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Abstract 

The notion of ideology and its critique have taken a remarkable about-turn in recent decades. While in classical 

Marxism, ideology used to be understood in terms of a distorted representation of real social divisions, recent 

authors such as Lefort and Laclau have argued there is no standpoint outside language or representation, and 

consider those representations as ideological that remain blind to their own political effects. However, a dimension 

that was crucial in the classical Marxist tradition has been downplayed in their work, namely the importance of 

ideology critique for the process of emancipation or of a particular subject becoming political. To reintroduce this 

dimension in the recent debate on ideology, this paper takes recourse to a selective and creative reading of Carl 

Schmitt. Schmitt, it is argued, understands ideology critique as a crucial precondition for the process through which 

a subject becomes political. From a Schmittian perspective, ideology critique aims at unmasking depoliticisation and 

thus at making visible an intersubjective space of conflict, which is the inevitable condition for every democratic or 

emancipatory struggle. 
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Ideology Critique and the Political 

Towards a Schmittian Perspective on Ideology 

 

 

Introduction 

 

The notion of ideology and its critique have undergone a remarkable about-turn in recent 

decades. In classical Marxism, ideology used to be understood in terms of a distorted 

representation of real social divisions. After the linguistic turn in philosophy, this position 

became untenable. Everything in a certain way became language, discourse, ideology: it was 

deemed impossible to adopt an extralinguistic position from which a critique of ideology could 

be formulated. 

The notion of ideology and its critique seemed to have become obsolete. Yet, some 

authors, such as Claude Lefort and Ernesto Laclau, have attempted to breathe new life into the 

tradition of ideology critique. They acknowledge that there is no standpoint outside the order of 

language, but at the same time stress that language and discourse play a crucial role in the 

political institution of society. On these grounds, they have attempted to single out particular 

discourses that in a certain way misrecognise and conceal their own political effectivity and the 

divisions that are inevitably engendered through the instituting process. The notion of ideology 

thus shifts: ideology is no longer conceived as a distortion of real social divisions, but is that 

discourse which misrecognises the fact that, through its very instituting effects, it engenders such 

divisions. In Lefort, for example, ‘ideology is conceived as a fold or crease (repli) of the social 
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discourse upon itself, a kind of second discourse which follows the lines of the instituting 

discourse and seeks to cover over the divisions instituted therein’ (Thompson, 1984, p. 26).  

Although Lefort and Laclau have made a great contribution to reviving the notion of 

ideology and its critique, a dimension that was crucial in the classical Marxist tradition is not 

systematically addressed in their work, namely the importance of ideology critique for the 

process of emancipation or of becoming political of a particular subject. Lefort and Laclau seem 

to pay little attention to the fact that ideology critique is always already a dimension of a conflict. 

Pointing to something as an ideology is essentially a polemic act: by calling something an 

‘ideology’, a polemic, intersubjective relation with an other arises. Ideology critique is a situated 

activity that can make conflict lines visible, and can therefore play a crucial role in any process 

of democratic or emancipatory struggle. In order to make more space for this element within the 

new approaches to ideology, this article takes recourse to a selective and creative reading of Carl 

Schmitt. Schmitt, it will be argued, understands ideology critique as a crucial precondition for 

the process of becoming political of a subject. From a Schmittian perspective, ideology critique 

aims at unmasking depoliticisation and thus at making visible an intersubjective space of 

conflict, which is the inevitable condition for every democratic or emancipatory struggle. 

In the following, I first discuss Lefort and Laclau’s attempts to move beyond the Marxist 

approach to ideology by turning this approach on its head: while for Marxism, ideology distorts 

the real, for Lefort and Laclau, ideology is the illusion that it is possible to have direct access to 

the real at all. I then show that what could be called Schmitt’s conception of ideology shares a 

number of the fundamental characteristics of Lefort and Laclau’s approach, which makes it 

possible to organise a dialogue between Schmitt and these more recent authors. Finally, I will try 

to show how Schmitt’s perspective allows us to better understand ideology critique as a 
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subjective act or as an intervention within the political field itself: an act through which subjects 

become visible as political agents. 

 

 

Ideology Critique beyond Marxism 

 

Developing the notion of ideology and its critique have been crucial contributions to the study of 

ideas by Marx and the many Marxisms. Theses about the ‘end of ideology’ notwithstanding, 

ideology has remained an important notion in certain strands of political thinking. Still, the 

classical Marxist approach to ideology has increasingly come under strain. Its basic problem is 

that it is underpinned by an untenable concept of representation, understood as a re-presentation 

of a pre-existing reality. Ideology, then, is understood as a distorted or mistaken, and therefore 

false or illusionary representation of a social reality, which scientific knowledge can overcome. 

