 f.). The question of man’s danger-
ousness or undangerousness thus surfaces in view of the question
whether the government of men over men is, or will be, necessary
or superfluous. Accordingly, dangerousness means need of domin-
ion. And the ultimate quarrel occurs not between bellicosity and
pacifism (or nationalism and internationalism) but between the
“authoritarian and anarchistic theories” (60; 60).

[26] The quarrel between the authoritarian and the an-
archistic theories concerns whether man is by nature evil or good.
But “evil” and “good,” here, are “noz to be taken in a specifically
moral or ethical sense” but are to be understood as “dangerous”
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and “undangerous.” What is thereby said becomes clear if one
takes into account the double meaning of “evil” that Schmitt

1133

mentions. “‘Evil’ can appear as corruption, weakness, cowardice,
stupidity, but also as ‘coarseness,” instinctual drivenness, vitality,
irrationality, etc.” (58; 59). “Evil,” in other words, can be under-
stood either as human inferiority or as animal power, as humana im-
potentia or as naturae potentia (Spinoza, Eth. 111 praef.). Now if
“evil” is not meant in the moral sense, only the second meaning
can be in question here. In this sense “the philosophers of state-
craft of the seventeenth century (Hobbes, Spinoza, Pufendorff)”
have described man in the state of nature as “evil”: that is, “evil”
“like beasts that are moved by their drives (hunger, cupidity, fear,
jealousy)” (59; 59). But the question arises why these philosophers,
Hobbes in particular, understood man as “evil like the beasts.”
Hobbes had to understand evil as innocent “evil” because he de-
nied sin; and he had to deny sin because he did not recognize any
primary obligation of man that takes precedence over every claim
qua justified claim, because he understood man as by nature free,
that is, without obligation; for Hobbes, therefore, the fundamen-
tal political fact was natural right as the justified claim of the in-
dividual, and Hobbes conceived of obligation as a subsequent re-
striction upon that claim. If one takes this approach, one cannot
demur in principle against the proclamation of human rights as
claims of the individuals upon the state and contrary to the state,
against the distinction between society and state, against liberal-
ism—assuming that liberalism is not altogether the unavoidable
consequence of the Hobbesian approach. And once one under-
stands man’s evil as the innocent “evil” of the beast, but of a beast
that can become astute through injury and thus can be educated,
the limits one sets for education finally become a matter of mere
“supposition” —whether very narrow limits, as set by Hobbes him-
self, who therefore became an adherent of absolute monarchy; or
broader limits such as those of liberalism; or whether one imag-
ines education as capable of just about everything, as anarchism
does. The opposition between evil and good loses its keen edge, it
loses its very meaning, as soon as evil is understood as innocent
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“evil” and thereby goodness is understood as an aspect of evil it-
self. The task therefore arises—for purposes of the radical cri-
tique of liberalism that Schmitt strives for—of nullifying the
view of human evil as animal and thus innocent evil, and to re-
turn to the view of human evil as moral baseness; only in this way
can Schmitt remain in harmony with himself if indeed “the core
of the political idea” is “the morally demanding decision” (Poli-
tische Theologie 56). The correction that Schmitt undertakes in the
view of evil held by Hobbes and his successors not only fails to
meet the foregoing requirement but even contradicts it. Whereas
in the case of Hobbes the natural and thus innocent “evil” is em-
phasized so that it can be combated, Schmitt speaks with an un-
mistakable sympathy of the “evil” that is not to be understood
morally. This sympathy, however, is nothing other than admira-
tion of animal power; and the same thing that Schmitt says in an
already quoted passage on the aesthetic in general also applies to
this admiration. Moreover, the inappropriateness of this sympathy
immediately becomes clear when we discover that whar is ad-
mired is not an excellence but a deficiency, a need (namely a need
of dominion). Man’s dangerousness, revealed as a need of domin-
ion, can appropriately be understood only as moral baseness. It
must be recognized as such, but it cannot be affirmed. But then
what is the meaning of the affirmation of the political?

