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Abstract 
 
 
From Authority to Authoritarianism and back again: Max Weber, Carl Schmitt, and Hannah Arendt 
 

From Authority to Authoritarianism develops an immanent critique of authority in the thought of Weber 

and Schmitt, and rethinks the notion from a post-foundational perspective. The thesis follows Arendt 

and Honig to conceptualise authority as resistible and thus open to democratic contestation and 

renegotiation. The objective is to intervene in current debates about the distinction between authoritative 

politics proper to democratic institutions and regimes, and authoritarian politics that undermine 

democratic procedures and processes. Post-foundational understandings of democracy tend to distrust 

authority. In some cases they actively undermine it. This argument - in defence of democratic authority 

- conceptually clarifies how it is distinct from authoritarianism.  It then critically examines the operations 

necessary for democratic regimes to produce and regulate authoritative political institutions. From 

Authority to Authoritarianism thus responds to the failure of democratic theory to adequately 

conceptualise and defend democratic institutions against authoritarian populism. To this end, I conduct 

a critical analysis of ³authority´ in the thought of Weber, specifically his typology of legitimate rule. 

Via a heterodox reading of the text informed by translation theory and Cedric Robinson¶s critique of the 

metaphysics of order underlying Weber¶s thought, I deconstruct the interpretation of charismatic 

authority as haunted by the idea of sovereignty. Weber¶s metaphysical conceptualization of sovereignty 

is radicalized by Schmitt and becomes a fascist theory of decisionist sovereignty. Schmitt¶s critique of 

representation in Dictatorship is the breaking point when his project turns away from reconceptualizing 

authority upon post-foundational premises toward decisionist sovereignty. Focusing on this moment of 

break, this study underscores the role of the concept of authority in the rise of fascism and the subversion 

of democratic institutions. However, in seeming contradiction, it also identifies the significance of the 

concept for a defence of constitutional politics – a hidden possibility in Schmitt¶s account. This allows 

us to distinguish the metaphysical remnants and transcendental logics that render the understanding of 

authority anti-democratic limiting its genuinely democratic potential. I contend that when we take 

seriously Arendt¶s refutation of absolutes and her emphasis on human plurality, as Bonnie Honig urges 

us, we must begin from authority¶s resistibility. Authority then is understood as a practise at which heart 

lies the potential of its contestation and renegotiation. This resistible understanding of authority, the 

thesis concludes, allows us to rethink democratic institutions and regime politics critically. It appreciates 

authority¶s reliance on recognition and active augmentation and is thus compatible with and, indeed, 

complimentary to a post-foundational understanding of democratic politics that rejects political 

essentialism.  

 
Key words: authoritarianism, political authority, Max Weber, Carl Schmitt, Hannah Arendt, post-

foundationalism, democracy.  

 



 ii 

Acknowledgements  
 
 
I want to extend my gratitude to my supervisors Clare Woodford and Mark Devenney. Without their 

support I would have not been able to begin this journey, and without their encouragement, their 

patience, and astute criticism, I could have not finished it. Over the years, they have consistently refused 

to provide me with the comfort of their authority and instead always encouraged (and where necessary 

demanded) me to think independently. To Clare, I am particularly grateful for guiding me in my first 

steps in academia and showing me how to enjoy and foster the most wonderful aspects of it: the 

connections, the friendships, and sorority.  

I am grateful to Bob Brecher, German Primera, and Patricia McManus, who engaged with me and my 

work over the last years, and whose words and critique have been a constant source of encouragement. 

I also want to thank Jacques Lezra for proof-reading and commenting on an earlier draft of this work. 

Our conversations during the pandemic greatly inspired this work and, maybe even more importantly, 

allowed me to become truly passionate about its material.  Special thanks go to Fiona Sutton and Breanna 

George who made my research visit at UC Berkeley, in the fall of 2019, possible and so enriching.  

Between the lines of this dissertation, I find the traces of all the friendships that have inspired and 

nourished me over the past years. Amongst them are four people whom I want to thank in particular: 

Afxentis Afxentiou who took me under his wing at the beginning of my studies and has always given 

me the sense that finishing is a real possibility; Harrison Lechley who has been a wonderful colleague, 

collaborator, and friend, showing me what it means to lift each other up, and whose honest thinking will 

continue to inspire me; I am incredibly grateful to Melanie Frank who has been my companion both in 

writing this dissertation and in embarking upon academic life; and finally, I want to thank Catherine 

Koekoek who turned from a stranger into an indispensable source of comfort in the last month of my 

studies.  

Lastly, I am grateful to my parents who cannot comprehend why I am still studying, and have yet 

supported me throughout this journey.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 iii 

Author’s Declaration 

I declare that the research contained in this thesis, unless otherwise formally indicated within the text, 

is the original work of the author. The thesis has not been previously submitted to this or any other 

university for a degree, and does not incorporate any material already submitted for a degree.  

Brighton, the 14th  of April 2022 
 
 
 
 
Viktoria Huegel 
 



Contents 

 

Abstract i 

Acknowledgements ii 

Author¶s Declaration iii 

  

Introduction: On Authority and “New Authoritarianism´ 1 

1. The argument 1 

2. The stakes 4 

3. The scope 9 

4. Methodological considerations 11 

5. The structure 13 

  

Chapter 1: What is Authority? 17 

1. Modernity, disenchantment, and the crisis of authority 19 

2. Authority and political foundationalism 27 

3. Contemporary accounts of political authority and their limitations 34 

4. Asking again: what is authority? 39 

  

Chapter 2: Max Weber. Charismatic Authority 48 

1. Charismatic authority and democratic change 49 

2. Revisiting Weber¶s notion of authority: methodological considerations 53 

3. Translation, substitution, untranslatables 58 

4. Authority, order, tendential closure 63 

5. Charisma and messianic intervention 71 

  

Chapter 3: Carl Schmitt. From Commissary Authority to Sovereign Intervention 79 

1. Dictatorship as democratic institution 83 

2. The lack of legitimacy and personal authority in liberal positivism 91 

3. Popular sovereignty and the end of authority  97 

4. Schmitt¶s pathos of authority 105 



Chapter 4: Hannah Arendt. Resistibility and De-authorization 113 

1. The breakdown of authority: learning to live with ghosts 115 

2. Arendt¶s regicide: disenchanting the philosopher king 121 

3. The limits of extraordinary authority 132 

4. Resistibility and the practise of authority 141 

  

Conclusion 147 

Bibliography 152 

 

 



 1 

It is a curious fact that the problem and notion of authority have been little 

studied. Questions pertaining to the transfer of authority and its genesis have 

been the main concern, while the actual essence of this phenomenon has rarely 

attracted any attention. However, it is obviously impossible to tackle political 

power or even the structure of the state without knowing what authority is as 

such. A study of the notion of authority, albeit provisional, is therefore essential, 

and must precede any study of the question of the state.1 

 

± Alexandre Kojève, The Notion of Authority 

 

 

Introduction: On Authority and ³New Authoritarianism´ 

 

In the face of far-right movements and anti-democratic practises arising from within liberal 

democratic regimes, theorists, commentators, and thinkers of all stripes have hurried to diagnose 

ZhaW iV cRmmRQl\ cRiQed ³QeZ aXWhRUiWaUiaQiVm.´ IQ aQ aWWemSW WR XQdeUVWaQd Whe RUigiQ Rf WheVe 

developments, this literature, however, fails to pose a significant question: what is actually meant 

b\ ³aXWhRUiWaUiaQiVm´ aQd ZhaW diVWiQgXiVheV iW fURm Whe SRliWical aXWhRUiW\ SURSeU WR demRcUaWic 

regimes? The fact that these developments undermine the democratic values in whose name they 

are promoted and erode the very democratic institutions and procedures upon which they are 

legitimised, poses a profound problem for contemporary thought and politics, and leaves us 

unable to draw a line between authoritarian trends and ordinary fluctuations of democratic regime 

politics.  

 

Aiming to reach a better understanding of the new authoritarian threat in our midst and, moreover, 

to identify a new vocabulary that allows for their refutation, this dissertation tends to the root of 

this threat: the notion of authority. It proceeds from the conviction that understanding the role of 

authority in modern democracies is crucial to both criticize and defend democratic institutions 

and constitutional frameworks against authoritarian trends from the far-right.  

 

1. The argument 

 

The argument of this dissertation is twofold. First, I argue that the idea of authority has too 

often been subsumed in discussions of sovereignty and has therefore been understood as just 

 
1 KRjqYe heUe UeciWeV CaUl SchmiWW¶V iQflXeQWial begiQQiQg Rf The Concept of the Political, however, replacing the notion 
Rf ³Whe SRliWical´ ZiWh ³aXWhRUiW\´. IW iV a VWURQg geVWXUe Rf KRjqYe, imSRViQg RQ aXWhRUiW\ Whe Vame VigQificaQce WhaQ 
³Whe SRliWical´ had been given since Schmitt. I am grateful to Kyle Moore and Jorge Valera for making me aware of 
this.  
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another form of domination. This is problematic, however, insofar that it neglects the way that 

the power that comes with authority relies on the recognition of its followers whereby 

authoritative action relies on the potential for its democratic contestation. Second, I contend that 

the understanding of political authority is vital to critically address the state of contemporary 

political rule in democratic regimes and defend democratic institutions and procedures against 

their erosion by anti-constitutional forces. For that, I reconceptualize political authority as proper 

to democratic regimes, that is, as holding the potential for its own democratic contestation and 

renegotiation.  

 

The aim that I set out for this thesis is to reconceptualize political authority and reconsider its role 

in democratic regimes. Following the conviction of Alexandre Kojève (2014), I argue that an 

understanding of political authority is necessary for the distinction between different kinds of 

hierarchical relationships in political life: on the one hand, authoritative relationships of 

democratic institutions and political leadership that provide the continuity and stability necessary 

to democratic regimes, particularly in modern post-truth society; on the other, authoritarian forms 

of rule that threaten to supress democratic politics and acts of resistance. The investigation of 

political authority is therefore concerned with gradations of rule in a political regime, rather than 

the question of the legitimacy of a particular political order. In particular liberal democratic 

theory, as I argue in the first chapter, commonly equates these two questions treating the issue of 

political authority as a simple binary.2 Too often we find that the political order is assumed to be 

either absolutely authoritative, in which case any form of protest or resistance against its 

governing bodies is illegitimate and unjust; or the existing political order together with its 

institutions and political procedures holds no authority at all over its subjects, and any form of 

governing equally constitutes an attempt of oppression. In contrast to that, Jubb (2019) concludes 

that a disaggregated understanding of authority, i.e., an account of authority that can grasp 

gradations in political rule, is crucial for the response to undemocratic forms of protest and civil 

disobedience. Indeed, Hannah Arendt in her study On Violence (1970) contends that authority is 

related to but analytically distinct from other forms of rule. The hierarchy created by authority 

relies on voluntary obedience which distinguishes it from relationships based on force and 

violence, on the one hand, and from democratic relationships based on equality and mutual 

agreement, on the other side. Instead, it creates a hierarchy in which legitimacy is recognized by 

both sides, those in position of authority and those who obey their authority. Political authority 

as distinct from authoritarian forms of rule promises, according to Arendt, to provide stability and 

give guidance to the fragility of human words and actions.  

 

 
2 JXbb, RRbeUW. µDiVaggUegaWiQg PRliWical AXWhRUiW\: WhaW¶V WURQg ZiWh RaZlViaQ CiYil DiVRbedieQce?¶ Political 
Studies, vol. 67, no. 4, Nov. 2019, 955±71. FRU a mRUe deWailed diVcXVViRQ Rf JXbb¶V accRXQW SleaVe Vee ChaSWeU 1 Rf 
this work.  
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It is therefore not surprising that political authority became an important topic with growing 

societal fissures and threats to the democratic constitution in Germany at the beginning of last 

century. Indeed, the reconsideration of political authority constitutes an important link between 

the work of the three thinkers this work attends to: Max Weber, Hannah Arendt, and even Carl 

Schmitt. All three of them, I argue, undertook a serious attempt to reconceptualize political 

authority for modern democratic regimes. In light of the demise of traditional sources of authority 

(God, Nature) upon which political orders previously relied, Weber recognized the need for a new 

understanding of political authority that can derive its validity from the democratic power of the 

people thus constituting a power that could unify them against anti-constitutional forces from 

both extremes of the political spectrum. With charisma Weber hoped to have found a democratic 

form of authority that did not rely on traditional hierarchies or absolute grounds which could no 

longer sway the public in modern society. Like previous forms of authority, it relies on the 

recognition of those who obey. However, its recognition no longer relies on established socio-

political structures and custom. Instead, charismatic authority is recognised as the extraordinary 

abilities of a person whereby they are able to generate political movements against hegemonic 

political structures. Drawing on the critique of Weberian authority voiced by Cedric Robinson 

and Erica R. Edwards, I demonstrate that the underlying narrative of messianic, sovereign 

intervention renders charismatic authority de facto irresistible.  