Claude Lefort has stressed that Marx’s approach to ideology critique is epistemologically 

grounded: Marx’s distinction between reality (real social divisions) and ideology (the imaginary 

unity) ‘is immediately articulated in his work with the implicit distinction between knowledge 

and ideology’ (Lefort, 1986, p. 190).  

After the ‘linguistic turn’ in philosophy, the idea that there is an extra-linguistic point 

from which ideology critique can proceed was strongly rejected.1 This seems to have dealt a 

deadly blow to traditional ideology critique. As Ernesto Laclau has stated, the notion of ideology 

was under pressure as a result of ‘the denial of the possibility of a metalinguistic vantage point 

which allows the unmasking of ideological distortion’ (Laclau, 2006). In a certain way, there is 

                                                 
1 It should be stressed that some of the most interesting Marxist authors of the twentieth century, such as Antonio 
Gramsci and Louis Althusser, had already attempted to think ideology without assuming an extra-linguistic or extra-
ideological point of view. 
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no longer an outside to ideology, leading to what he has called the ‘inflation of the concept of 

ideology’ (Laclau, 1996). If there is no point beyond discourse or beyond the symbolic order, can 

the concept of ideology still retain some validity? A number of recent authors, such as Claude 

Lefort, Ernesto Laclau and Slavoj Zizek, have answered this question affirmatively. The 

condition, however, was to turn the classical Marxian approach on its head. Indeed, what 

constitutes ideology according to these authors is not a distortion of real social divisions, but the 

very claim that one can accede to the real itself and that there is thus a privileged vantage point 

from which one can formulate a critique of ideology (Laclau, 1996; Zizek, 1994, p. 3).  

This philosophical shift was accompanied by a thorough reworking of the concept of 

representation. Rather than re-presenting an existing entity, representation became increasingly 

considered as constitutive (Ankersmit, 1997; Lefort, 1963; Saward, 2010): ‘(t)here is no thing 

prior to its representation, just as there can be no representation prior to the appearance of the 

thing’ (Cameron, 2006, p. 16). Claude Lefort is one of the authors who have thought through this 

new conception of representation most thoroughly. According to him, representation is 

inevitable, as social reality always needs to be interpreted. Interpretation even plays a 

constitutive role in the symbolic constitution of the social. It is the symbolic order which makes 

it possible for society to understand itself and to relate to itself in the first place. Marx remained 

blind to this ‘enigma of the institution’ (Lefort, 1986, p. 202) and, according to Lefort, this made 

it possible for Marx to locate social division, which he rightly considered to be the starting point 

for politics, on the level of the ‘real’, preceding its symbolic articulation and its ideological 

deformation. Lefort, in contrast, stresses that society does not have a spontaneous self-

understanding, but must always be interpreted and symbolised. What he calls ‘the political’ is 

unavoidable precisely because the symbolical is unavoidable. Indeed, according to Lefort, the 
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very act of representation itself generates a primordial symbolic division: there is always 

somebody who takes up the task of putting a certain collective self-understanding into public 

discourse and thereby elevates her- or himself above the others. The crux of ideology is to 

misrecognise this gap between the representative and that which is represented. Ideology, then, is 

based on a paradox: it invokes unity, while through this very act, a division or a gap already 

emerges. This gap reminds us of the fundamental contingency of each symbolic institution of the 

social, which is misrecognised by ideology. 

In a similar vein, Ernesto Laclau has reformulated the notion of ideology by inverting its 

original content: ‘(t)he ideological would not consist of the misrecognition of a positive essence, 

but exactly the opposite: it would consist of the non-recognition of the precarious character of 

any positivity, of the impossibility of any ultimate suture’ (Laclau, 1990, p. 92). The condition of 

possibility of the discursive construction of a positivity is at the same time its condition of 

impossibility: each attempt at discursive closure generates exclusions which dislocate the 

discursive construction. Each meaningful totality, therefore, is always already dislocated. The 

specificity of ideology is that it functions in such a way as to conceal this dislocation 

(Thomassen, 2005). Ideology fixes meaning where meaning can ultimately only be very 

precarious. However, as the social is impossible without some fixation of meaning according to 

Laclau, ideology is inevitable and constitutive of the social. 

Both Lefort and Laclau have thus interestingly recast the notion of ideology and its 

critique. However, one issue seems to have lost the central place it used to have in Marxism: the 

fact that ideology was also a structure of oppression for particular subjects or agents, and that its 

critique constituted an important moment in their process of emancipation. Ideology critique is a 

dimension of conflict itself, it is an intervention therein. As Lefort rightly states, the gap between 
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representation and that which is represented and the concealment of this gap provide the clue for 

pointing to certain discourses as ideological. But Lefort does not discuss how particular agents 

intervene within this gap, how ideology critique is interwoven with particular struggles, and what 

this means for ideology critique itself, its effects and its place within the symbolic order. The 

whole endeavour of authors such as Lefort and Laclau is to avoid falling into the trap of adopting 

an extralinguistic point from which a critique is formulated. However, ideology critique is still an 

act taking place from a particular standpoint, even though it is now located within the symbolic 

or discursive order, and has particular effects on it.  