[27]  Why Schmitt affirms the political, and, first of all, zhaz
he affirms it and does not merely recognize it as real or necessary,
is shown most clearly in his polemic against the ideal that corre-
sponds to the negation of the political. Ultimately Schmitt by no
means repudiates this ideal as utopian—he says, after all, that he
does not know whether it cannot be realized—Dbut he does abhor
it. That Schmitt does not display his views in a moralizing fash-
ion but endeavors to conceal them only makes his polemic the
more effective. Let us listen to Schmitt himself!: “if ... the dis-
tinction between friend and enemy ceases even as a mere possibil-
ity, there will only be a politics-free weltanschauung, culture, civ-
ilization, economy, morals, law, art, entertainment, etc., but there
will be neither politics nor state” (53, 54). We have emphasized
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the word “entertainment” because Schmitt does everything to
make entertainment nearly disappear in a series of man’s serious
pursuits; above all, the “etc.” that immediately follows “entertain-
ment” glosses over the fact that “entertainment” is really the ulu-
mate term in the series, its finis ultimus. Schmitt thus makes it
clear: The opponents of the political may say what they will; they
may appeal on behalf of their plan to the highest concerns of man;
their good faith shall not be denied; it is to be granted that weltan-
schauung, culture, etc., do not Aave to be entertainment, but they
can become entertainment; on the other hand, it is impossible
to mention politics and the state in the same breath as “enter-
tainment”; politics and the state are the only guarantee against the
world’s becoming a world of entertainment; therefore, what
the opponents of the political want is ultimately tantamount to the
establishment of a world of entertainment, a world of amuse-
ment, a world without seriousness. “A definitively pacified globe,”
Schmitt says in an earlier passage, “would be a world without pol-
itics. In such a world there could be various, perhaps very interest-
ing, oppositions and contrasts, competitions and intrigues of all
kinds, but no opposition on the basis of which it could sensibly be
demanded of men that they sacrifice their lives” (35f; 35 f.; em-
phasis mine). Here, too, what Schmitt concedes to the pacifists’
ideal state of affairs, what he finds striking about it, is its capacity
to be interesting and entertaining; here, too, he takes pains to hide
the criticism contained in the observation “perhaps very interest-
ing.” He does not, of course, wish to call into doubt whether the
world without politics is interesting; if he is convinced of any-
thing, it is that the apolitical world is very interesting (“competi-
tions and intrigues of all sorts”); the “perhaps” only questions, but
certainly does question, whether this capacity to be interesting can
claim the interest of a human being worthy of the name; the “per-
haps” conceals and betrays Schmitt’s nausea over this capacity to
be interesting, which is only possible if man has forgotten what
genuinely matters. It thus becomes clear why Schmitt rejects the
ideal of pacifism (more fundamentally: of civilization), why he af-
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firms the political: he affirms the political because he sees in the
threatened status of the political a threat to the seriousness of hu-
man life. The affirmation of the political is ultimately nothing
other than the affirmation of the moral.

[28] One reaches the same result if one looks more closely
at Schmitt’s description of the modern age as the age of depoliti-
cization. With this description he certainly does noz mean that in
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries politics is to a less extent
destiny than in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries; today, no
less than in earlier times, humanity is divided into “totalities that
have a real possibility of fighting one another.” A fundamental
transformation has occurred, not in #he fact that men quarrel but
in what they quarrel abour. What men quarrel about depends on
what is considered important, authoritative. Different things are
regarded as authoritative in different centuries: in the sixteenth
century, theology was authoritative; in the seventeenth, meta-
physics; in the eighteenth, morals; in the nineteenth, the economy;
and in the twentieth, technology. Basically: in every century a dif-
ferent “domain” is the “central domain” (87-85; 80—84). The po-
litical, because it has “no . . . domain of its own” (26; 27), is never
the “central domain.” Whereas the “central domains” change, the
political constantly remains destiny. But as Auman destiny the po-
litical is dependent upon what ultimately matters for man: “the
state, too, [gets] its reality and power from the respective central
domain, because the authoritative issues that groups, divided into
friends and enemies, quarrel about are likewise determined by
the authoritative domain” (87; 86). The exact meaning of the de-
politicization that is characteristic of the modern age can thus be
discerned only if one understands which law rules in the “succes-
sion of changing central domains.” This law is the “tendency to-
ward neutralization,” that is, the striving to gain a ground that
“makes possible security, clarity, agreement, and peace” (89, 89).
Agreement and peace here mean agreement and peace at all costs.
In principle, however, it is always possible to reach agreement re-
garding the means to an end that is already fixed, whereas there
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is always quarreling over the ends themselves: we are always
quarreling with each other and with ourselves only over the just
and the good (Plato, Euthyphro 7B-D and Phaedrus 263A). There-
fore, if one secks agreement at all costs, there is no other path than
to abandon entirely the question of what is right and to concern
oneself solely with the means. It thus becomes intelligible that
modern Europe, once it had started out—in order to avoid the
quarrel over the right faith—in search of a neutral ground as
such, finally arrived at faith in technology. “The self-evidence of
today’s widespread faith in technology is based only on the fact
that people were able to believe that in technology they had found
the absolutely and definitively neutral ground . . . In comparison
to theological, metaphysical, moral, and even economic questions,
which one can quarrel about forever, purely technical problems
entail something refreshingly objective; they allow of solutions
that are clear” (9o—91; go). But the neutrality of technology is only
apparent: “Technology always remains as an instrument and a
weapon, and precisely because technology serves everyone, it is
not neutral” (9o—91; 9o). The speciousness of this neutrality re-
veals the absurdity of the attempt to find an “absolutely and de-
finitively neutral ground,” to reach agreement at all costs. Agree-
ment at all costs is possible only as agreement at the cost of the
meaning of human life; for agreement at all costs is possible only
if man has relinquished asking the question of what is right; and
if man relinquishes that question, he relinquishes being a man.
But if he seriously asks the question of what is right, the quarrel
will be ignited (in view of “the inextricable set of problems” (g1,
9o) this question entails), the life-and-death quarrel: the politi-
cal—the grouping of humanity into friends and enemies—owes
its legitimation to the seriousness of the question of what is right.