 

WebeU¶V XQdeUVWaQdiQg Rf chaUiVmaWic aXWhRUiW\ aV a SeUVRQal chaUacWeUiVWic iQdeSeQdeQW fURm 

traditional and bureaucratic orders, and seemingly of politico-epistemological orders more 

generally, is emblematic for the conflation of authority and sovereignty in contemporary 

demRcUaWic WheRU\. The VigQificaQce Rf WhiV cRQflaWiRQ becRmeV mRVW eYideQW iQ SchmiWW¶V WheRU\ 

of decisionist sovereignty, which substitutes political authority for democratic regimes. For 

Schmitt, political authority is incompatible with modern democracy since there are no absolute 

grounds for its validity. Democratic legitimacy cannot replace such grounds. The µSRSXlaU 

VRYeUeigQ¶ iV alZa\V iQ iWVelf fUacWXUed aQd diYided. SchmiWW WheUefRUe eTXaWeV political authority 

with the intervention of the sovereign, a revelatory moment that becomes the source of its own 

justification. Both Weber and Schmitt conceal operations of recognition upon which charismatic 

aXWhRUiW\ UelieV aQd, ZiWh WhaW, aXWhRUiW\¶V SUimaU\ VRcial aQd d\Qamic chaUacWeU. FRllowing Pablo 

Oyarzún (2011), I argue that this claim to validity independent of recognition attempts to suppress 

the moment of democratic contestation inherent to authority. Instead, it forces obeyance. The 

emShaViV RQ VRYeUeigQ iQWeUYeQWiRQ iQdXceV ³Whe WUansformation of this principle into open 

aXWhRUiWaUiaQiVm (RU SaWUiaUchal SRZeU.)´3 If recognition distinguishes authority from 

authoritarianism and other forms of domination, then it needs to be conceptualized in a way that 

preserves exactly this moment of openness for its own renegotiation and democratic contestation. 

 
3 O\aU]~Q RRbleV, PablR. µOQ Whe CRQceSW Rf AXWhRUiW\¶. The New Centennial Review, vol. 11, no. 3, 2011, 234. 
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Weber, Schmitt, and contemporary liberal theorists of authority fail to think political authority as 

anything other than a metaphysical concept derived from absolute grounds (like God or Nature). 

Authority, I argue, is anti-foundationalist. The moment it claims absolute validity it contradicts 

its defining quality of recognition.  

 

This dissertation, then, develops a deconstruction of political authority as prevalent in political 

theory and fRU Zhich Whe accRXQWV Rf WebeU aQd SchmiWW haYe beeQ aUcheW\Sal. IW fRllRZV AUeQdW¶V 

critique of this understanding of authority ± a critique, I argue, that constitutes an exorcism. 

Arendt conjures those metaphysical remnants in modern understandings of authority that are 

responsible for the conflation of authority with the idea of sovereignty, and shows that authority 

aV iW haV beeQ SaVVed RQ iQ Whe hiVWRU\ Rf WeVWeUQ SRliWical WhRXghW RUigiQaWeV iQ PlaWR¶V 

appropriation of the term for an antidemocratic subordination of the political realm. By giving 

this understanding of authority an origin story, I argue, Arendt opens the term itself to redefinition 

and negotiation and, moreover, begins to conceptualize authority (for instance, the authority 

imposed by a figure like Plato) as resistible and thus compatible with agonistic forms of 

democratic contestation.  

 

In the remainder of this introduction, I expand upon four aspects of the argument: first, I lay out 

the political and scholarly stakes of my research by addressing the inability of democratic theory 

to respond adequately to current authoritarian trends; second, I address the scope of this work; 

third, explain the methodological considerations that underpin my studies; and lastly, I provide 

an overview of the following chapters.  

 

2. The stakes 

 

What is authority? ³WheQeYeU ShilRVRSh\ eYeQ glaQceV aW WhiV TXeVWiRQ, ZUiWeV ChaUleV HeQdel 

in the special issue of Nomos I RQ Whe aXWhRUiW\, ³it seems to have eyes only for freedom and 

ignores aXWhRUiW\.´4 Similarly, the role of political authority has always constituted a problem for 

democratic theory. Like political rule, authority implies the creation of a hierarchy and the 

demarcation of the public space, both of which would appear to conflict with democratic values 

of equality and freedom. Indeed, it seemingly becomes impossible to think authority as anything 

other than the opposite of freedom. Nancy Luxon (2013) points out, following the assumption 

that the experience of authority cannot be other than that of mere obedience and subordination, 

that in political theory there prevails a fantasy of liberation from authority.5 Political authority, 

 
4 HeQdel, ChaUleV. µAQ E[SlRUaWiRQ Rf Whe NaWXUe Rf AXWhRUiW\¶. Nomos I: Authority, edited by Carl J Friedrich, Harvard 
University Press, 1958, 7.  
5 Luxon, Nancy. Crisis of Authority: Politics, Trust, and Truth-Telling in Freud and Foucault. Cambridge University 
Press, 2013, 9.  
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however, has a role to play in the preservation of democratic regimes, and without facing this role 

political theory lacks the vocabulary to distinguish between, on the one hand, those forms of rule 

inherent to democratic institutions and procedures that foster democratic forms of contestation 

and negotiation, and on the other hand authoritarian forms that call for democratic intervention 

and resistance. 

 

The background to which this inquiry into the notion of authority responds is what thinkers and 

cRmmeQWaWRUV haYe cRiQed ³QeZ aXWhRUiWaUiaQiVm´6. At different places in the world, we are 

observing a rise of anti-democratic politics. In one country after another, social movements 

perpetuate xenophobic and racist narratives generating social divisions that are based on mutual 

fear and resentment.7 This goes hand in hand with more surveillance and policing for those parts 

of the populations demarcated as a potential threat to the well-being of the nation. Scholars and 

commentators decry how these leaders continue to undermine democratic institutions, openly 

disregard the rule of law and meddle with checks and balances. There is a growing awareness and 

anxiety amongst both theorists and commentators how these developments trespass the normal 

spectrum of electoral politics in liberal democratic states: Current right-wing movements permit, 

even encourage, the undermining of democratic institutions and constitutionalism. These 

movements are animated by authoritarian leadership that undermines the core elements of liberal 

democratic society ± egalitarianism, pluralism, and free press ± that have long been assumed to 

be stable and durable.8 The problem for contemporary political theory is that these trends do not 

compound, as Max Pensky argues, VRme ³m\Whic UeWXUQ Rf demRcUac\¶V lRQg bXUied RWheU, bXW 

(are) part of the physiognomy of liberal democrac\ iWVelf.´9 As these authoritarian tendencies 

develop within established democratic societies, their appearance contradicts the common 

dogmatic certainty of the variability of democratic regimes and progressing democratization. 

However, as Pensky (2018) reminds us, already Alexis de Tocqueville speaks of the appearance 

of unprecedented forms of oppression that would threaten democracies from within and for which 

old categories such as despotism and tyranny, categories describing rule based on explicit threats 

of violence and coercion, are no longer suitable.10 There is a crucial observation, already made 

regarding the development of fascism at the beginning of last century and culminating in the rise 

 
6 Please refer to footnotes 10 and 13.  
7 Examples of political leaders that have resorted to such illicit tactics and have been meddling with the rule of law are 
Trump in the United States, Erdo÷an in Turkey, Orbán in Hungary, Bolsonaro in Brazil, and most recently in a new 
ferocity Putin in Russia. 
8 For a more detailed account of these developments see BURZQ, WeQd\, eW al. µIQWURdXcWiRQ: CUiWical TheRU\ iQ aQ 
AXWhRUiWaUiaQ Age¶. Authoritarianism. Three Inquiries in Critical Theory, The University of Chicago Press, 2018, 
particularly 1-2.  
9 PeQVk\, Ma[. µRadical CUiWiTXe aQd LaWe ESiVWemRlRg\. TRcTXeYille, AdRUQR, aQd AXWhRUiWaUiaQiVm¶. 
Authoritarianism. Three Inquiries in Critical Theory, The University of Chicago Press, 2018, 87. 
10 See Pensky, Radical Critique, 93, 96; also de Tocqueville, Alexis. Democracy in America: And Two Essays on 
America. Edited by Isaac Kramnick, trans. Gerald E. Bevan, Penguin, 2003, 805.  
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of totalitarian regimes, that may be voiced again in light of current anti-democratic trends: 

democratic regimes in no way serve to guarantee democratic politics and practises of equality.  

 

The idea that fascism, authoritarianism and totalitarianism signify a radical break from democracy 

has been put into question by scholars in the field of Political Science critical of their 

typologisation as separate regime forms. Authoritarianism, a term that has gained new allure 

amongst political critics,11 was originally introduced by Juan Linz (1964, 2000) to describe 

FUaQcR¶V UXle SSaiQ aV diVWiQcW fURm WhRVe iQ WRWaliWaUiaQ UegimeV iQ GeUmaQ\ aQd RXVVia aQd haV 

since been understood to be juxtaposed to both totalitarian and democratic regimes. Most recently, 

however, Adam Przeworski (2019) has put into question the value of such definitions of 

authoritarianism, showing that they are based on a spectrum in regard to the use of force and the 

restriction of personal liberties and can thus not be clearly distinguished from soft versions of 

dictatorship.12 The only decisive distinction to designate political regimes, according to him, is 

the one between democracy and autocracy.13 Political theorists including Wendy Brown (2019) 

aQd Ze\QeS GambeWWi (2020) iQdeed XQdeUVWaQd QeZ aXWhRUiWaUiaQ SRliWicV aV VSecific ³fRUmV Rf 

gRYeUQiQg´ ZiWhiQ libeUal demRcUaWic UegimeV Zhich haYe ³WaQgible effecWV iQ WhaW Whe\ VWUXcWXUe 

societal relations, regulate behaviours, and SURdXce fUameV Rf UefeUeQce.´14 Their works focus on 

those neoliberal logics that have slowly de-democratized liberal democratic regimes and thus laid 

the groundwork for new forms of political oppression.15 The question remains, however, in what 

 
11 The term has been used to highlight current far-right populist politics (including developments in the US, Hungary 
and Turkey). See for example Brown, Wendy. In the Ruins of Neoliberalism: The Rise of Antidemocratic Politics in 
the West. Columbia University Press, 2019; Brown, Wendy, et al. Authoritarianism: Three Inquiries in Critical Theory. 
The University of Chicago Press, 2018; RedeckeU, EYa YRQ. µOZQeUVhiS¶V ShadRZ¶. Critical Times, vol. 3, no. 1, Apr. 
2020, 33±67. In the same political context, the term also was revisited in Political Science: see for instance Wiatr, Jerzy 
J., editor. New Authoritarianism: Challenges to Democracy in the 21st Century. Barbara Budrich Publishers, 2019, 
especiall\ PU]eZRUVki, Adam. µA CRQceSWXal HiVWRU\ Rf PRliWical RegimeV: DemRcUac\, DicWaWRUVhiS, aQd 
AXWhRUiWaUiaQiVm.¶ New Authoritarianism: Challenges to Democracy in the 21st Century, Barbara Budrich Publishers, 
2019, 17±36. 2020, ironically, not only marked the US election that culminated in the resurrection of the White House, 
but also 50 years since the publication of the landmark study of The Authoritarian Personality that had regained 
attention in recent years. For that occasion, the book was republished with an introduction by Peter E. Gordon: Adorno, 
Theodor W., et al. The Authoritarian Personality. Edited by Peter Eli Gordon, Verso, 2019. See also Gordon, Peter. 
µThe AXWhRUiWaUiaQ PeUVRQaliW\ ReYiViWed. ReadiQg AdRUQR iQ Whe Age Rf TUXmS¶. Authoritarianism. Three Inquiries in 
Critical Theory, The University of Chicago Press, 2018. The understanding of authoritarianism, especially in the 
American social sciences, has been highly influenced by the socio-psychological approach of this study ± leading to 
³QXmeURXV miVXQdeUVWaQdiQgV,´ AUeQdW UemaUkV iQ Whe 1950V: Arendt, Hannah. The Origins of Totalitarianism. 
Schocken Books, 2004, 529.  
12 Przeworski, A Conceptual History, 25. The difficulty to clearly distinguish authoritarian regimes is, for examples, 
faced by Levitsky and Way, who define authoritarian regimes as relying on force whilst at the same time upholding the 
façade of democratic structures. What these regimes share is WheiU chaUacWeU aV ³ciYiliaQ UegimeV iQ Zhich fRUmal 
demRcUaWic iQVWiWXWiRQV e[iVW aQd aUe Zidel\ YieZed aV Whe SUimaU\ meaQV Rf gaiQiQg SRZeU, bXW iQ Zhich iQcXmbeQWV¶ 
abuse of the state places them at a significant advantage vis-a-vis their opponents ... CRmSeWiWiRQ iV Ueal bXW XQfaiU.´ 
Levitsky, Steven, and Lucan Way. Competitive Authoritarianism: Hybrid Regimes after the Cold War. Cambridge 
University Press, 2010, 5. WhilVW WheiU VWXd\ deSaUWV fURm LiQ]¶V VigQificaQWl\ iQ WeUmV if VcRSe (accRUdiQg WR Levitsky 
aQd Wa\¶V defiQiWiRQ QR lRQgeU iQclXdeV FUaQcR¶V SSaiQ RU ChiQa), Whe\ UXQ iQWR Whe Vame SURblemV iQ WheiU aWWemSW WR 
clearly distinguish authoritarian regimes.  
13 Przeworski, A Conceptual History of Political Regimes, 18. 
14 GambeWWi, Ze\QeS. µE[SlRUaWRU\ NRWeV RQ Whe OUigiQV Rf NeZ FaVciVmV¶. Critical Times, vol. 3, no. 1, Apr. 2020, 3. 
15 There is an ever-growing body of literature that discusses connections between (neo-)liberal logics and authoritarian 
(or populist) trends: Ian Bruff, for example, deYelRSV Whe cRQceSW Rf ³aXWhRUiWaUiaQ QeRlibeUaliVm.´ See Bruff, Ian. 
µAXWhRUiWaUiaQ NeRlibeUaliVm, Whe OccXS\ MRYemeQWV, aQd IPE.¶ Journal of Critical Globalisation Studies, vol. 1, no. 
3, 2012, 114-116; BUXff, IaQ. µThe RiVe Rf AXWhRUiWaUiaQ NeRlibeUaliVm¶. Rethinking Marxism, vol. 26, no. 1, 2014, 
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sense these new authoritarian forms of governing are distinct from those forms of ordering and 

the hierarchies that are perceived to be proper to democratic regimes? Any regime, autocratic just 

as much as democratic, involves undemocratic forms of ordering and policing together with the 

demarcation of the people and thus a distinction between us and them. If there is a distinction 

between different forms of rule and specifically the distinction between authoritarianism from 

democracy, it lies, Adam Przeworski argues, in the etymological root of the term 

³aXWhRUiWaUiaQiVm´, Qamel\ ³aXWhRUiW\.´ The SRiQW Rf deSaUWXUe fRU aQ XQdeUVWaQdiQg Rf 

authoritarian, therefore, must be the inquiry into the nature and functioning of authority.16  