Both authors seem to oscillate between two positions. On the one hand, they implicitly 

seem to attribute the critical task to the philosopher himself (who engages in deconstruction in 

Laclau, or in a kind of hermeneutic activity in Lefort). On the other hand, it is suggested that 

ideology in a certain way undermines itself. Laclau states that the ideological closure of the 

social will always remain vain, as dislocation is inevitable. It seems to be the instability of the 

discursive structures themselves that are supposed to unmask ideology. Something similar is at 

play in Lefort. In his analysis of what he calls ‘bourgeois ideology’ he suggests that, in the end, it 

undermines itself. As John B. Thompson argues in his introduction to Lefort’s The Political 

Forms of Modern Society: bourgeois ideology ‘harbours incompatible representations, internal 

discordances, and hence runs the risk of revealing itself as a discourse of dissimulation’ (Lefort, 

1986, p. 17). Ideology functions in such a way as to conceal the historical dimension of society 

(Lefort, 1986, p. 201), but this attempt to dissimulate the institution of the social cannot but fail: 

‘(i)deology cannot operate without disclosing itself, that is, without revealing itself as a 

discourse, without letting a gap appear between this discourse and that about which it speaks, 

and hence it entails a development which reflects the impossibility of effacing its traces’ (Lefort, 
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1986, p. 204). Something similar happens in what Lefort calls ‘invisible ideology’, which ‘does 

not hold the other at a distance, but includes its “representatives” in itself; it presents itself as an 

incessant dialogue and thus takes hold of the gap between the self and the other in order to make 

room for both within itself’ (Lefort, 1986, p. 227). Again, Lefort suggests that this type of 

ideology undermines itself: the more invisible it attempts to become, the more it tends to lose its 

legitimating function.  

Each time, an inverted functionalism seems to be at play: although ideology has an 

integrative function, it generates its own dysfunctions, and therefore undermines itself. Lefort 

depicts this process of the self-undermining of ideology without referring to any subjective act or 

intervention, as if it was an anonymous process where discursive or symbolic structures 

deconstruct themselves. He remains silent about what it means to intervene via a critique of 

ideology. By showing how ideology undermines itself, he implicitly positions himself as an 

observer standing outside this process, although this of course does not mean that Lefort would 

adopt a position outside the symbolic order as such. However, although he obviously considers 

the critique of ideology as a contribution to democracy, the way he inserts himself in the 

symbolic order when critically discussing ideology remains unclear.  

This issue is related to a more general question of what the struggle for democracy can 

mean beyond the hermeneutic activity of the philosopher. Both for Lefort and for Laclau, 

democracy is about recognising the fundamental contingency and indeterminacy of the social, 

which are rendered invisible by ideology. Ideology critique then seems to be an important 

condition for democracy and for the conflicts which both authors deem essential to it. But how 

does ideology critique relate to democratic conflicts, through which the indeterminacy of the 

social is rendered visible? Is ideology critique not already a dimension of the democratic conflict 
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itself? If that is the case, more attention is needed to determine how ideology critique, as an act, 

inserts itself within a field of political relations. Such an investigation would inevitably trigger 

the question again of the standpoint from which ideology critique proceeds. It certainly cannot be 

an extralinguistic standpoint. But in order to understand ideology critique as an act in the 

struggle for democracy, it is nevertheless important to think this standpoint, or the insertion of 

the act within the symbolic order. In the following, it will be argued that a creative and selective 

reading of Carl Schmitt can help in tackling these issues.  

In Marxism, the practice of ideology critique was always closely bound up with the 

emancipatory struggle of a particular subject, the working class. In going beyond Marx, Lefort 

drops this ‘subjective’ dimension: there is no longer any mention of how ideology critique can 

make sense to a particular, mystified subject and create the conditions for it to establish itself as a 

political agent. Schmitt, it will be shown, agrees that it is impossible to adopt an extralinguistic 

standpoint, but at the same time retains something of the Marxist intuition about the role of 

ideology critique for the process through which a particular subject can become a political agent. 