[29] The affirmation of the political is the affirmation of
the state of nature. Schmitt opposes the affirmation of the state of
nature to the Hobbesian negation of the state of nature. The state
of nature is the status belli, pure and simple. Thus it appears that
the affirmation of the state of nature can only be bellicose. That
appearance fades away as soon as one has grasped what the return
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to the state of nature means for Schmitt. The affirmation of the
state of nature does not mean the affirmation of war but “relin-
quishment of the security of the status quo” (94 93). Security is
relinquished not because war would be something “ideal,” but be-
cause it is necessary to return from “splendid vicarage,” from the
“comfort and ease of the existing status quo” to the “cultural or
social nothing,” to the “secret, humble beginning,” “to undam-
aged, non-corrupt nature” (94, 93) so that “out of the power of a
pure and whole knowledge ... the order of the human things”
can arise again (96; 95).

[30] If, then, according to Schmitt’s actual opinion, the
position of the political can be traced back to the position of the
moral, how does that position square with the polemic, which
pervades his whole text, against the primacy of morals over poli-
tics? The first explanation that suggests itself is that by “morals”
in that polemic he is referring to altogether specific morals,
namely, a morals that stands in fundamental contradiction to the
political. For Schmitt, “moral”—at least as used in the context
here—always refers to “humanitarian morality” (cf. 82ff; 8o {T.).
But that usage means that Schmitt is tying himself to his oppo-
nents’ view of morality instead of questioning the claim of hu-
manitarian-pacifist morals to be morals; he remains trapped in the
view that he is attacking.

[31] Now the polemic against morals—against “ideals”
and “normative prescriptions”—does not prevent Schmitt from
passing a moral judgment on humanitarian morals, on the ideal of
pacifism. Of course, he takes pains, as we have shown, to conceal
this judgment. An aporia finds expression in this concealment: the
threatened status of the political makes necessary an evaluative
statement on the political; yet at the same time insight into the
essence of the political arouses doubt about all evaluative state-
ments on the political. For such a statement would be a “free, un-
monitorable decision that concerns no one other than the person
who freely makes the decision”; it would essentially be a “private
matter” (48 49); but the political is removed from all arbitrary,
private discretion; it has the character of transprivate obligation. If
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it is now presupposed that all ideals are private and thus nonoblig-
atory, obligation cannot be conceived as such, as duty, but can be
conceived only as inescapable necessity. It is this presupposition,
then, that disposes Schmitt to assert the inescapability of the polit-
ical, and—as soon as his subject matter forces him to stop main-
taining this assertion—to conceal his moral judgment; and this
presupposition is, as he himself emphasizes, the characteristic pre-
supposition of the “individualistic-liberal society” (48; 49).

