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David Pan: Research Plan: “Carl Schmitt and the Cultural Foundations of Politics”

With the replacement of the Cold War’s ICBMs with the suicide bombers of the War on Terror as the primary reference points of U.S. foreign policy, game-theory calculations and missile counts have been swept aside by a new cultural imperative to “win hearts and minds.” The U.S. Army has attempted to adjust to this new situation, for example, by setting up a new Afghanistan Counterinsurgency Academy whose principal message is that “[t]he war that began to oust a regime has evolved into a popularity contest where insurgents and counterinsurgents vie for public support and the right to rule.”
 While this move is no doubt an advance over the attitude toward cultural issues directly following the invasion of Iraq, U.S. foreign policy has only begun to understand the cultural parameters of the political.

Any development of this understanding must lead straight through the work of Carl Schmitt. Though he has become known as the theorist of a violent decisionism, cultural issues lie in fact at the heart of his concept of politics. Instead of conceiving of politics as a separate and independent realm, his thought attempts to understand the way that processes of political representation and cultural myth-making provide both the foundation upon which political power develops and the values according to which power can be deployed. This centrality of culture has been difficult to recognize, though, because culture always remains in a space that is essentially inaccessible to political calculations, discussable for Schmitt only in terms of such ideas as the decision or the state of exception that could only designate the cultural as an unknown quantity. As a consequence, the trajectory of Schmitt’s work consists of a series of incomplete attempts to understand the foundations of the decision and of the political in a mythic-theological-cultural dimension. He analyzes, for instance, the theological foundations of current political forms in Political Theology (1922) and Roman Catholicism and Political Form (1923). He then focuses on extra-parliamentary movements as the shapers of politics, for example in his discussion of the Nazis in State, Movement, People (1935) and of Leninism and Maoism in Theory of the Partisan (1963). He looks to jurisprudence and institutions as a traditional basis of law in The Three Forms of Juristic Thought (1934) and then sees a kind of mythic relation to the land as the basis of order in The Nomos of the Earth (1950).
 Though it is not clear that he ever came up with a satisfactory answer to the question of the cultural basis of law and political order, he saw the importance of the issue and the inadequacy of considering a political order as a self-sufficient system. But the intensity of his engagement with this problem and the variety of solutions that he offers can provide us with a conceptual toolbox for coming to terms with the cultural and theological structures that are the motivating impulses in political conflicts. As an important supplement to recent works on Schmitt that consider him as a purely political thinker, this project will examine Schmitt’s conceptualization of the links between culture and politics in order to come to a better understanding of how literary and religious narratives, concerning topics such as sacrifice and myths about origins, motivate and structure political conflict.

The final book manuscript will consist of four main parts:

1. The Cultural Determinants of the Political Decision in Political Theology
2. Sacrifice and Political Unity in The Concept of the Political (1927)
3. Authority and Stability in Constitutional Theory (1928)
4. Establishing Traditions in Modernity: The American Revolution and the Nazi Conservative Revolution

The first part will argue that Schmitt’s understanding of decisionism includes a notion of legitimacy that grounds the sovereign decisions of a leader within a larger cultural and theological tradition. Even if violence and power relations provide the limiting factors that determine the parameters for political decisions made by political leaders in states of emergency and war, the ultimate decisions are not examples of arbitrary power for Schmitt but are in fact over-determined by a culture’s self-understanding of its values. Though commentators such as Richard Wolin have contended that 
Schmitt’s foregrounding of the decisions of rulers leads to a fascination with unmediated violence,
 a fuller understanding of political decisionism links it back into a cultural context and an ethical framework for defining the enemy. Far from reducing politics to unmediated violence, the decisions of sovereigns are founded on the underlying ethical assumptions that predominate within a particular people. Schmitt’s focus on the sovereign does not depend on an isolation of the political from the cultural sphere. Rather, Schmitt defines the political as an "intensity" of a previously existing antagonism in, for example, a moral or religious value sphere. The friend-enemy distinction that Schmitt privileges as the indicator of the political is not just about pure violence. Rather, it puts the definition of collective identity at the center of the political. This centrality of cultural identity means that the political in Schmitt consists on the one hand of a channeling of political conflict into certain institutional structures and on the other hand of a constant threat that cultural changes will lead to a revolutionary overturning of the entire framework of institutionalized politics.