 

 

The Schmittian turn in ideology critique 

 

Before discussing Schmitt’s contribution to ideology critique, it must be shown that he shares the 

fundamental assumptions of the recent understandings of ideology referred to above. First, 

Schmitt acknowledges the constitutive role of the symbolic order for politics and society. Even 

though he refers to the notion of the ‘spirit’ rather than to ‘discourse’ or the ‘symbolic order’, the 

assumption is the same: like all human activity, politics is essentially of a ‘spiritual’ nature 
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(Schmitt, 1994, p. 185). It can only exist through legitimating principles, concepts and all kinds 

of formula. There is no social or political reality whatsoever outside the spirit, which is the 

ground for all meaning. Schmitt attributes great importance to the spirit and how it generates a 

particular self-understanding in actors. As he would state in one of his later texts, where he 

discusses the depoliticising effects of philosophical-historical discourses on world unity: ‘(m)ore 

than any other magnitude, self-interpretation is an element of the current world situation’ 

(Schmitt, 1995, p. 501).  

Secondly, like Laclau or Lefort, and different from Marx, Schmitt makes a distinction 

between the ideological and the symbolic, even though he does not use these exact words. 

Indeed, Schmitt does not often use the notion of ideology. In one late article, he even calls the 

word ideology completely ‘run into the ground’ because it has been used in so many different 

ways that it has become an empty abstraction (1995, p. 526). Nevertheless, a great part of his 

work can be read as a critique of ideas or ideational frameworks: from romanticism to certain 

political theologies, and from technical thinking to certain philosophies of history. He more often 

speaks of ‘ways of thinking’ or ‘types of spirit’ than of ‘ideology’ (e.g. 1996c, p. 11). Still, 

although he does not consistently use the same word to denote what we could call ‘ideology’, he 

does refer to a reality within the spiritual order but which does not coincide with it. Throughout 

this article, we will group the ‘types of spirit’ that are the object of Schmitt’s critiques under the 

label of ‘ideology’. 

Thirdly, Schmitt considers the spirit as essentially political. In his most important works, 

he studies the nature or structure of spiritual articulations, focussing on the extent to which they 

allow for the political, and especially for their own political effectivity, to become visible. In 

Political Romanticism, for example, he studies the ‘structure of the Romantic spirit’, and shows 
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that it generates such a self-understanding in actors as to inhibit them from taking political 

responsibility (Schmitt, 1986). In The Crisis of Parliamentary Democracy, he studies the spirit as 

it is embodied in parliament, and in ‘The Era of Neutralisations and Depoliticisations’, he 

focuses on the ‘spirit of technicity’ (Schmitt, 1992, 1991b). Each time, he shows how these 

spiritual articulations have political effects which are distorted (or depoliticised) precisely 

because they cannot think their own political effectivity. Below, more examples will be 

developed. In a certain way, one can study Schmitt’s whole oeuvre, from his early works until 

the later writings on the philosophy of history and on world order, from this perspective. 

 It is well-known that the criterion of the political Schmitt puts forward in The Concept of 

the Political is the distinction between friend and enemy. This distinction ‘denotes the utmost 

degree of intensity of a union or separation, of an association or dissociation’ (1996a, p. 26). This 

intensity is created spiritually or symbolically, through the use of certain concepts or formula. As 

the political is the highest degree of intensity of an association or dissociation, to it ‘belongs the 

ever present possibility of combat’, Schmitt argues (1996a, p. 32). Violence, armed conflict and 

war are thus closely connected to the political, as these constitute ‘the most extreme consequence 

of enmity’ (ibid., p. 33). However, although the political is ultimately about extreme situations, 

highest degrees of intensity, armed combat etcetera, it is paradoxically not the endpoint of a 

process of intensification. Indeed, according to Schmitt, there is something ‘beyond the political’ 

(Schmitt, 1996a, p. 362). An example of a conflict which goes ‘beyond the political’ is the 

contemporary tendency to think in terms of the ‘definitively last war of humanity’, with its 

concomitant moralistic conceptions of ‘just war’ which inevitably degrade and dehumanise the 

enemy. According to Schmitt, when the enemy is no longer a political opponent, but is portrayed 

as the moral enemy of humanity or into a criminal, nothing withholds her utter annihilation.  
                                                 
2 I adapted the translation based on the original German ‘über das Politische hinausgehend’. 
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That is precisely what could be called an ideological operation. Each time the other, the 

enemy, is rendered invisible, and is taken ‘beyond the political’, such an operation is at stake. 

Schmitt’s interest in criticising ideology is then to make the enemy visible, and to criticise 

discourses which construe her as a non-political subject. Throughout Schmitt’s work, he points 

to several ways of how the enmity can be symbolized as non-political, not only through her 

moralization (1991a; 1996a; 2004) or criminalization but even through her theologization (1994; 

2004; 1991a; 1996b; Schmitt and Schickel 1993, Taubes 2003).  

In this critical analysis of the spirit and its political effectivity, Schmitt is very close to 

Lefort, who similarly argues that the symbolic order is essentially political because it is the order 

through which a society gains its self-understanding, and thus also frames its conflicts and 

divisions. Each representation, as has been stated above, generates division, according to Lefort. 