Yet, political theory has abandoned the language of authority. Any distinction between legitimate 

authority and illegitimate power is suspected of merely serving to preserve the status quo.17 

Traditionally, the Left has relied upon the notion of freedom to resist forms of domination 

including structural forms of oppression. Wendy Brown (2019) argues, however, that the notion 

of freedom in Western democracies has been undermined by neoliberal logics, which fire 

authoritarian developments and, at the same time, paralyze resistance from the Left. Within the 

neoliberal tradition, Brown explains, the notion of freedom has been forcefully submitted to a 

market meaning whereby the value of freedom is progressively depoliticised.18 This goes hand in 

hand with the destruction of the social and the dethronement of the political. The effect of this is 

that the demand for institutions of equality and the space for practises of equality that lay at the 

heart of democratic politics are subverted: without such a thing as society, which has become 

undermined by neoliberal logic and leaving only individuals and families, there no longer is a 

way to locate those structural powers that generate exclusion and structural violence, let alone 

subjectivity as the site of class, gender and race. Structural powers aUe diVaYRZed. IW iV ³Whe 

laQgXage Rf Whe VRcial´ WhaW ³makeV iQeTXaliWieV maQifeVW; Whe dRmaiQ Rf Whe VRcial iV ZheUe 

VXbjecWiRQ, abjecWiRQV, aQd e[clXViRQV aUe liYed, ideQWified, SURWeVWed, aQd SRWeQWiall\ UecWified.´19 

Any attempts from the Left to counteract these structural inequalities, for instance, over wealth 

redistribution are framed as oppressive interference with freedom, and any claim of an 

authoritative significance of the political and the restriction of private pursuit for the sake of 

sociality raises the suspicion of authoritarian and oppressive rule. What becomes evident here is 

an interplay between the phenomena of authority and freedom that is constitutive for their 

retrospective definition.  

 
113±29; BUXff, IaQ, aQd Cemal BXUak TaQVel. µAXWhRUiWaUiaQ NeRlibeUaliVm: TUajecWRUieV Rf KQRZledge PURdXcWiRQ aQd 
PUa[iV.¶ Globalizations, vol. 16, no. 3, 2019, 233±44. Eva von Redecke draws out the analogous relationship between 
aXWhRUiWaUiaQ UelaWiRQVhiSV aQd SURSeUW\ VWUXcWXUeV iQ libeUal UegimeV. RedeckeU, µOZQeUVhiS¶V ShadRZ¶; JeaQ CRmaURff 
liQkV back eYeU mRUe diVTXieWiQg feaWXUeV Rf SRSXliVW SRliWicV WR QeRlibeUal maUkeW lRgicV: CRmaURff, JeaQ. µPRSXlism 
aQd LaWe LibeUaliVm: A SSecial AffiQiW\?¶ The ANNALS of the American Academy of Political and Social Science, vol. 
637, no. 1, Sept. 2011, 99±111. 
16 See PU]eZRUVki, Adam. µA CRQceSWXal HiVWRU\ Rf PRliWical RegimeV: DemRcUac\, DicWaWRUVhiS, aQd 
AuthoritaUiaQiVm.¶ New Authoritarianism: Challenges to Democracy in the 21st Century, Barbara Budrich Publishers, 
2019, 17±36. 
17 See Luxon, Crisis of Authority, 5.  
18 Brown, In the Ruins of Neoliberalism, 67-70; also Brown, Neoliberalism’s Frankenstein, 12.  
19 Brown, In the Ruins of Neoliberalism, 40. 
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The undermining of the democratic value of freedom, Brown argues following Hans Sluga, is 

inherently connected to the loss of traditional structures of authority in modernity. The rise of 

reason and science as challenging God and all other forms of authority, leaves meaning to be 

construed and all facts without an inherent, or even commonly accepted meaning. There is a 

common agreement that intrinsic values flee the world. For Nietzsche, the age of nihilism does 

not signify, however, the loss of values. As they lose their foundation, these values do not vanish, 

bXW iQVWead Whe\ becRme ³fXQgible aQd WUiYial´ aQd WhXV eaVil\ iQVWUXmeQWali]ed.20 The example 

par excellence for this new authoritarian trend is the presidency of Donald Trump whose 

consistent disregard for the constitution and democratic procedures that culminated in the terrorist 

insurrection at the Capitol. 21 Whilst his incompetence was being ridiculed by some and feared by 

others, his supporters are celebrating him exactly for his political incorrectness and profligacy.22 

This concern is by no means new: in the Preface to Between Past and Future, Arendt recalls René 

ChaU¶V ZRUdV ZUiWWeQ iQ Whe afWeUmaWh Rf the second WRUld WaU: ³Our history was left to us by no 

testament.´23 FRllRZiQg AUeQdW¶V WelliQg Rf Whe VWRU\, ChaU aQd RWheU membeUV Rf Whe FUeQch 

ReViVWaQce ³ZiWhRXW SUemRQiWiRQ aQd SURbabl\ agaiQVW WheiU cRQVciRXV iQcliQaWiRQV... had cRme WR 

constitute willy-nilly a public realm where ± without the paraphernalia of officialdom and hidden 

from the eyes of friend and foe ± all relevant business in the affairs of the country was transacted 

iQ ZRUd aQd deed.´24 The question that remained, however, was the one of authority and 

authorization. Without interpretative frameworks afforded by political institution and ethical 

principles such extraordinary politics lack meaning. And with no singular domain of authority 

(God, Nature) to appeal to in modern society both Arendt and Char see it as the great challenge 

 
20 Brown, In the Ruins of Neoliberalism, 164; Vee alVR SlXga, HaQV. ³DRQald TUXmS: BeWZeeQ PRSXliVW RheWRUic aQd 
PlXWRcUaWic RXle.´ http://www.truthandpower.com/donald-trump-between-populist-rhetoric-and-plutocratic-rule/. 
TUXWh aQd PRZeU (SlXga¶V blRg). Talk deliYeUed aW UC BeUkele\ CUiWical TheRU\ S\mSRViXm, BeUkele\, MaUch 2017. 
Brown and Sluga connect the loss of societal forms of authority to a lack of inner restrain by conscience, with which 
the exercise of freedom becomes the unrestrained exercise of an unrestrained will to power. Whilst Arendt would 
probably refute this pathologizing gesture, she too points to the reciprocal dependence of authority and freedom for 
their meaning and predicted the confusion between liberal and far-right discourse, which we are currently experiencing. 
According to Arendt, the dialectical relationship between the values of freedom and authority, and along these lines 
liberalism and conservatism, means that each loses its very substance without the presence of its opponent in the field 
Rf WheRU\ aQd ideRlRg\. (³LibeUaliVm, Ze VaZ, meaVXUeV a SURceVV Rf UecediQg fUeedRm, aQd cRQVervatism measures a 
process of receding authority; both call the expected end-result totalitarianism and see totalitarian trends wherever 
eiWheU RQe RU Whe RWheU iV SUeVeQW.´ AUeQdW, HaQQah. µWhaW IV AXWhRUiW\?¶ Between Past and Future: Eight Exercises in 
Political Thought, Penguin, 2006, 100.  
21 For a thorough explication and analysis of anti-constitutional politics of the American Right see Jackson, Jack E. 
Law Without Future: Anti-Constitutional Politics and the American Right. University of Pennsylvania Press, 2019. 
Jackson demonstrates, for example, that Trump in his pardoning of Sheriff Joe acted against established constitutional 
procedures and throughout his presidency pushed the line of illegality, for which he often gained major support in US 
American society. 
22 See Brown, In the Ruins of Neoliberalism, 45. NRWe AUeQdW¶V RbVeUYaWiRQ WhaW ³OQe cRXld make SeRSle belieYe Whe 
most fantastic statements one day, and trust that if the next day they were given irrefutable proof of their falsehood, 
they would take refuge in cynicism; instead of deserting the leaders who had lied to them, they would protest that they 
had known all along that the statement was a lie and would admire the leaders for their superior tactical 
cleYeUQeVV.´ Arendt, Hannah. The Origins of Totalitarianism. Schocken Books, 2004, 500.  
23 AUeQdW, HaQQah. µPUeface: The GaS BeWZeeQ PaVW aQd FXWXUe¶. Between Past and Present: Eight Exercises in Political 
Thought, Penguin Books, 1993, 3. 
24 Arendt, µPreface¶, 3.  
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of modernity to make judgements of power and politics in the absence of shared public 

frameworks.  

 

It is against this tendency ±WebeU callV iW ³diVeQchaQWmeQW´ aQd AUeQdW ³Whe deaUWh iQ mRdeUQiW\´ 

(imSliciWl\ alVR NieW]Vche¶V ³QihiliVm´ BURZQ aQd SlXga fRcXV RQ) ± that the notion of authority 

will be rethought in this dissertation. In the following, I briefly justify the scope of the work before 

turning to the methodological considerations that underly my reading.  

 

3. The scope 

 

This dissertation draws out the conceptual development of authority across the thought of Weber, 

Schmitt, and Arendt. What makes the constellation of these three thinkers compelling for the 

study of the concept is that all three of them focus on the relationship between authority and 

democratic politics after the breakdown of traditional foundations. Yet their response to this crisis 

of authority is vehemently different.  

 

The obvious connection between those three thinkers is, of course, the historical context to which 

WheiU WhRXghW UeVSRQdV. BRWh WebeU aQd SchmiWW e[SeUieQced Whe deVWUXcWiRQ Rf GeUmaQ\¶V fiUVW 

democratic regime in the form of the Weimar republic from far-right extremist forces. In 

recognition that traditional structures and hierarchies are no longer available to consolidate the 

ever-deepening conflicting lines in modern mass society, they turn to the concepts of charisma 

and commissarial dictatorship in search for a form of authority that is legitimate in a democratic 

regime but forceful enough to defend the constitutional order. In contrast to that, Arendt turns to 

the notion of political authority in retrospect to the Nazi parties rise to power and the experience 

of totalitarianism. Like Weber and Schmitt, she understands the dearth of modernity caused by 

Whe bUeakdRZQ Rf abVRlXWe WUXWhV UeVXlWiQg iQ ³YaUiRXV deaWhV´ (GRd, NaWXUe, ReaVRQ) aV 

detrimental. For her, it is evident that the rise of totalitarianism is directly connected to world 

alieQaWiRQ gURZiQg RXW Rf Whe UaWiRQali]aWiRQ aQd WechQicaliW\ iQ mRdeUQiW\ deVcUibed iQ WebeU¶V 

cUiWiTXe Rf ³diVeQchaQWed mRdeUQiW\.´ AUeQdW¶V SeUVSecWiYe RQ Whe lRVV Rf aXWhRUiW\ iQ iWV hiVWRUical 

relation to religion and tradition, however, is more ambivalent: on the one hand, with traditional 

hierarchies and structures losing their significance in modern society, politics is left in a 

particularly murky and dangerous moment that risks entailing new forms of oppression and 

violence. On the other hand, she Arendt endorses the new possibilities for political freedom and 

world-building capacity that is retrieved with the loss of these static banisters.25 The challenge 

that is left, according to Arendt, is to find a replacement for traditional forms of authority that can 

 
25 See Bonnie Honig¶V UeadiQg iQ heU µDeclaUaWiRQV Rf IQdeSeQdeQce: AUeQdW aQd DeUUida RQ Whe PURblem Rf FRXQdiQg 
a ReSXblic¶. The American Political Science Review, vol. 85, no. 1, 1991, 97±113; also Political Theory and the 
Displacement of Politics. Cornell University Press, 1993, especially 84-87 and 96-104.  
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provide a certain stability and continuity for democratic regimes, whilst at the same time not 

suppressing the demands of human plurality and heterogeneity of the demos.  

BRWh SchmiWW aQd AUeQdW¶V ZRUk iV ZUiWWeQ iQ Whe VhadRZ Rf WebeU¶V cUiWiTXe Rf mRdeUQiW\ aQd 

WheiU ZRUk cRQVWiWXWe diffeUeQW Za\V WR cRme WR WeUmV ZiWh WebeU¶V diagQRViV Rf Whe 

rationalization, as famously developed in The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism 

(2001). NeiWheU SchmiWW QRU AUeQdW eQgageV mXch e[SliciWl\ ZiWh WebeU¶V ZRUk, bXW bRWh WhiQkeUV 

offer a critical development and challenge to Weber. For all three thinkers modernity constitutes 

a problem for its dearth of meaning and values. The details of their critique and the relation 

between the three thinkers will be addressed in the individual chapters of this work. What I 

demonstrate there is that what those thinkers share is the insistence on a form of post-foundational 

politics insofar as they agree that traditional authorities and metaphysical concepts can no longer 

provide an ultimate ground. Their considerations of political authority are, therefore, the ideal 

point of departure for an inquiry into the concept from a post-foundational perspective.  