[32] Let us now make thoroughly clear what the affirma-
tion of the political in disregard of the moral, the primacy of the
political over the moral, would signify. Being political means be-
ing oriented to the “dire emergency.” Therefore the affirmation of
the political as such is the affirmation of fighting as such, wholly
irrespective of what is being fought for. In other words: he who af-
firms the political as such comports himself neuzrally toward all
groupings into friends and enemies. However much this neutral-
ity may differ from the neutrality of the man who denies the po-
litical as such, he who affirms the political as such and thereby be-
haves neutrally toward all groupings into friends and enemies
does not want “to place” himself “outside the political totality . . .
and live only as a private man” (51; 52); he does not have the will
to neutralization, to the avoidance of decision at all costs, but in
fact is eager for decision; as eagerness for any decision regardless of
content, this neutrality makes use of the possibility—which origi-
nally was made accessible for the sake of neutralization—of
something that is beyond all decision. He who affirms the politi-
cal as such respects all who want to fight; he is just as tolerant as
the liberals—but with the opposite intention: whereas the liberal
respects and tolerates all “homest” convictions so long as they
merely acknowledge the legal order, peace, as sacrosanct, he who
affirms the political as such respects and tolerates all “serious” con-
victions, that is, all decisions oriented to the real possibility of war.
Thus the affirmation of the political as such proves to be a liber-
alism with the opposite polarity. And therewith Schmitt’s state-
ment that “the astonishingly consistent ... systematics of liberal



Notes on The Concept of the Political 121

thought” has “still not been replaced in Europe today by any other
system” (71; 70) proves to be true.

[33] The affirmation of the political as such can therefore
be only Schmitt’s first word against liberalism; that affirmation
can only prepare for the radical critique of liberalism. In an earlier
text Schmitt says of Donoso Cortés: he “despises the liberals,
whereas he respects atheistic-anarchistic socialism as his mortal
enemy . . .” (Politische Theologie 55). The battle occurs only be-
tween mortal enemies: with total disdain—hurling crude insults
or maintaining the rules of politeness, depending on tempera-
ment—they shove aside the “neutral” who seeks to mediate, to
maneuver, between them. “Disdain” is to be taken literally; they
do not deign to notice the neutral; each looks intently at his en-
emys; in order to gain a free line of fire, with a sweep of the hand
they wave aside—without looking at—the neutral who lingers in
the middle, interrupting the view of the enemy. The polemic
against liberalism can therefore only signify a concomitant or
preparatory action: it is meant to clear the field for the battle of
decision between the “spirit of technicity,” the “mass faith that in-
spires an antireligious, this-worldly activism” (94 93), and the op-
posite spirit and faith, which, as it seems, still has no name. Ulti-
mately, two completely opposed answers to the question of what
is right confront each other, and these answers allow of no medi-
ation and no neutrality (cf. the remark about “two-membered an-
titheses” and “three-membered diagrams” or “constructions” on
p- 73 p- 73)- Thus what ultimately matters to Schmitt is not the
battle against liberalism. For that very reason the affirmation of
the political as such is not his last word. His last word is “the or-
der of the human things” (96; 95).

[34] It is nonetheless true that the polemic against liberal-
ism very often seems to be Schmitt’s last word, that he very often
gets entangled in the polemic against liberalism, and that he thus
gets diverted from his real intention and is detained on the level
staked out by liberalism. This entanglement is no accidental fail-
ure but the necessary result of the principle that “all concepts of
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the spiritual sphere . . . are to be understood only in terms of con-
crete political existence” (85, 84), and that “all political concepts,
ideas, and words” have “a polemical meaning” (30; 31). In concreto
Schmitt violates this principle, which itself is entirely bound to
liberal presuppositions, by opposing his unpolemical concept of
the state of nature to Hobbes’s polemical concept of the state of
nature; and he fundamentally rejects this principle by expecting to
gain the order of human things from a “pure and whole knowl-
edge” (96, 95). For a pure and whole knowledge is never, unless
by accident, polemical; and a pure and whole knowledge cannot
be gained “from concrete political existence,” from the situation
of the age, but only by means of a return to the origin, to “un-
damaged, noncorrupt nature” (94, 93).

[35] We said [par. 14 above] that Schmitt undertakes the
critique of liberalism in a liberal world; and we meant thereby
that his critique of liberalism occurs in the horizon of liberalism;
his unliberal tendency is restrained by the still unvanquished “sys-
tematics of liberal thought.” The critique introduced by Schmitt
against liberalism can therefore be completed only if one succeeds
in gaining a horizon beyond liberalism. In such a horizon Hobbes
completed the foundation of liberalism. A radical critique of lib-
eralism is thus possible only on the basis of an adequate under-
standing of Hobbes. To show what can be learned from Schmitt
in order to achieve that urgent task was therefore the principal in-
tention of our notes.
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