For Schmitt, too, the spirit, in terms of which subjects interpret themselves and gain their 

identity, generates division. While for Lefort the division is that between discourse and that 

which it speaks about, for Schmitt it is the division between discourse and the one it speaks to or 

against. Schmitt famously states that ‘all political concepts, images, and terms have a polemical 

meaning’. They ‘are incomprehensible if one does not know exactly who is to be affected, 

combated, refuted, or negated by such a term’ (1996a, p. 30-31). This has important 

consequences for what it means to engage in philosophy (and thus also for ideology critique): it 

is an activity situated within a polemical setting which it co-constitutes.  

What is perhaps even more interesting, however, is that the statement can also be 

reversed. At least, this is what can be inferred from many of Schmitt’s writings that contain 

forms of ideology critique. One can only understand a concept when one knows who this term is 

supposed to affect, but this other does not exist as a social or political identity before there is 
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discourse at all. The other is (co-)constituted by the discourse itself. Political discourse, 

according to Schmitt, is never a solipsistic act, but it always assumes, and even produces an 

intersubjective space within which the other is always symbolized in particular ways. In 

analysing the effect of discourse on subjects, Schmitt especially focuses on the nature of the 

subjectivity that is thus produced. More specifically, he is interested in the question whether the 

other is symbolically produced as a political subject, rather than depoliticised. A clear example 

of the latter case is Schmitt’s analysis of the discourse of humanity, which he thinks cannot 

construe its enemy but as standing outside of humanity (Schmitt, 1996a). Another example is 

how the discourse about values symbolises its other as ‘worthless’ (Schmitt, 2004, p. 55; 1979). I 

will come back to this below. At this stage, it is important to stress that conflict is not a 

primordial reality that can subsequently be more or less adequately expressed in the spirit. 

Struggle is always already a spiritual reality. Spirit is the medium of conflict, and conflict is the 

modus operandi of the spirit. The Schmittian critique of ideology aims at those spiritual 

articulations that conceal the way they generate division or remain unconscious of it. 

Finally, therefore, like Lefort and co, and in contrast to Marx, Schmitt dismisses ideology 

not because it depicts reality in a distorted way, but because it conceals the political essence of 

the symbolic order itself. In this sense, Schmitt’s approach to ideology is more sophisticated than 

Jan Werner Müller suggests when he states that ‘Schmitt read his opponents politically, asking 

which power constellations were expressed, which enemies constructed, and which political 

positions advanced by particular claims’ (1999, p. 66). Schmitt does more than that: his objective 

is not so much to unmask power constellations behind discourse, but to point to the 

(depoliticising) effects of certain discourses as such. Discourse is essentially polemical, but it can 

misrecognise its own political nature and effects. As is the case in Lefort, from a Schmittian 
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perspective the ideological nature of a discourse follows from the particular way this discourse 

relates to or folds upon itself, namely covering over the divisions that it institutes itself. For both 

Schmitt and Lefort, ideology misrecognizes the essence of the symbolic, which is also the 

essence of the political. 

Following their slightly different understanding of ‘the political’, Lefort’s and Schmitt’s 

concept of ideology also differs. For Lefort, ideology is about concealing the instituting nature of 

discourse and its contingency. It is the attempt to ‘conceal the enigma of its political form, to 

cancel out the effects of social and temporal division which are produced therein, to re-establish 

the ‘real’’ (Lefort, 1986, p. 191). From a Schmittian point of view, ideology has a more specific 

meaning: what it occults, is its polemical other, its constitutive effect on this other, and the kind 

of relation (political or non-political) it establishes with her.  

 

 

The violence of abstraction 

 

Schmitt’s focus is on the way the other (and consequently, the self) appears (or remains absent) 

in discourse. According to him, all discourse is polemical. Nevertheless, there are some 

discourses that conceal their polemical character, thus threatening to undermine the political 

nature of the relation they have with their other. They do this by using abstract concepts, i.e. 

concepts that do not allow for a concrete understanding of who is to be affected by them. 

Schmitt’s work contains many examples. He criticises the jargon of American imperialism, for 

example, because it has turned its Monroe Doctrine into a very abstract principle that can have 

whatever meaning, and because it claims to be of an economic rather than a political nature 
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(1994).3 Abstract, economic concepts still function in a polemical way, but have detrimental 

effects on the political quality of this polemic, because they misrecognize the (inter)subjective 

reality of the political.  

The consequences of such abstract concepts manifest themselves most clearly when they 

are at the basis of institutional designs. Schmitt denounces for instance how several 

indeterminate and general concepts were introduced into the Versailles treaty, enabling the 

victors of the war to permanently and arbitrarily intervene in German affairs, totally disregarding 

the rights and dignity of the enemy (1994). In fact, Germany was no longer considered as a 

political subject, to be put on equal footing with other states. Because of this, the door was 

opened for the sapping of the entire international order based on nation-states. The victors 

appropriated for themselves the right to unilaterally decide upon what constituted an act of war 

and what did not, in the name of abstract concepts such as that of humanity. As a result, the 

frontier between war and peace became increasingly indeterminate. 