 

The following work, however, is not interested in a simple analytical reading of their accounts. 

Rather it takes a critical approach to these thinkers offering a transformative critique. Doing so 

ensures that their conceptualizations of political authority (with their problematic aspects) are not 

blindly repeated; instead, this work evaluates their potential and develops them for contemporary 

SRliWicV. WebeU¶V QRWiRQ Rf chaUiVmaWic leadeUVhiS aQd SchmiWW¶V insistence on dictatorship both 

cRQWUibXWed (hRZeYeU academicall\) WR Whe eQd Rf Whe WeimaU UeSXblic aQd WR HiWleU¶V UiVe WR 

power, although they each turned to political authority with the intention of finding a way to 

secure the democratic order specifically against anti-constitutional forces from both sides of the 

political spectrum. Drawing on these thinkers in order to reconceptualize political authority in a 

way that does not suppress democratic politics must then be both valuable and also sensitive. 

AUeQdW¶V QRWiRQ Rf aXWhRUiW\ iV fXUWheU XQdeUVWRRd WR be UemiQiVceQW Rf cRmmXQiWaUiaQ idealV aQd 

thus to be at odds with her anti-foundational position, specifically her emphasis on plurality as 

the condition per quam for political action.26 By drawing on post-structuralist critique and 

vocabulary afforded by thinkers in its wake, the transformative reading in this work seeks to tease 

out the post-foundational aspects in the thought of Weber, Schmitt and Arendt, especially where 

these stand in contradiction to republican or even nationalist positions. In the case of Weber and 

Schmitt, my analysis allows us to stake out the limitations of their accounts of political authority; 

and to pin down the contradictions in both that lead them to the defense of a personalistic and 

anti-democratic conception of authority, (in the case of Schmitt to the defense of decisionist 

sovereignty). The chapter on Arendt then understands her critique of authority as a performative 

 
26 See DaQa Villa¶V diVcXVViRQ Rf AUeQdW¶V cUiWiTXe Rf aXWhRUiW\ iQ Arendt and Heidegger: The Fate of the Political. 
Princeton University Press, 1996, 158-161.  
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gesture of exorcising those metaphysical aspects of the concept of authority that deem it 

incompatible with democratic politics.  

 

4. Methodological considerations  

 

One objective of this dissertation is to reveal those metaphysical remnants in the work of Weber 

and Schmitt responsible for the desire to demarcate a concept of political authority that retains 

abVRlXWe YalidiW\ iQ mRdeUQ demRcUaWic VRcieWieV. ³MeWaSh\Vical UemQaQWV´ heUe deVigQaWeV abRYe 

all the focus on political authority as something present in a person, either as a characteristic (in 

Whe caVe Rf chaUiVma), RU aV Whe SRZeU WR make a deciViRQ (iQ Whe caVe Rf SchmiWW¶V VRYeUeigQ). I 

ask after the structural conditions that make the appearance of political authority possible, i.e., 

the socio-political and epistemological structures that allow for its recognition. In this sense, this 

work can be said to constitute a broadly deconstructive enterprise, if deconstruction, following 

JacTXeV DeUUida¶V ZRUk, iV XQdeUVWRRd aV aQ aSSURach ± a philosophical approach ± taking issue 

with claims to essence and to fundamental definitions and concepts. Deconstruction, however, is 

not a method. IQ UeVSRQVe WR Whe TXeVWiRQ, ³WhaW iV decRQVWUXcWiRQ?´, DeUUida Va\V: ³QRWhiQg Rf 

cRXUVe!´27 

All VeQWeQceV Rf Whe W\Se ³decRQVWUXcWiRQ iV X´ RU ³decRQVWUXcWiRQ iV QRW X´ a SUiRUi miVV 
the point [...] one of the principal things at stake in what is called in the texts 
³decRQVWUXcWiRQ´ iV SUeciVel\ Whe delimiWiQg Rf RQWR-logic and above all of the third person 
present indicative: S is P.28  

The question of a method, then, calls the author to disclose the instruments she will use to achieve 

her end. It entails a procedure that enables a certain outcome. To put in question ± as Derrida 

does, and as I seek to do here in his wake ± the authority Rf ³Whe WhiUd SeUVRQ SUeVeQW iQdicaWiYe´ 

and the authority of the foundations of certain arguments about political authority, to work aslant 

of method: in this sense, deconstruction implies the deconstruction of method.29 Hence, I prefer 

to say that this dissertation is written in the wake or in the spirit Rf DeUUida¶V WhRXghW fRU Zhich I 

understand the notion of deconstruction (alongside différance, supplement, infrastructure, and 

RWheU WeUmV) WR VeUYe aV a VigQifieU. ThiV dRYeWailV ZiWh DeUUida¶V e[SlaQaWion of deconstruction 

as ³a ViQgXlaU adYeQWXUe ZhRVe geVWXUe deSeQdV each Wime RQ Whe ViWXaWiRQ, Whe cRQWe[W, abRYe all 

SRliWical, Rf Whe VXbjecW, RQ hiV RU heU URRWedQeVV iQ a Slace aQd a hiVWRU\.´30 The need for 

deconstruction of concepts including the one of political authority always occurs in relation to 

 
27 DeUUida, JacTXeV. µLeWWeU WR a JaSaQeVe FUieQd¶. Psyche: Inventions of the Other, Volume II, edited by Peggy Kamuf 
and Elizabeth Rottenberg, Stanford University Press, 2008, 6. 
28 Derrida, µLetter to a Japanese Friend¶, 5.  
29 See Gasché, Rodolphe. The Tain of the Mirror: Derrida and the Philosophy of Reflection. Harvard University Press, 
1986, 123; and Derrida, µLetter to a Japanese Friend¶, 4. 
30 ³JacTXeV DeUUida, SeQVeXU de l¶pYqQemeQW,´ iQWeUYieZ iQ L¶HXmaQiWp, JaQXaU\ 28, 2004; WUaQV. PheQg Cheah aQd 
SX]aQQe GXeUlac. µIQWURdXcWiRQ: DeUUida aQd Whe Time Rf Whe PRliWical¶. Derrida and the Time of the Political, Duke 
University Press, 2009, 5. 
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chaQgeV iQ Whe ZRUld aQd VSecificall\ chaQgeV aVVRciaWed ZiWh a ceUWaiQ ³mRdeUQiW\´ ± and for 

that reason ± the form of this gesture always differs, from time to time, from place to place.  

A deconstructive approach ± or an approach in the spirit of deconstruction ± is not imposed on 

the work. The reading in this dissertation rather highlights elusive parts of the text that 

nevertheless interrupt its inner logical progression thereby facilitating its own deconstruction. 

There are still, of course, certain convictions that make deconstructive reading distinct, say, from 

critique, or from hermeneutic approaches.31 A deconstructive reading aims, as Gayatri Spivak 

SXWV iW, ³[W]o locate the promising marginal text, to disclose the undecidable moment, to pry it 

lRRVe ZiWh Whe SRViWiYe leYeU Rf Whe VigQifieU´ ZiWh Whe RbjecWiYe ³WR diVmaQWle iQ RUdeU WR 

UecRQVWiWXWe ZhaW iV alZa\V alUead\ iQVcUibed.´32 A deconstructive reading then works at the limits 

of the text, or rather around the lack thereof. It is working against the attempts to establish a 

coherence and thus limits of the text, for instance through the rationalization of central conceptual 

distinction. Hence, in the following I, on the one hand, follow the logic of the texts at hand and 

WheiU ³Whe iQWeUQal, UegXlaWed Sla\ Rf Whe[iU] ShilRVRShemeV,´ aW Whe Vame Wime, hRZeYeU, aV I SXVh 

the text to its internal limits by highlighting the aporetic moments where it is no longer possible 

to follow its logic.33 The reading of SchmiWW¶V Dictatorship, for example, highlights a moment of 

undecidability in the argumentative logic of the work, which forces Schmitt to a decision.34 By 

drawing out this moment of undecidability, my reading opens to a reconsideration and 

cRQWeVWaWiRQ Rf SchmiWW¶V deciViRQ WR WXUQ aZa\ fURm SRliWical aXWhRUiW\ aQd WRZaUd a deciViRQiVW 

concept of sovereignty. 

The conviction that the text is never a coherent, i.e., closed, unity with a clear delimitation of an 

iQVide aQd RXWVide iV caSWXUed b\ DeUUida¶V iQfamRXV TXRWe: ³Il n’y a pas de hors-texte. [There is 

nothing outside of the text; there is no outside-We[W].´35 With this famous phrase, he also addresses 

the idea that the text is never finished; the meaning of the text is never, then, determined once and 

for all, not as a coherent totality with determined, immanent limits (for example, a closed logical 

structure), nor by something outside the text, such as the intentions of the author and its historical 

situatedness. In this sense, the critical comparison between the original and the English translation 

Rf WebeU¶V We[W XQdeUWakeQ iQ Whe VecRQd chaSWeU XQdeUVWaQdV Whe WUaQVlaWed We[W aV VRmeWhiQg 

neither fully other, nor as an equivalent to the original, but instead as part of the afterlife of the 

 
31 See Gasché, The Tain of the Mirror, 121-176. 
32 SSiYak, Ga\aWUi C. µTUaQVlaWRU¶V PUeface¶. Of Grammatology, by Jacques Derrida, translated by Gayatri C Spivak, 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 2016, lxxvii. 
33 See Derrida, Jacques. Aporias: Dying - Awaiting (One Another at) the ‘Limits of Truth’. Stanford University Press, 
1993, 12-21. 
34 FRU DeUUida¶V QRWiRQ Rf undecidability aV bRWh SRVVibiliW\ Rf aQd demaQd fRU deciViRQ Vee DeUUida, JacTXeV. µFRUce Rf 
LaZ: The ³M\VWical FRXQdaWiRQ Rf AXWhRUiW\´¶. Acts of Religion, by Jacques Derrida, edited by Gil Anidjar, Routledge, 
2010, 228±98. 
35 Derrida, Jacques. Of Grammatology. Transl. Gayatri C. Spivak, Fortieth-Anniversary Edition, Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 2016, 158; see also Derrida, Jacques. Limited Inc. Northwestern University Press, 1988, 136.  
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We[W (Whe We[W¶V demaQd fRU VXUYiYal).36 Both texts are heterogenous and consist of different 

linguistic and cultural material highlighted via their comparison. Working with them together 

allows us to destabilize the structure of signification of both texts, demonstrating that their 

meaning exceeds the intentions of the author and translator.  

Translation augments and modifies the original, which, insofar as it is living on, never 
ceases to be transformed and to grow. It modifies the original even as it also modifies the 
translating language. This process ± transforming the original as well as the translation ± 
is the translation contract between the original and the translating text.37 

IQ Whe Vame VSiUiW, Whe WhiUd chaSWeU ideQWifieV Whe SeUfRUmaWiYe geVWXUe Rf AUeQdW¶V UeadiQg Rf 

Plato and offers it as constitutive part of the meaning of the text, and thus, of her 

reconceptualization of political authority. I understand it as a gesture of resistance, an exorcism, 

agaiQVW bRWh PlaWR¶V meWaSh\Vical cRQceSWiRQ Rf aXWhRUiW\ aQd Whe aXWhRUiWaWiYe SRZeU WhiV 

conception holds for Western political thinking.  

In this sense, this work confronts ± directly and by implication ± the authoritative, authorial role 

of the figures of Weber, Schmitt, and Arendt for the discourse of contemporary political thinking. 

The point is not, I take it, to negate or reject the effect these thinkers have had on politico-

theoretical discourse, and on the academic discipline of political philosophy. Following Derrida, 

I hRld Whe cRQYicWiRQ WhaW RQe iV alZa\V ZRUkiQg ZiWhiQ Whe cRQfiQeV Rf WhaW diVcRXUVe Zhich RQe¶V 

critique is aimed at, for it is impossible to approach the text from an outside. Yet, any 

decRQVWUXcWiYe cUiWiTXe WUaQVSiUeV aW Whe limiWV Rf ShilRVRShical aQd SRliWical diVcRXUVe. ³I Va\ limiW 

aQd QRW deaWh,´38 Derrida emphasizes. Hence, this work does not simply subscribe to the authority 

of the thinkers it addresses. A deconstructive reading as undertaken here rather constitutes a 

µdRXble mRYemeQW¶ iQ Whe VeQVe WhaW iW iV VimXlWaQeRXVl\ aQ affiUmaWiRQ aQd aQ XQdRiQg Rf (WheiU) 

authority. By highlighting aporetic moments of non-closure and undecidability in their text it 

makes intervention and critical augmentation possible. 

5. The structure 

 

The remainder of this dissertation is divided into four chapter. After an introductory chapter that 

distinguishes authority from other political concepts and critically evaluates accounts of political 

authority in contemporary democratic theory, the following chapters will tend to the role that 

political authority plays in the works of Weber, Schmitt, and Arendt.  