The second part argues that Schmitt’s focus on states of emergency and war provides a schema for understanding the role of sacrifice in establishing the parameters for a particular culture’s ideals. A particular structure of sacrifice will have a formative and distinguishing influence on the way that a surrounding culture is organized. The significance of sacrifice that becomes apparent for a culture in a state of war expresses both a vision of concrete threats to its survival and at the same time a sense of those values of the culture that are most highly revered, to the point that sacrifice would be justified to protect those ideals. Though Schmitt only occasionally speaks explicitly about sacrifice, his discussion of the concept of the political suggests that an idea of sacrifice must underlie every decision on the enemy that defines a political order. This decision is not just a decision about the survival of the bare lives of the community members, as Giorgio Agamben suggests,
 but of what constitutes a threat to the “way of life” of that group. Accordingly, political decisions will ultimately be dependent on a notion of sacrifice that measures the value of cultural ideals against the possibility of death in the service of those ideals. As Schmitt affirms, these decisions cannot be made once and for all, but only in each concrete situation by the actual participants in a conflict because such decisions are not governed primarily by rational arguments, which can be considered objectively, but rather by a type of “reflective judgment” that Immanuel Kant first described as the process that underlies aesthetic judgments.
 Though he does not make an explicitly aesthetic argument, Schmitt’s thesis about the formative character of the political decision on culture can only make sense if the decision is understood as embedded within an aesthetic structure of sacrifice. Though the particular “economy of sacrifice” that is dominant in a culture will have a defining influence on that culture’s values and ethics, each specific political decision that defines a threat to the community will present a unique model for how sacrifice might function in a particular situation.

The individual’s commitment to take risks to defend a particular system of order can only arise as a consequence of the development of cultural representations that would support such sacrifices. The issue of representation is consequently central to Schmitt’s idea of the political, and the third part will consider the representational and aesthetic mechanisms of political authority that maintain the stability of a political order. As Samuel Weber points out, the key issue in Schmitt’s conception of the political decision is not just the pronouncement of the judgment “but rather what agency or office is actually capable of imposing such a decision effectively.”
 This ability of a sovereign to impose a decision effectively depends on the authority of the sovereign, and the question of the source of this authority goes to the heart of Schmitt’s project and its current significance. John McCormick criticizes Schmitt’s aesthetic understanding of politics because it gives up on any reasonable basis for political decisions and is instead willing to submit to nationalism and the dictates of the most powerful authorities, as long as they are in power.
 But Schmitt’s aesthetic approach to the problem of sovereignty is not simply an alibi for the dictatorial power of a leader. Schmitt instead develops a theory for understanding the ways in which public opinion affects sovereignty. Recognizing that conflicts between different political entities based on national identity, political system, or religious orientation are rarely based on rational considerations, Schmitt starts with a basic agnosticism about the legitimacy of different political forms that often conflict with each other. He comes to the conclusion that the power of every political entity depends upon a certain minimum level of popular support, even if it comes from a minority. He then investigates the modes of political representation that are necessary for maintaining this popular legitimacy in both liberal-democratic and non-liberal-democratic systems. Here, his approach is similar to Hannah Arendt’s in that both emphasize the importance of authority as the basis of political stability, “in contradistinction to both coercion by force and persuasion through arguments.”
 They both then go on to investigate the sources of this authority, which Arendt identifies in a lasting political tradition and Schmitt traces back to the unprecedented and norm-establishing decisionist moment in which a political entity must use force to establish itself against other groups. In spite of Arendt’s attempt to criticize the violence of revolutionary foundations, their accounts complement each other to the extent that both ultimately point toward the founding of the political order as an initial violent and arbitrary beginning out of which a tradition must unfold if it is to establish political authority.

By comparing Schmitt’s accounts of both the American Revolution and the Nazi Conservative Revolution in his State, Movement, People and The Nomos of the Earth, the fourth part of the manuscript will consider the ways in which such political beginnings are both culminations of a prior cultural development and starting points for a new cultural occupation of a particular human space. The disparate characters of these two political beginnings, one based on loyalty to a particular political system and the other based on national identity, provide both a way to test Schmitt’s conclusions about the functioning of political authority in a variety of contexts and an opportunity to understand both the positive and negative ways in which cultural mechanisms determine historical events. This section will also discuss Schmitt’s relationship to National Socialism, which has been a topic of controversy due to his explicitly pro-Nazi and anti-Semitic statements. Though Schmitt was clearly complicit with Nazi goals during their rule, this section will argue, against commentators such as Raphael Gross,
 that his complicity does not warrant the conclusion that all of his ideas are necessarily pro-Nazi and anti-Semitic. Rather, his ideas are the consequence of an approach to culture and politics that tends to favor political stability, whatever cultural or political position lies at the foundation of this stability. Though this stance leads to a cultural relativism in his work that allowed him to support the Nazis, it can also serve as the basis for a perspective that recognizes the role of cultural differences in political conflict.
I have already completed a draft of part one of the project, which has been published as “Carl Schmitt on Culture and Violence in the Political Decision” in Telos 142 (Spring 2008), a special issue on culture and politics in Schmitt that I edited. I hope to have a draft of part two finished by the beginning of the fellowship period in June 2009. I will use the fellowship period in June, July, and August 2009 to work on part three. The final manuscript should be of interest to a broad academic audience, including literary scholars and political theorists interested in the political impact of cultural traditions.
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