One of the ideological currents Schmitt criticizes most strongly for using abstract 

concepts is liberalism. It is well-known that Schmitt understand liberalism in a very peculiar 

way, namely as a moral and economic doctrine, based on individualist premises, and abstract 

humanitarian concepts. As a result, his critique does not affect many more sophisticated variants 

of liberalism. Still, his critique of liberalism provides perhaps the best example of how Schmitt 

deals with depoliticising forms of abstraction. As all concepts, the liberal concepts originally 

drew their meaning from a concrete polemical configuration, namely opposition to monarchy. 

Throughout time, and as a result of the specific nature of its concepts, however, these became 

more and more abstract: they acquired ‘by means of the method of generalization, a proper, 

                                                 
3 The Monroe Doctrine is a policy introduced in the US in 1823. Originally, it merely aimed at excluding European 
interference in the Americas, but Schmitt shows how the doctrine was broadened so as to also legitimise American 
intervention outside of the Western hemisphere.  
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untimely validity and scientific form, which was seemingly apolitical and agnostic’ (Schmitt, 

2005, p. 464). Crucial for an understanding of Schmitt’s distinction between concrete and 

abstract (and therefore, between political and non-political) conceptions is the extent to which 

they account for their historical situatedness and understand themselves as enunciated by a 

particular political subject in opposition to an adversary. A genuinely political conception is thus 

self-reflexive, understands itself as political, i.e. as a specific form of enunciation by a subject 

against an other. According to Schmitt, an authentically political self-understanding is only 

possible on the basis of concepts which allow for differentiation, or, in other words, which make 

it possible for the world to be interpreted in terms of a plurality of political subjects (friends and 

enemies). The problem with many liberal notions or ideas, such as its concept of humanity, is 

that ‘there is no specific differentiation in that concept’ (Schmitt, 1996a, p. 54). The discourse on 

humanity is not able to give a discursive place to the enemy. Humanitarian discourse does not 

allow for a political self-understanding and for an explicit recognition of the enemy which is 

implicitly targeted by it: ‘(t)he concept of humanity excludes the concept of the enemy’ (ibid.).  

The fundamental problem is that there is a deep chasm between the particularity of the 

speaking subject on the one hand, and its universalistic discourse on humanity on the other. For 

Schmitt, there should always be a kind of homology between ideas and the subject which 

enunciates them: it is impossible for a particular subject to speak on behalf of humanity, for 

example (1987). The concept of humanity cannot function as a discursive articulation of the 

position of concrete political subjects. Schmitt thus strongly dismisses the liberal illusion of 

taking a ‘view from nowhere’. According to him, it is not possible to make universally valid 

normative claims above the concretely existing conflicting parties. ‘Whoever invokes humanity 

wants to deceive’, he famously stated (ibid., translation modified).  
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The use of a universal image of what constitutes the human being has always been 

liberalism’s device to elevate itself above the plurality of friends and enemies, according to 

Schmitt. Although this plurality is concealed in liberal discourse, the subject enunciating it is 

unavoidably situated within such a plurality. As the subject who uses the concept of humanity 

disappears as a concretely situated actor on the level of its enunciation, it can never understand 

itself or its opponent as genuinely political subjects. Schmitt shows how the opponent is 

nevertheless implicitly present in this text, but then as an inhuman being, a being thrown outside 

humanity.  

Indeed, one can surely use the concept of humanity in a polemical way and start a fight in 

the name of humanity, but then ‘it is not a war for the sake of humanity, but a war wherein a 

particular state seeks to usurp a universal concept against its military opponent’ (Schmitt, 1996a, 

p. 54). This subtle moralization of the relation of enmity through the use of abstract, 

humanitarian concepts potentially aggravates the violence of the conflict. ‘To confiscate the 

word humanity, to invoke and monopolize such a term probably has certain incalculable effects, 

such as denying the enemy the quality of being human and declaring him to be an outlaw of 

humanity; and a war can thereby be driven to the most extreme inhumanity’ (ibid.). As 

references to concrete, political subject positions are lacking within such humanitarian discourse, 

conflict becomes uncontrollable: there is no longer any connection to concrete historical forces 

between which peace can be made.  

Liberal concepts (as Schmitt understands them) thus function in a way that is totally 

different from genuinely political concepts, like the concept of democracy for instance. 

Democratic discourse does refer to a political subject of the enunciated, the demos, and allows 

for its openly acknowledged polemical use by a concrete political subject against an other 
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without annihilating this other as a political and human subject. It can constitute a genuinely 

political relation and refer to concrete political subjects. 