 
36 Derrida, Jacques, and Christie McDonald. The Ear of the Other: Otobiography, Transference, Translation: Texts 
and Discussions with Jacques Derrida. Schocken Books, 1985, 121f 
37 Derrida, The Ear of the Other, 122.  
38 ThXV, DeUUida Va\V abRXW hiV RZQ UelaWiRQVhiS WR ShilRVRSh\: ³I WU\ WR keeS m\- self at the limit of philosophical 
diVcRXUVe. I Va\ limiW aQd QRW deaWh.´ DeUUida, JacTXeV. Positions. Transl. Alan Bass, University of Chicago Press, 1998, 
6.  
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The first chapter evaluates the role of authority for democratic politics and reviews how authority 

has been addressed in contemporary democratic thought. I begin by contextualising Weber, 

SchmiWW, aQd AUeQdW¶V iQTXiU\ iQWR Whe cRQceSW b\ dUaZiQg RXW WheiU VhaUed cRQceUQ ZiWh Whe deaUWh 

in modernity that was left after the demise of traditional hierarchies and religious institutions of 

authority. This allows me to demonstrate the relevance of posing the question of authority today. 

According to all three thinkers, the question of authority is inherently connected to the loss of 

meaning in modern politics, i.e., to the question how judgements of power are still possible 

without the recourse to shared foundations and values. This is indeed a question that 

contemporary debates in political theory, most pertinently in the context of new authoritarian 

trends, grapple with again. Following from this, I look more closely at the authority that was lost 

in modernity arguing that it was not authority in general, but instead a particular understanding 

of authority that relies on transcendent, absolute foundations and is thus interwoven with a (Judeo-

Christian) tradition of political foundationalism. This contrasts with the political understanding 

of auctoritas in Roman politics, to which Arendt turns in her critique. This opens the door for a 

post-foundational and post-modern understanding of authority that remains valid in contemporary 

democratic and post-truth societies. I contend, however, that neither liberal democratic theory nor 

post-structuralist thought have been able to offer such a reconceptualization of authority and to 

overcome a foundationalist understanding incompatible with democratic values of equality and 

freedom. This work, therefore, poses the question again: what is authority? How is authority 

distinct from other political concepts, including power and violence? In the last section, I identify 

four essential features of authority: it is hierarchical, relational, performative, and resistible. 

Overall, the chapter lays the groundwork to reconsider the notion of authority in the work of 

Weber, Schmitt, and Arendt, for all three undertake a serious attempt to reconceptualise authority 

based upon post-foundational premises and in light of modern democratic politics ± with varying 

success.   

 

Chapter 2 then cRQVWiWXWeV a cUiWiTXe Rf WebeU¶V XQdeUVWaQding of charismatic authority as a 

democratic alternative to traditional and bureaucratic forms of rule. I begin by reconsidering the 

notion of Autorität iQ WebeU¶V ZRUkV. It appears in influential English translations of the German 

We[W cRQflaWed ZiWh ³UXle´ RU ³dRmiQaWiRQ´ ± a UeVXlW Rf a miVWUaQVlaWiRQ Rf WebeU¶V QRWiRQ Rf 

Herrschaft. Working in the space that opens between the German and the English translation, I 

draw out that the notion of authority concerns the question how certain forms of rule (traditional, 

legal-bureaucratic, charismatic) are legitimized by appeal to hegemonic socio-political and 

epistemic structures that allow for the recognition that rule is legitimate. I cUiWici]e WebeU¶V WXUQ 

to charismatic authority in his search for a democratic power that could break with the progressing 

rationalization and totalitarian tendencies of modern capitalist societies. I argue that by rendering 

charismatic authority as an extra-ordinary power that is independent of socio-political structures, 
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Weber begins to confuse authority with the idea of sovereign intervention thereby rendering it 

irresistible and, as Weber himself remarks, an authoritarian power.  By drawing on RobiQVRQ¶V 

aQd EdZaUd¶V cUiWiTXe, I demRQVWUaWe WhaW Whe QaUUaWiYe Rf meVViaQic iQWeUYeQWiRQ iV baVed XSRQ a 

deeply anti-political and culturally specific sentiment according to which the preservation of order 

relies on the suppression of democratic politics. This conflation constitutes the steppingstone 

toward a theory of sovereign intervention as it is radicalized iQ SchmiWW¶V faVciVW WheRU\ Rf 

decisionism, which will be the focus on the following chapter. Following from this, I criticize 

Kal\YaV¶V aSSURSUiation of charisma for a democratic theory of constitutionalism for, I argue, it 

reiterates a deeply problematic understanding of authority based on messianic and sovereign 

intervention ± even in his collective reinterpretation. Against this, I propose to take seriously the 

role of authority in the autopoietic reproduction of order for it constitutes a moment of openness 

in the legitimation process, allowing for amendment and correction of the existing order, and thus 

an immanent form of resistance.  

 

The thiUd chaSWeU UeadV SchmiWW¶V cRQceSWXali]aWiRQ Rf ³cRmmiVVaUial dicWaWRUVhiS´, VimilaU WR 

WebeU¶V QRWiRQ Rf charisma, as a pursuit for a form of political authority that remains valid in 

modern mass democracy. Highlighting the performative aspect of his text, I demonstrate that 

Schmitt begins by defending the potential of a derived and limited constitutional power in the 

form of commissarial dictator (as represented by the Reichspräsident). As McCormick (1997) 

emphasizes, however, there is an incongruity betZeeQ SchmiWW¶V RbjecWiYe Rf defeQdiQg a deUiYed 

power at the beginning of his work and his acknowledgement of the sovereign aspect of the 

Reichspräsident’s SRZeUV iQ Whe aSSeQdi[. I aUgXe WhaW SchmiWW¶V cUiWiTXe Rf Whe lack Rf demRcUaWic 

sovereignty ultimately thwarts his concern with political authority and he instead turns to 

cRQceSWXaliViQg hiV deciViRQiVW accRXQW Rf VRYeUeigQW\. SchmiWW¶V abaQdRQmeQW Rf authority and 

hiV WXUQ WR VRYeUeigQW\ maUk Whe mRmeQW ZheUe SchmiWW¶V WhRXghW WXUQV fURm a cRQVeUYaWiYe WR aQ 

extremist position: he no longer recognizes political authority as a necessary hinge between the 

people as the sovereign and the political order. I cRQcede WhaW ZhilVW SchmiWW¶V cUiWiTXe Rf 

sovereignty is based on post-foundational premises, he fails to liberate the concept of authority 

from a foundational narrative ± in this case, the narrative of messianic sovereign intervention in 

form of the decision.  

 

How, then, do we reconceptualise authority in a way that is compatible with the heterogeneity of 

the demos? It seems we will necessarily have to detach it from a metaphysical linearity and instead 

tend to its relational aspect.  

 

In the fRXUWh aQd laVW chaSWeU, I UeWXUQ WR AUeQdW¶V cUiWiTXe Rf aXWhRUiW\, SaUWicXlaUl\ aV addUeVVed 

iQ heU iQflXeQWial eVVa\ ³What is Authority?´ I aUgXe WhaW AUeQdW imSliciWl\ eQgageV WebeU¶V aQd 
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SchmiWW¶V WXUQ WRZaUd a QaUUaWiYe Rf VRYeUeigQ iQWeUYeQWiRQ iQ her critique of the role of 

sovereignty in the French Revolution. She provides the narrative of sovereign intervention with 

an origin story through her UeadiQg Rf PlaWR¶V iQWURdXcWiRQ Rf aXWhRUiW\ iQWR GUeek WhRXghW. 

Focusing on the performative gesture of the text, I read her critique as a deconstructive endeavour 

with which she intends to exercise authority from its metaphysical remnants. It is for this reason, 

I aUgXe, WhaW heU cUiWiTXe Rf PlaWR¶V meWaSh\Vical cRQceSWXaliVaWiRQ Rf aXWhRUiW\, Zhich Vhe 

proclaims as lost in modernity, takes such a prominent role in her essay. AUeQdW¶V cUiWiTXe 

politicizes the Platonic metaphysical understanding of authority, making its contingent character 

apparent. Following the challenge Arendt herself sets at the beginning of the essay, her gesture 

of exorcism opens the term for a new understanding that is compatible with modern democratic 

politics. Both Kalyvas and Honig highlight that it is in the American experience of founding and 

its testimony in the form of Declaration of Independence that Arendt thought to have found an 

example of a uniquely political act that was able to provide its own source of authority without 

the recourse to WUaQVceQdeQW fRXQdaWiRQV. DeSaUWiQg fURm HRQig¶V cUiWiTXe of this fabulist 

rendering of the Declaration of Independence, I show that Arendt falls into her own trap: 

conceptualising authority on the basis of a purely political moment reiterates the metaphysical 

gesture of rejecting the complexities of human affairs, that are always already marked by power 

UelaWiRQV aQd claimV WR aXWhRUiW\. I cRQWeQd WhaW if Ze Wake VeUiRXVl\ AUeQdW¶V UefXWaWiRQ Rf 

absolutes and her emphasis on the resistibility of authority, as Honig urges us to, we have to begin 

from an understanding of authority as practice that relies on recognition and augmentation, and 

aW Zhich YeU\ heaUW lieV Whe SRWeQWial fRU demRcUaWic UeQegRWiaWiRQ. AUeQdW¶V RZQ cUiWiTXe Rf PlaWR 

demonstrates, I contend,  how it is possible to de-authorizes PlaWR¶V fRXQdaWiRQal QRWiRQ Rf 

authority and to liberate the term from the iron grip of the archive.  

 

I conclude this work by drawing out how an account of authority such as I am offering here ± an 

account that always already includes its own resistibility ± provides, first, an understanding of 

authority that is proper to a democratic regime by opening it up to resistance and refusal; and 

second, a way of drawing out the points at which authority turns authoritarian: the points where, 

and moments when, this resistibility is lost and thus, strictly speaking, authority vanishes behind 

mere force. This dissertation then cRQVWiWXWeV aQ aXgmeQWaWiRQ Rf AUeQdW¶V SUacWiVe Rf de-

authorization for it aims at the anti-SRliWical, fRXQdaWiRQaliVW UemQaQWV Rf PlaWR¶V UeQdeUiQg Rf 

authority as it resurfaces in the figures of Weber and Schmitt, but also Arendt herself.  
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Chapter 1: What is Authority? 

 

Whilst, as far as I know, no one has ever correctly and 
exhaustively defined the nature of authority, neither has anyone 
ever denied the fact of it. This is true even for the Sansculottes 
and their popular authority. As is well known, even the most 
furious revolutionaries were not concerned with destroying 
authority, but with transferring and usurping it.39 

 
Franz von Baader 

 

 

This dissertation reconsiders the role of political authority in democratic regimes. It tends 

to the understanding of authority in the work of Max Weber, Carl Schmitt, and Hannah Arendt, 

who claimed that it was a crucial aspect of political life, classically but also, especially, in modern 

democratic regimes. Modernity, however, is marked for all three by the dearth that was left after 

the gradual breakdown of authority. In Europe, this process was accelerated by the French 

Revolution and its sequelae: the revolutionary movement radically renounced traditional images 

of authority and any hierarchies associated with the Ancien Régime, and this gesture of radical 

renunciation of the authority of a standing political regime founded on religion and tradition led 

to the much broader, Europe-wide withering-away of the authoritative bases of political regimes 

generally. In non-govermental areas including the Church, the family, educational institutions as 

well as industrial and agricultural business, however, traditional images of authority remained 

powerful. The interaction between waning political authority and residual forms of authority at 

work in non-governmental institutions meant that old authoritative structures mixed, often 

violently, with new democratic ideas and institutional infrastructures.40 This ³cRQVWaQW, eYeU-

widening and -deeSeQiQg cUiViV Rf aXWhRUiW\,´ AUeQdW aUgXeV, iV QRW RQl\ SRliWical iQ iWV RUigiQ, bXW 

also followed by severe consequences for political life. Indeed, for Arendt, and in slightly 

diffeUeQW Za\V fRU WebeU aQd SchmiWW, WhiV ³cUiViV Rf aXWhRUiW\´ iV ideQWical ZiWh ³Whe lRVV Rf 

ZRUldl\ SeUmaQeQce aQd VWabiliW\.´41 

 

Politically, we live in a world into which we and new people are born constantly; [the] 
body politic guarantees a relative permanence against these constant newcomers, new 
beginners, etc. Authority in this sense [is] essential.42  
 

 
39 Baader, Franz von. Schriften Zur Gesellschaftsphilosophie. Edited by Johannes Sauter, Fischer, 1925, 375, 
translation my own.  
40 See Eschenburg, Theodor. Über Autorität, Suhrkamp, 1976. 109-114, 156-157. 
41 Arendt, Hannah. µWhaW IV AXWhRUiW\?¶ Between Past and Future: Eight Exercises in Political Thought, Penguin, 
2006, 95. 
42 Arendt, Hannah. Breakdown of Authority. 23 Nov. 1953. Hannah Arendt Papers, Speeches and Writings File, 1923-
1975, essays and lectures, note on the left-hand side to II.  
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The thinkers at the centre of this work tend to the concept of authority impelled by a shared 

concern with the meaning of politics in modern pluralist societies. To be more precise, they are 

concerned with the question of how judgements about power and politics remain possible in the 

absence of shared, public foundations. This question has recently gained new attention, as 

contemporary political theory grapples with newly revived anti-constitutional politics and far-

right populist movements. The present chapter highlights how the concern with the lack of 

stability and permanence in light of the demise of traditional forms of authority echoes 

contemporary concern with a lethal destruction of the political and public spheres, driven by the 

conjuncture of modern nihilism and neoliberal logics, that leaves democratic societies vulnerable 

to the two-VWeS Rf SRSXliVW ³VhRck SRliWicV.´43 Contemporary scholars have indeed acknowledged 

that the need for a reconceptualization of authority in order to defend authoritative role of political 

institutions and procedures in democratic regime against authoritarian and fascist trends. Yet so 

far, attempts to theorize a notion of authority that can uphold post-foundational critique have been 

unsuccessful. 