 

 

Tracing subjects 

 

Schmitt emphasises the way the plurality of friends and enemies appears on the level of 

discourse. In other words, the question is how the subject of the enunciation constructs itself (or 

disappears) through its enunciation, and how it thus symbolically relates to its enemy. What is 

problematic in liberalism, but also in similar conceptions like value philosophy or the ideology 

of progress, is that it claims to have reached a sphere above the political. This is an impossibility 

according to Schmitt:  

(Conflicts) can neither be decided by a previously determined general norm nor by the 

judgment of a disinterested and therefore neutral third party. Only the actual participants 

can correctly recognize, understand, and judge the concrete situation and settle the 

extreme case of conflict (ibid., p. 27).  

Tertium non datur. For Schmitt, a ‘higher third’ position is an impossibility. When all political 

concepts are polemical, it is impossible to enunciate anything in a political context without 

getting enmeshed in the political field itself. The rejection of a higher judging instance is even a 

condition of possibility for the political. When recourse to a really neutral instance would be 

possible, there would be no more political conflicts. What is crucial for the political, and what 

demarcates it from other types of discourse, is that it acknowledges the need for political subjects 

to decide and to judge by themselves.  
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Subjectivity is indeed crucially important in politics. From a Schmittian perspective, it is 

what demarcates the political from morality or science. In these last fields, it is essential that one 

abstracts from the speaking or acting subject. Moral thinking, for instance, entails the idea that it 

is possible to take a standpoint above the conflicting parties. Sometimes, the claim to such a 

higher or neutral position is justified by referring to the others as being ‘political’ (with the 

negative connotations this often has) while one thinks of oneself as being scientific, moral, 

juridical etcetera (Schmitt, 1996a). Schmitt dismisses such discursive operations: the claim to a 

higher position is nothing less than the claim to a particular power or hierarchical position. 

Referring to natural law or to a rule of a higher order, for example, ‘is an empty phrase if it does 

not signify politically that certain men (sic) of this higher order rule over men of a lower order’ 

(ibid., p. 67). 

The idea that political ideas are always formulated from a particular political standpoint is 

fundamentally what is at stake in Schmitt’s so-called ‘existentialism’. His stress on the 

‘existential’ aspect of the political must not be considered as the basis of a kind of 

Lebensphilosophie or of ‘political vitalism’, as some authors would have it (Wolin, 1990, p. 399; 

Neocleous, 1996, p. 18). The notion of the existential in Schmitt can only be understood when 

one has its polemical opposite in mind, and that is the ‘normative’. Indeed, Schmitt’s 

‘existentialism’ is directed against the idea that a third, neutral or universal normative position is 

possible, situated above really existing political forces. For Schmitt, every representation is to be 

understood existentially, i.e. related to specific subject positions within a particular 

intersubjective configuration, and not normatively (1996a). Therefore, the object of genuine 

political judgment can never be just an idea or a normative claim as such, but must be its unity 

with a concrete historical subject enunciating them.   
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Although there is no political relation which is not symbolically or spiritually articulated, 

the existential character of political positions cannot be reduced to this articulation. As Schmitt 

states: ‘The friend and enemy concepts are to be understood in their concrete and existential 

sense, not as metaphors or symbols (…). They are neither normative nor pure spiritual 

antitheses’ (ibid., pp. 27-28, my emphasis). Although Schmitt attributes a crucial role to the 

spirit, he at the same time seems to attempt to avoid the Marxist critique of being an advocate of 

idealism, by referring to this existential moment. In a certain way, Schmitt refashions the critique 

of idealism: a pure reign of ideas is a chimera, precisely because a purely normative position 

‘above’ the warring parties is impossible. In order to dismiss this normative position, one has to 

understand ideas existentially, i.e. enunciated by a particular actor which has a particular stake in 

this enunciation, and outside of which these ideas lose their particular meaning. I referred above 

to this existential aspect of the subject position by using the non-Schmittian notion of ‘the 

subject of the enunciation’. This subject is of course always already spiritually produced, but 

nevertheless remains a really existing material being which can also physically confront an other.  