 

The chapter is structured as follows. I begin by considering the role that was traditionally ascribed 

to authority. According to Weber, Schmitt, and Arendt, authority provided politics with 

permanence and stability. For all three, the loss of authority resulted in a dearth in modernity, a 

lack of shared foundations and values, whereby politics more generally risks losing meaning and 

for individual political actions to remain futile.  I address how this diagnosis resonates with 

debates in contemporary political theory about the destruction of the political and the social 

making way for anti-political developments in neoliberal democracies and new forms of 

authoriWaUiaQ ³VhRck-SRliWicV.´ In the following section, I take a closer look at the concept of 

authority that was lost with the rise of modernity arguing that it is indeed not authority per se, but 

a particular understanding of the concept based upon political foundationalism and religious 

institutions. This together with AUeQdW¶V diVcXVViRQ Rf Whe SRliWical QRWiRQ Rf Whe RRmaQ 

auctoritas, I argue, opens the possibility for a reconceptualization of authority according to a post-

foundational and post-modern understanding. Next, I demonstrate that contemporary political 

thinkers in the liberal tradition indeed have acknowledged the centrality of the concept of 

authority in efforts to establish and negotiate the democratic right to disobedience, and the need 

for the defence of political institutions and procedures for democratic life. Still, neither liberal 

democratic theory nor post-structuralist thought have been successful in detaching the concept of 

authority from its metaphysical remanence, i.e., the reliance on absolute foundations. On this 

basis, I raise the question again: What is authority? And how is authority distinct from other 

political categories of power and domination? I identify four essential features that define 

relations based upon authority and that distinguish them from relations of domination and 

 
43 Honig, Bonnie. Shell-Shocked: Feminist Criticism after Trump., Fordham University Press, 2021. 
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violence: I argue that authority is hierarchical, relational, performative, and resistible. This paves 

the way for a reconsideration of authority in the work of Weber, Schmitt, and Arendt. These three 

thinkers undertake serious attempts to reconceptualise authority based upon post-foundational 

premises and in light of modern democratic politics. Whilst they offer important resources for the 

reconsideration of political authority, they also arrive at impasses in their reconceptualization that 

lets Weber and even more so Schmitt conflate authority with a deeply anti-political idea of 

sovereign intervention.  

 

1. Modernity, disenchantment, and the crisis of authority 

 

What connects the work of Weber, Schmitt, and Arendt is a conviction that modernity, 

specifically in the context of modern mass democracies, represents a uniquely problematic 

moment that challenges our understanding of the world we inhabit. Specifically, they are 

cRQceUQed ZiWh ³Whe deaUWh´ iQ mRdeUQiW\, Whe lack Rf VhaUed fRXQdaWiRQV fURm Zhich SRliWical 

actions can derive absolute legitimacy and thus claim authoritative validity. The ³cRQVWaQW, eYeU-

widening and -deeSeQiQg cUiViV Rf aXWhRUiW\´ iV, AUeQdW aUgXeV, QRW RQl\ SRliWical iQ iWV RUigiQ, bXW 

is also followed by severe consequences for political life.44 With the French Revolution the slow 

but incessant demise of traditional images of authority, which established hierarchies based in 

descent, began in Western societies. Political authority, previously founded on religion and pre-

revolutionary tradition, wilted away over the following centuries. In non-govermental areas, 

however, including the Church, the family, and educational institutions, as well as industrial and 

agricultural business, traditional images of authority remained powerful. Thus began a process in 

which old authoritative structures mixed with new democratic ideas and institutional 

infrastructures.45 In the following, I expand upon this overriding concern with the modern demise 

of authority. I contend that the diagnosis of the political impact of the demise of authority 

UeVRQaWeV iQ cRQWemSRUaU\ VWXdieV Rf VR called ³QeZ aXWhRUiWaUiaQiVm,´ fRU e[amSle, iQ fRUm Rf 

TUXmS¶V ³VhRck-SRliWicV,´ Zhich aUgXe WhaW Whe UeceQW VXcceVV Rf faU-right politics is reinforced 

by the neoliberal destruction of shared social values and the eradication of democratic 

participation.   

 

As Arendt writes in the opening essay to the Nomos I issue on the concept of authority (the essay 

is later published in Between Past and Future (2006)), ³SRliWical VcieQWiVWV ma\ still remember 

WhaW Whe cRQceSW Rf aXWhRUiW\ ZaV RQce fXQdameQWal WR SRliWical WheRU\.´46 For Arendt, and in 

VlighWl\ diffeUeQW Za\V fRU WebeU aQd SchmiWW, Whe ³cUiViV Rf aXWhRUiW\´ ZaV ideQWical ZiWh ³Whe 

 
44 AUeQdW, µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\?¶, 91. 
45 See Eschenburg, Über Autorität, 109-114, 156-157. 
46 AUeQdW, µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\?¶, 91.  
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lRVV Rf ZRUldl\ SeUmaQeQce aQd VWabiliW\´ aQd Whe process of world alienation.47 It was driven by 

the destruction of the Roman trinity of religion, tradition, authority, together with the entrance of 

Whe ³geQeUal dRXbW´ Rf mRdeUQiW\ iQWR Whe SRliWical VSheUe. Ma[ WebeU aQal\VeV WhiV SheQRmeQRQ 

and refers WR iW, famRXVl\, aV Whe ³diVeQchaQWmeQW´ Rf mRdeUQ WeVWeUQ VRcieWieV. 

³DiVeQchaQWmeQW´ ZaV iQaXgXUaWed b\ aQ RQgRiQg demagQificaWiRQ iQ Whe JXdaic-Christian 

WUadiWiRQ WhaW cXlmiQaWed iQ Whe VecXlaUiVaWiRQ Rf Whe mRdeUQ age. WebeU¶V diagQRViV Rf Whe XQiTXe 

constellation in which modern Western societies find themselves in modernity had significant 

impact on the thought of his contemporaries and those who followed in his shadow.48 In The 

Human Condition (1998), AUeQdW claimV WebeU WR be ³still the only historian who raised the 

TXeVWiRQ Rf Whe mRdeUQ age ZiWh Whe deSWh aQd UeleYaQce cRUUeVSRQdiQg WR iWV imSRUWaQce«,´49 

alWhRXgh Vhe QeYeU e[SliciWl\ RU VXbVWaQWiall\ eQgageV ZiWh WebeU¶V WhRXghW iQ heU ZRUk. 

³DiVeQchaQWed´ hXmaQiW\ QR lRQgeU UelieV RQ Whe UecRXUVe to magical charms to call upon higher 

aXWhRUiWieV. (³GRd iV dead.´)50 Instead, through progress in intellectualisation and science, human 

beings, if they just wish, could gain absolute knowledge of their environment and the world (or 

at least they believe so, Weber remarks). This comes with a new sense of superiority, for reason 

and technology allow human beings to master the world through calculation.51 (³If WheUe iV QR 

GRd, WheQ I am GRd,´ SURclaimV KiUillRY iQ DRVWRjeYVk\¶V Demons.)52 The unique process of 

rationalization iQ mRdeUQiW\ cRUUeVSRQdV WR hXmaQkiQd¶V dUiYe WR maVWeU aQd cRQWURl, WR e[eUciVe 

a Nietzschean will to power, intended to make life and the cosmos ever more intelligible by 

increasing knowledge and imposing, or seeking to discover, logical coherence.53 Also like 

Nietzsche, however, Weber argues that the intellectualization and the developments in science 

culminate in a paradoxical inability to act, and in an immobilization Rf hXmaQ acWiRQ. ³ThRXgh 

born of religious, metaphysical impulse to render suffering and the universe meaningful, science 

SaUadR[icall\ cRQclXdeV b\ aVVeUWiQg chaRV Rf WhaW XQiYeUVe, iW¶V WUXe lack Rf meaQiQg.´54 Weber 

deVcUibeV Whe gUadXal UaSWXUe Rf diffeUeQW ³YalXe VSheUeV´ (Wertssphären) aQd WhXV ³life RUdeUV´ 

 
47 AUeQdW, µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\?¶, 95. 
48 See Breen, Keith. Under Weber’s Shadow: Modernity, Subjectivity and Politics in Habermas, Arendt and MacIntyre. 
Ashgate, 2012, 7-8.  
49 WebeU, accRUdiQg WR AUeQdW, had UecRgQi]ed WhaW iW ZaV ³QRW a VimSle lRVV Rf faiWh´ WhaW affecWV mRdeUQ VRcieWieV, 
VSecificall\ Whe UeYeUVal Rf Whe eVWimaWe Rf ZRUk aQd labRU, bXW ³Whe lRVV Rf certitudo salutis, of the certainty of 
ValYaWiRQ.´ AUeQdW, HaQQah. The Human Condition. Edited by Danielle S. Allen and Margaret Canovan, Second edition, 
The University of Chicago Press, 1998, 277, footnote 34. 
50 Nietzsche, Friedrich Wilhelm. Thus Spoke Zarathustra: A Book for All and None. Edited by Adrian Del Caro and 
Robert B. Pippin, Cambridge University Press, 2006, 5, 69.  
51 See Weber, Max. Science as a Vocation. Edited by Peter Lassman and Irving Velody, Unwin Hyman, 1989, 139.  
52 Dostoyevsky, Fyodor. Demons. Translated by Robert A Maguire and Ronald Meyer, Penguin, 2008, Part III, 6. A 
Toilsome Night.  
53 I will turn to the notion of rationalization iQ WebeU¶V ZRUk agaiQ iQ ChaSWeU 2. KeiWh BUeeQ SURYideV a helSfXl 
summary of this modern Western rationalization as defined by three interwoven yet potentially antagonistic strands: 
³iW meaQV aQ adYaQce iQ µVXbVWaQWiYe UaWiRQaliW\¶, iQ WeUmV Rf XlWimaWe aQd RfWeQ µRWheUZRUldl\¶ YalXeV beiQg UeQdeUed 
eYeU mRUe cRheUeQW iQ WhRXghW aQd iQ life cRQdXcW; aQ adYaQce iQ WeUmV Rf µWheRUeWical UaWiRQaliW\¶ RU iQWellecWXal 
conceptualizations of the world, that is, metaphysics and science; and, finally, an advance iQ WeUmV Rf µfRUmal 
UaWiRQaliW\¶, WhaW iV, iQcUeaViQg cRdificaWiRQ RU URXWiQi]aWiRQ Rf behaYiRXU aQd eYeU mRUe efficieQW WechQiTXeV RU meWhRdV 
Rf cRQWURl.´ BUeeQ, KeiWh. Under Weber’s Shadow: Modernity, Subjectivity and Politics in Habermas, Arendt and 
MacIntyre. Ashgate, 2012, 9. See also Weber, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, 37-38, 140.  
54 Breen, Under Weber’s Shadow, 14. 
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(Lebensordnungen), including art, politics, economics, science amongst others, and the 

segregation of their inner logics. Different realms assume meaning of their own and cultural 

values progress along antagonistic lines. With the rise of human reason, therefore, comes a 

coincident loss of moral certainty, the loss of objectives and commonly shared values, on which 

political life could orientate itself.55 With the coexistence of a plethora of antagonistic values 

equal in rank, in which even science no longer can make a claim to higher validity, values and 

WUXWhV cRme WR aSSeaU fXQgible aQd WUiYial. WiWh Whe SURgUeVV Rf ³diVeQchaQWmeQW,´ mRdeUQ 

societies are bereft of authoritative structures that act as a unifying ethical core such as was 

previously bestowed by Christianity (and specifically, according to Schmitt, the Roman Catholic 

Church), and on which political life was founded. Modern liberal societies have come to embrace 

the plurality of values and modern form of polytheism.56 According to Weber, the drive for 

maturity ± XQdeUVWRRd iQ Whe VeQVe Rf a fUeedRm WR Zill RQe¶V eQdV ± lacks meaning and direction, 

VR iQdiYidXalV SaUadR[icall\ e[SeUieQce WheiU abiliW\ WR acW aV aQ iQQeU baWWle Rf ³gRdV aQd 

demRQV.´57 In Dialogues on Power and Space (2015), Schmitt demonstrates that with the 

experience of power as something radically human, no longer borrowed from higher authorities, 

the dialectic of power and powerlessness becomes undermined. In modernity, according to 

Schmitt, power not only loses its personal character ± something that will be discussed in more 

detail in the third chapter of this dissertation ± but takes diffuse forms whose effects are no longer 

calculable. With this diffusion and multiplication, together with the homogenizing effects of the 

external structures of modern capitalism, power is experienced as turning back on itself, as setting 

agaiQVW eYeU\RQe, ³eYeQ Whe hRldeU Rf SRZeU.´58  

The paradox of humanly created powers that diminish the human and especially its 
capacity to shape its world, reaching new intensities just as this capacity is revealed to be 
all there is ± this breeds new quantities and subjects of ressentiment, and a nihilism 
be\RQd NieW]Vche¶V YiYid dUeamV.59  

The WUaQVlaWiRQ Rf RQe¶V cRQVciRXV Zill iQWR eQdV becRmes subordinated to the very logics by 

which it came into being.  

 

The resentment that stems from this tension between the feeling of superiority and the experience 

Rf Whe iQabiliW\ WR eQacW RQe¶V Zill iV fXUWheU heighWeQed b\ VSecific fRUmV Rf rationalization under 

 
55 ThiV cRUUeVSRQdV WR JacTXeV RaQciqUe¶V SeUVSecWiYe iQ The Names of History (1994), ZheUe he caVWV ³Whe cUiViV Rf 
aXWhRUiW\´ bURadl\ iQ WeUmV Rf a cUiViV Rf eYideQce, WhaW maQ\ WhiQkeUV Rf Whe SRVW-war period tried to come to terms 
with, and that was caused when the different bodies of authoritative knowledge that sustained the discourses of 
justification in politics came to be strained against one another. 
56 ³We liYe aV did Whe aQcieQWV ZheUe WheiU ZRUld ZaV QRW \eW diVeQchaQWed Rf iWV gRdV aQd demRQV, RQl\ Ze liYe iQ a 
diffeUeQW VeQVe« [T]he beaUiQg Rf maQ haV beeQ diVeQchaQWed aQd deQXded Rf iWV m\VWical bXW iQZaUdl\ genuine 
SlaVWiciW\.´ WebeU, Science as a Vocation, 148.  
57 Weber, The Protestant Ethic, 124. See also Breen, Under Weber’s Shadow, 14. 
58 Schmitt, Carl. Dialogues on Power and Space. Polity Press, 2015, 47.  
59 Brown, Wendy. In the Ruins of Neoliberalism: The Rise of Antidemocratic Politics in the West. Columbia University 
Press, 2019, 163.  
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mRdeUQ caSiWaliVm. WebeU deVcUibeV Whe mRdeUQ age aV chaUacWeUiVed b\ Whe ³e[SecWaWiRQ Rf SURfiW 

b\ Whe XWili]aWiRQ Rf RSSRUWXQiWieV fRU e[chaQge´ ± ³RSSRUWXQiWieV´ WhaW aUe Uadicall\ imSeUVRQal.60 

Whilst he acknowledges an increase of material productivity under capitalism, Weber is 

cRQceUQed WhaW iW cRmeV aW Whe cRVW Rf ³VSRQWaQeRXV hXmaQ UelaWiRQV´ aQd Whe XQleaVhiQg Rf 

controlled consumerism that disciplines and oppresses creative energies of individuals. In 1932, 

Karl Löwith summarizes the process of rationalization:  

That which was originally a mere means (to an otherwise valuable end) becomes itself an 
end or an end in itself. ... This reversal marks the whole of modern civilization, whose 
arraQgemeQWV, iQVWiWXWiRQV aQd acWiYiWieV aUe VR µUaWiRQaliVed¶ WhaW ZheUeaV hXmaQiW\ RQce 
established itself within them, now it is they which enclose and determine humanity like 
aQ µiURQ cage¶. HXmaQ cRQdXcW, fURm Zhich WheVe iQVWiWXWiRQV RUigiQall\ aURVe, must now 
in turn adapt to its own creation which has escaped the control of its creator.61  

Weber, just as much as Schmitt, suspected that the intersection between modern capitalism and 

the nihilism caused by the loss of authorities and the demise of meaningful political structures 

ZRXld haYe deWUimeQWal cRQVeTXeQceV fRU SRliWical life. WebeU¶V YiViRQ Rf Whe µiURQ cage¶ Rf 

modern society describes the increasing regimentation and bureaucratization of all spheres of 

human life, including the political. With that, modern politics has become an instrumental means 

torn between the antagonistic forces of the plurality of values. Since political life can no longer 

be justified and held together in reference to absolute and common values, normative justification 

is reduced to subjective individual decisions. With the figure of the charismatic leader, Weber 

turns to a deeply personal and individualistic form of authority to fill the dearth of modernity. For 

him, meaning and freedom require the leadership of exceptional individuals as to steer the 

apolitical and passive mass of modern societies. Weber thus poses the personal authority of the 

charismatic leader against traditional and bureaucratic-legal authority, sovereign intervention 

against socio-political machines, and individual commitment against the social order.  

 

AlWhRXgh HaQQah AUeQdW QeYeU e[SliciWl\ eQgageV ZiWh WebeU¶V ZRUk, WhURXghRXW heU ZUiWiQgV 

Whe WhemeV Rf ³ZRUld alieQaWiRQ´ aQd Whe ³UiVe Rf Whe VRcial´ VXggeVW a cRQceUQ ZiWh mRdeUQiW\ 

that echReV WebeU¶V diagQRViV.62 AUeQdW, ZhR XQdeUVWaQdV ³ZRUld alieQaWiRQ´ aQd Whe ³UiVe Rf Whe 

VRcial´ iQ WeUmV Rf VXbjecWificaWiRQ, echReV WebeU¶V RbVeUYaWiRQ WhaW WheUe QR lRQgeU aUe XlWimaWe 

and supreme values in public life providing authoritative structures and orientation for that life. 

Arendt argues, ± iQ WeUmV YeU\ VimilaU WR ZhaW WebeU deVcUibeV aV Whe ³diVeQchaQWmeQW´ Rf Whe 

world ± developments in modern science challenged religion, and with it, the sense of universal 

and absolute foundations from which the authority of the political realm could be derived. This is 

one of the three challenges that have driven the gradual breakdown of authority in the modern 

 
60 Weber, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, xxxii  
61 Breen, Under Weber’s Shadow, 13.  
62 See Breen, Under Weber’s Shadow, Introduction, also 93, and Chapter 4.  
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age, identified by Arendt in a lecture held at New York University in 1953.63 Furthermore, with 

the rise of natural science, Arendt believes, people began losing their faith in the identity of being 

and appearance. Finally, for Arendt, the triumph of contemplation (theǀria) over experimentation 

aV Whe SaWh WR kQRZledge, begaQ WR Vhake hXmaQiW\¶V cRnfidence in their mundane senses. A 

philosophy of doubt, together with its Cartesian solution ± to turn in upon the self and search for 

indubitable truths through introspection ± took the place of such certainty, influencing also 

political considerations. The moderns concluded that knowledge could only issue from man and 

the mind itself, rather than what is revealed from the world. From the modern alienation from the 

ZRUld fRllRZed a ³flighW fURm Whe eaUWh iQWR Whe XQiYeUVe aQd fURm Whe ZRUld iQWR Whe Velf´ that 

changed our relation to the world and environment.64 It was man himself that came to be the 

measure of all things, whereby nature, world, culture, and politics lost their intrinsic worth and 

became UedXced WR WheiU meaQiQg fRU maQ¶V VXbjecWiYiW\. The cRQVeTXeQce ZaV WhaW ³[W]he 

WUaQVceQdeQW VRXUce [ZaV] QR lRQgeU aSSaUeQW iQ Whe SeUVRQ ZhR ZaV YeVWed ZiWh iW.´ IQVWead, ³Whe 

³SeUVRQ heUVelf ZaV beiQg aVked ± aQd cRXld QRW aQVZeU.´65 Arendt further argues that without 

naturally vested authority, authoriW\ became ideQWified ZiWh SRZeU aQd YiRleQce: ³ZhReYeU haV 

SRZeU haV aXWhRUiW\.´66 So did Hobbes, for example, come to identify monarchy with tyranny. In 

WhiV VeQVe, fURm aQ AUeQdWiaQ SeUVSecWiYe, WebeU¶V VXbVWiWXWiRQ Rf SRliWical aXWhRUiW\ ZiWh 

personal power is inadequate to provide politics with the required permanence and meaning.  

 

Distrustful of romanticism, psychoanalysis and modern philosophies of consciousness, 
Arendt sees the celebration of subjectivity as symptomatic of a loss of culture and politics. 
PaUWicXlaUl\ ³SeUQiciRXV´ iV Whe age-old identification of political freedom with the 
solitary freedom of the will, which led Weber and many others to identify politics with 
sovereign mastery and inner charisma.67 

 

In fact, the shift of meaning toward subjective will and personal deliberation perpetuates 

mRdeUQiW\¶V ill b\ fXUWheU deYiWali]iQg VhaUed YalXeV aQd cRmmRQ VSaceV. AbRYe WhaW, WheUe iV QR 

longer any form of legitimate personal authority, for such authority stands in necessary tension 

ZiWh ³Whe SheQRmeQRQ Rf cRQfRUmiVm´ WhaW, accRUdiQg WR AUeQdW, aSSeaUed ZiWh ³Whe UiVe Rf Whe 

VRcial´ iQ mRdeUQ VRcieW\. AUeQdW deVcUibeV, agaiQ iQ WeUmV VimilaU WR WhRVe WebeU XVeV fRU Whe 

fRUmaWiRQ Rf aQ ³iURQ cage´ XQdeU mRdern capitalism, how with the rise of bureaucracy members 

of society are expected to behave rather than act. SRcieW\ ³QRUmali]eV´ iWV membeUV; iW embUaceV 

and controls its members equally and with equal strength.68 No one can then be vested with 

authority, for to do so runs against this understanding of equality. Instead of personal government 

 
63 Arendt, Breakdown of Authority. 
64 Arendt, Human Condition, 6.  
65 AUeQdW, µBUeakdRZQ Rf AXWhRUiW\¶, IV.  
66 AUeQdW, µBUeakdRZQ Rf AXWhRUiW\¶, IV. 
67 Breen, In Weber’s Shadow, 95.  
68 Arendt, The Human Condition, II. 6. The Rise of the Social, especially 40-41. 
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aQd UXle, mRdeUQ VRcieW\ becRmeV aQ ³admiQiVWUaWiRQ Rf WhiQgV.´69 With the rise of universal 

equality, it was no longer possible to justify a body politic that distinguished between those with 

authority to rule, and those who are ruled. Instead, what we experience is the ³UXle b\ QRbRd\,´ 

which, Arendt argues, has demonstrated ± in the form of the genocides of the 20th century ± a 

potential to become one of the cruellesW aQd mRVW W\UaQQical fRUmV Rf UXle. She aUgXeV WhaW ³Whe 

VRcieW\ Rf jRbhRldeUV demaQdV Rf iWV membeUV a VheeU aXWRmaWic fXQcWiRQiQg´ Zhich fRUced Whe 

mRdeUQ age, ³Zhich begaQ ZiWh VXch XQSUecedeQWed aQd SURmiViQg RXWbXUVW Rf hXmaQ acWiYiW\ 

(«) ma\ eQd iQ Whe deadlieVW, mRVW VWeUile SaVViYiW\ hiVWRU\ haV eYeU kQRZQ.´70 Lastly, with the 

industrial revolution, the idea of progress has replaced the notion of beginning, which no longer 

holds significance for modern politics. With that, also the third part of the Roman trinity, tradition, 

lost its political meaning. The world changed to such an extent that the past was no longer 

authoritative.71 What is lost is, of course, not the past itself, but instead tradition as a common 

WhUead WhaW hRldV WRgeWheU ³Whe YaVW UealmV Rf Whe SaVW´ aQd RffeUV a QaUUaWiYe WhaW cRQQecWV XV WR 

WhRVe befRUe XV aQd gXideV WhRVe QeZ begiQQeUV WhURZQ iQWR RXU ZRUld. ³Notre heritage n’est 

précédé d’aucun testament ± µRXU iQheUiWaQce ZaV lefW WR XV b\ QR WeVWameQW,¶ AUeQdW ciWeV FUeQch 

poet René Char, writing in the aftermath of the second World War.72 With the demise of religion 

and tradition, authority had lost the two pillars upon which it was legitimized and orientated.  

AUeQdW¶V diagQRViV Rf ZRUld-alieQaWiRQ diffeUV fURm WebeU¶V iQVRfar as she understands the 

consequences to be even mRUe dUaVWic: ³Whe cUiViV Rf aXWhRUiW\´ cRmSURmiVeV RXU abiliW\ WR acW 

SRliWicall\, aQd WhXV RXU YeU\ VeQVe Rf UealiW\, Rf VRmeWhiQg laVWiQg. AV PaVVeUiQ d¶EQWUqYeV 

emphasizes, for Arendt 

 

Once this world of shared experience and action is lost, our identity becomes precarious 
and reality more doubtful, that is, we can no longer provide a coherent narrative about 
ourselves, find confirmation of our identity with others, or validate the existence of a 
common, objective reality.73  

 

The meaQiQg Rf ³ZRUld´ iQ AUeQdW¶V ZRUk WheUefRUe WakeV RQ WZR dimeQViRQV. IW deQRWeV Whe ZRUld 

as it is constituted by those µhXmaQ aUWificeV¶ ± things, objects, infrastructures, and institutions ± 

that both relate and separate human beings and provide the material of a shared life. This tangible 

in-between that grants people a common frame of reference and a worldly existence that exceeds 

iQdiYidXal liYeV. IQ WhaW VeQVe, ³ZRUld´ deQRWeV a Sh\Vical VSace ZiWhiQ Zhich SeRSle beings meet 

 
69 Arendt, Breakdown of Authority, IV. 
70 Arendt, The Human Condition, 322. 
71 See AUeQdW, µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\?¶, 93-94. 
72 AUeQdW, µPUeface: The GaS BeWZeeQ PaVW aQd FXWXUe¶. Between Past and Future: Eight Exercises in Political Thought, 
Penguin Books, 2006, 3.  
73 PaVVeUiQ d¶EQWUqYeV, MaXUi]iR. The Political Philosophy of Hannah Arendt. Routledge, 1994, 26. Arendt elaborates 
this, e.g., in her discussion of the Cartesian doubt and the sensus communis. Arendt, Hannah. The Life of the Mind. 
Harcourt, Inc., 1981. Thinking, 45-52.  
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and interact.74 IQWeUZRYeQ ZiWh WheVe Sh\Vical iQfUaVWUXcWXUeV iV a fXUWheU ³ZRUld,´ aQ 

iQWeUVXbjecWiYe µiQ-beWZeeQ,¶ Zhich WheVe iQfUaVWUXcWXUeV VWUiYe WR UeSUeVeQW (iQ Whe mRVW liWeUal 

sense of making present). This duplication of the world is closely related to the experience of the 