Strictly speaking, the existential position preceding its spiritual articulation is something 

one cannot talk about without immediately starting to symbolise it again.4 Therefore, Schmitt is 

not inconsistent when he does not explain in detail what the ‘existential’ moment of politics 

precisely means. What precedes spiritual articulation remains indeterminate by definition. The 

existential nevertheless figures as an important moment in Schmitt’s concept of the political and 

in the kind of ideology critique he develops. It is only when particular enunciations can be shown 

to be grounded in an existential position and formulated against a definite other, that claims to 

generality and universality can be unmasked as ideological, and, moreover, can be shown to have 

                                                 
4 Mika Ojakangas has similarly interpreted the  notion of the concrete in Schmitt in terms of what cannot be 
conceptualized, but is nevertheless essential and must be assumed in political thinking (2005). 
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detrimental effects on the plural intersubjective space of the political within which people are 

existentially engaged. As Slavoj Zizek states (not about Schmitt), ‘ideology is not all; it is 

possible to assume a place that enables us to maintain a distance from it, but this place from 

which one can denounce ideology must remain empty, it cannot be occupied by any positively 

determined reality – the moment we yield to this temptation, we are back in ideology’ (Zizek, 

1994, p. 17). It could be stated that the existential is Schmitt’s name to refer to this place, about 

which nothing more can be said than that it is located at the intersection of the real and the 

symbolic, and that it is the condition of possibility of ideology critique.  

In certain respects, one could read this approach to ideology as a sophisticated version of 

some Marxist intuitions. Many Marxist approaches to ideology critique adopted the ‘standpoint 

of the proletariat’ and started from the premise that this class was exploited and oppressed, 

interpreting the dominant ideology from the perspective of how this ideology contributed to this 

oppression. Its a priori was the existence of an insurmountable and real antagonism between 

ruling and dominated classes. Schmitt, in contrast, suggests that division results from 

symbolisation, and that nothing can be said about the subjects at stake without symbolising them 

again. He does not start from a particular agent in order to analyse how ideology functions in 

ways that reinforce or reproduce its oppression. Instead, he shows how discourses produce 

intersubjective constellations, and criticises them to the extent that they depoliticise or obfuscate 

this very intersubjectivity. Like Marx, Schmitt seems to recognise that ideology critique 

somehow requires a certain ‘standpoint’. He consistently uses the minimal name of the 

existential to refer to such a standpoint. It is inevitably much more generic and formal than that 

in Marxism, making space for a more generic conception of ideology critique. As a result, the 

Marxist and Schmittian focus cannot but be profoundly different: while Marxists criticise how 
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bourgeois ideology oppresses the proletariat, Schmitt focuses on the extent to which ideology 

depoliticises the relation between subjects (by making them invisible or by not recognizing them 

as political actors). While for Marxists ideology critique was one moment in an overall struggle 

to overthrow bourgeois power, for Schmitt it is a more generic critique which has to save the 

possibility of political opposition and conflict as such. Schmitt’s objective is to unmask how an 

ideology potentially makes it impossible for the ‘other’, the opponent, to constitute herself into a 

political subject and to engage in genuinely political relations.  

Understanding the fundamental assumptions of the Schmittian ideology critique does not 

require that one adopts a determinate social, political or historical standpoint. The Schmittian 

approach is more sophisticated: it focuses on how, through a series of displacements and 

condensations, an existential antagonism appears on the level of speech or writing as an 

opposition between the subject of the enunciated and its implicitly or explicitly represented 

other. This other, the enemy, functions within this framework as the critical standpoint which is 

needed to engage in ideology critique and gives it its political edge. A Schmittian approach to 

ideology then consists in taking the standpoint of the enemy, but this is not necessarily the 

standpoint of a specific historical and political subject, such as the working class. This standpoint 

can also be purely imaginary due to its absence in the explicit ideological text. Still, however, a 

standpoint is somehow at stake: it is the place from which one can show that the ideological 

discourse threatens political (inter)subjectivity.  

In the last instance, ideology critique produces the political nature of this 

(inter)subjectivity by itself. The critique is aimed at disclosing and even imposing this political 

relation. Therefore, ideology critique can proceed from a variety of standpoints, but it does 

nevertheless always require ‘a’ standpoint. There is no critique of ideology ‘as such’. The 
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critique always focuses on concrete ideologies and on how they conceal particular 

intersubjectivities. It is a situated activity in the name of a particular position that is excluded, 

concealed or depoliticised by the ideological discourse, even if this position is ultimately only 

produced through the critique itself. 

Ideology critique in Schmitt is thus more immediately intertwined with conflict itself than 

is the case in Lefort. Ideology critique is a spiritual arm in a struggle. At the same time, however, 

Schmitt’s approach can be formalised to such an extent as to make it an arm that can be 

mobilised in any struggle: not only Schmitt’s very problematic struggles, but also the struggle for 

democracy, for example. One does not have to accept Schmitt’s conceptions of the strong state, 

international law or plebiscitary democracy to be able to use a Schmittian approach to ideology 

critique. Thus reformulated, a creative appropriation of some of Schmitt’s core ideas can provide 

a fruitful ground for renewing the tradition of ideology critique, solidly inserted in recent 

thinking on ideology, while at the same time giving a more sophisticated account of how the 

critique constitutes an intervention that discloses and even co-produces political 

(inter)subjectivity.  
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