³Velf´ aQd ³UealiW\.´ The public space is where we meet and interact with others, where we 

encounter and compare perspectives different from our own, where we not only find reassurance 

of our own identity, but further confirm the existence of a shared reality that exists beyond our 

personal experiences.75 It is appearance ± that which is being seen and heard by others as well as 

by ourselves ± that constitutes reality.76 Weber, too, was worried about the pathologies of 

rationalization, particularly the loss of meaning (Sinnverlust) entailed in processes of cultural 

rationalization and the loss of freedom as a result of societal rationalization.77 His concern, 

however, with the diminishing of the political is the loss of the individual in mass society and to 

the rationalization in science and bureaucratic rule.78 For Arendt, the rise of the social and its 

processes of rationalization and determinism threatens our worldliness, our sense of our actions 

having meaning beyRQd RXU RZQ mRUWal e[iVWeQce. The ³cUiViV Rf aXWhRUiW\´ imSlicaWeV RXU 

experience of permanence and stability in the public space, and thus our ability to establish our 

own identity and, above that, a satisfactory sense of reality. For Arendt,  

 

a society of men who, without a common world which would at once relate and separate 
them, either live in desperate lonely separation or are pressed together into a mass. For a 
mass-society is nothing more than that kind of organized living which automatically 
establishes itself among human beings who are still related to one another (in virtue of 
being members of the human species) but have lost the world once common to all of 
them.79  

 
74 See Arendt, The Human Condition, 53. BRQQie HRQig cUiWicall\ deYelRSV AUeQdW¶V emShaViV RQ Whe maWeUial aVSects 
Rf Whe cRmmRQ ZRUld aQd e[amiQeV hRZ iWV deVWUXcWiRQ allRZed fRU QeZ fRUmV Rf SRSXliVW µVhRck-SRliWicV.¶ HRQig, 
Bonnie. Public Things: Democracy in Disrepair. First edition, Fordham University Press, 2017. 
75 ThiV iV cRQQecWed WR, ZhaW PaVVeUiQ d¶EQWUqYeV cRiQV, ³e[SUeVViYe´ aVSecW Rf AUeQdW¶V cRQceSW Rf SRliWical acWiRQ. IW 
cRQVWiWXWeV aQ imSRUWaQW fRXQdaWiRQ fRU AdUiaQa CaYaUeUR¶V (2012) ³eWhicV Rf UelaWiRQaliW\´ aQd haV iQflXeQced UelaWiRQal 
WheRUieV Rf VXbjecWiYaWiRQ VXch aV JXdiWh BXWleU¶V (2005). It has been reproached for various reasons, e.g., Martin Jay 
(and slightly differently George Kateb) dismisses it for its lack of a normative or moral dimension and understand it to 
be dangerously aesthetical. For a fruitful discussion of the concept and defence against various reproaches see Passerin 
d¶EQWUqYeV, Political Philosophy of Hannah Arendt, 85-95; see also Villa, Dana Richard. Arendt and Heidegger: The 
Fate of the Political. Princeton University Press, 1996, 115, 155-157. I ZRXld aUgXe, hRZeYeU, WhaW PaVVeUiQ d¶EQWUqYeV 
overemphasizes the communicative aspect of action and misses the agonistic aspect, which for example Dana Villa and 
Bonnie Honig highlight in their reading of Arendt.  
76 See Arendt, The Human Condition, 50. 
77 See PaVVeUiQ d¶EQWUqYeV, Political Philosophy of Hannah Arendt, 22-24. PaVVeUiQ d¶EQWUqYeV, fRllRZiQg MaQfUed 
Riedel, argues that with her problematization of modern subjectivity as detachment of man from the world, Arendt 
remains close to those thinkers after Hegel (particularly Nietzsche and Heidegger) who understood the modern 
individual as non-integrable in worldly institutions and societal normativity. This tradition is distinguished from the 
Weberian analysis of modernity and its focus on rationalization.  
78 See PaVVeUiQ d¶EQWUqYeV, Political Philosophy of Hannah Arendt, 24. 
79 AUeQdW, HaQQah. µThe CRQceSW Rf HiVWRU\: AQcieQW aQd MRdeUQ¶. Between Past and Future, Penguin, 2006, 90. 
Arendt here establishes her problematic distinction between public and private. The private is where we tend to bodily 
needs and are thus succumbed to natural processes. The public, on the hand, is the realm where we can escape from 
our natural cyclicality and from necessity into a realm where our actions and words become meaningful beyond our 
individual existence. I will not be able to discuss this problematic adequately within the scope of this dissertation. 
However, I will note that I am QRW TXiWe \eW ZilliQg WR fXll\ UejecW AUeQdW¶V diVWiQcWiRQ fRU I WhiQk iW hRldV imSRUWaQW 
UeVRXUceV WR cRQWeVW Whe ³diVmaQWliQg Rf VRcieW\´ aQd ³Whe deWhURQemeQW Rf SRliWicV´ WhaW laid Whe gURXQd fRU QeZ fRUmV 
of authoritarianism in contemporary society, as Wendy Brown (2019) addresses. (Slightly ironic considering her 
VXbchaSWeU WiWled ³HaQQah AUeQdW¶V didQ¶W helS.´ I agUee ZiWh BRQQie HRQig¶V emShaViV RQ Whe SRliWi]aWiRQ aQd WhXV 
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Hannah Arendt, in retrospect, understood the demise of foundations and absolute authorities not 

to have directly caused, but certainly to have made possible the rise of totalitarian regimes and 

new forms of oppression previously existing only on the margins of Western societies. Indeed, in 

UeVSRQVe WR Whe ShilRVRSheU HaQV JRQaV¶V call for a reviving investigation of ultimate grounds, 

AUeQdW UeSlieV WhaW Vhe iV ³SeUfecWl\ VXUe WhaW WhiV ZhRle WRWaliWaUiaQ caWaVWURShe ZRXld QRW haYe 

happened if people still had believed in God, or in hell rather ± that is, if there were still 

XlWimaWeV.´80 We find ourselves today ± iQ heU ³WRda\´±, Arendt argues, in a world in which 

religion and tradition no longer act as frameworks that constrain our freedom and political actions. 

AV I Zill addUeVV iQ mRUe deWail iQ Whe fRXUWh chaSWeU, AUeQdW¶V XQdeUVWaQding is not quite as 

SeVVimiVWic aV WebeU¶V, fRU Whe demiVe Rf WUadiWiRQal fRUmV Rf aXWhRUiW\ alVR SURYideV XV ZiWh QeZ 

possibilities for world building and innovative political action. The challenge that remains, 

hRZeYeU, iV WR fiQd a QeZ Za\ Rf ³VeWWliQg dRZQ iQ Whe gaS beWZeeQ SaVW aQd fXWXUe´ ± and of 

imagining what sorts of authority can properly be grounded and exercised in that gap.81 

 

The question remains: can democratic societies still hold things in common ± terms, narratives, 

senses of identity, purpose, of project and common action±in a way that does not violate 

democratic values of freedom and equality? In many ways, contemporary political theory echoes 

the concerns voiced by Weber, Arendt and Schmitt, giving their diagnosis of modern politics new 

thrust. In her 2019 study on the rise of antidemocratic politics in the West, Wendy Brown tends 

to the intersection of modern nihilism with neoliberal logics dominating contemporary US 

VRcieW\. BURZQ SRiQWV XV WR Whe UiVe Rf ³aXWhRUiWaUiaQ fUeedRm,´ deVcribing how freedom has been 

torn out of the habitus of traditional values and structures. Instead, it takes the form of an 

unrestrained will to power that is detached from any concern for others and for a world that is 

held in common, and has particularly no regard for the compact between generations upon which 

the social order had previously rested. In modern society, the habitus of traditional values and 

VWUXcWXUeV VWaQdV iQ WeQViRQ ZiWh ³aXWhRUiWaUiaQ fUeedRm´ aQd ZiWh QeRlibeUal lRgicV eQfRUciQg 

processes of entrepreneurialization, monetization, and financialization, whereby members of 

VRcieW\ cRme WR be WXUQed iQWR fRUmV Rf hXmaQ caSiWal ³all Whe Za\ dRZQ´ ± VelliQg RQe¶V VRXl iV 

QRZ ³TXRWidiaQ,´ accRUdiQg WR BURZQ.82 The consequence is the appearance of unprecedented 

destructive forces in contemporary US politics: 

 

The cRmbiQaWiRQ Rf QeRlibeUaliVm¶V deSUecaWiRQ Rf Whe SRliWical aQd Whe VRcial aQd a 
desublimated, wounded white masculinity together generate a disinhibited freedom, one 
symptomizing ethical destitution even as it often dresses in religious righteousness or 

 
contestation of the distinction itself. See especially Honig, Bonnie. µTRZaUd aQ AgRQiVWic FemiQiVm: HaQQah AUeQdW 
aQd Whe PRliWicV Rf IdeQWiW\¶. Feminist Interpretations of Hannah Arendt, Pennsylvania State University Press, 1995, 
144-156.  
80 Hill, Melvyn A., Hannah Arendt: The Recovery of the Public World. St. MaUWiQ¶V PUeVV, 1979, 313±314. 
81 AUeQdW, µPUeface¶, 13.  
82 Brown, In the Ruins, 163. 



 27 

conservative melancholy for a phantasmatic past. This freedom is paradoxically 
expressed as nihilism and against nihilism, attacking and destroying while faulting its 
objects of derision for the ruin of traditional values and order. It is freedom unbridled and 
uncultured, freedom to put a stick in the eye of accepted norms, freedom from care of the 
morrow. This is the freedom remaindered by nihilism, in the making for centuries and 
intensified b\ QeRlibeUaliVm iWVelf. IW iV Whe fUeedRm Rf ³I Zill becaXVe I caQ, becaXVe I 
believe in nothing and I am nothing other than my will to power.83 
 

IQ Whe Vame SRliWical cRQWe[W aQd iQ maQ\ Za\V RYeUcURVViQg ZiWh BURZQ¶V diagQRViV, BRQQie 

Honig is concerned with the deprivation of the public and stable points for the orientation of 

SRliWical acWiRQ. ThiV diVRUieQWaWiRQ SaYeV Whe Za\ fRU ZhaW NaRmi KleiQ cRiQed ³VhRck SRliWicV,´ 

allRZiQg WhRVe emSRZeUed b\ Whe cXUUeQW VWaWe WR ³flRRd Whe SXblic¶V VeQVeV Zith stimuli such that 

we are overwhelmed, desensitized, and disoriented, left nearly incapable of response or action 

becaXVe Ze aUe cRQfXVed, e[haXVWed, RU faWigXed.´84  

 

³The deaUWh´ WhaW ZaV lefW b\ Whe YaQiVhiQg Rf aXWhRUiW\ iQ Whe SRliWical VSheUe haV cRQWUibXWed WR 

the rise of new authoritarian forms of politics that actively undermine democratic life. Democratic 

theory struggles to distinguish these authoritarian forms of rule from authoritative politics that 

cRXld SURYide SeUmaQeQce aQd VWabiliW\ WR demRcUaWic UegimeV agaiQVW aXWhRUiWaUiaQ ³VhRck-

SRliWicV´. BefRUe WXUQiQg WR cRQWemSRUaU\ accRXQWV WhaW aWWemSW WR ValYage a demRcUaWic 

conceptualisation of authority, it is necessary to understand first the foundational understanding 

that has vanished in modernity. The following section, therefore, considers the relationship 

between foundationalism and authority, and it looks at the Roman understanding of auctoritas 

that, according to Arendt, demonstrates that it is not authority per se that has been lost for modern 

politics.  

 

2. Authority and political foundationalism  

 

In the aftermath of the French Revolution, conservative thinkers insisted upon the significance of 

authority as an integral part of the legitimacy of the political regime. The term became a device 

raised against the doctrine of popular sovereignty that was proclaimed by the driving forces of 

revolutionary politics. The legitimacy of the political order, from a conservative point of view, 

relied on the representation of a higher order; legitimate regimes were rooted in religious 

foundations and, from there, had naturally developed from their grounding in tradition and 

customs. The understanding of authority prevalent in Western politics was thus inseparable from 

political foundationalism. Friedrich Julius Stahl, who developed a theory of legitimatistic 

 
83 Brown, In the Ruins. See also SlXga, HaQV. µDRQald TUXmS: BeWZeeQ PRSXliVW RheWRUic aQd PlXWRcUaWic RXle¶. Truth 
and Power. Hans Sluga on Philosophy., Feb. 2017, http://www.truthandpower.com/donald-trump-between-populist-
rhetoric-and-plutocratic-rule/. 
84 Honig, Shell-Shocked, 13.  
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conservatism that still holds great influence on German constitutional theory, defines authority as 

the absolute and divine right from where the king derives the legitimacy of his rule.85 The 

principle of legitimacy at play here equates to the conviction of divine providence underlying 

human affairs, i.e., the enthronement of the king is legitimate because God willed it.86 As Arendt 

notes that for long time it was self-evident that ³Whe VRXUce Rf WheiU aXWhRUiW\, Zhich legiWimaWeV 

the exercise of power, must be beyond the sphere of power and, like the law of nature or the 

commands of God, must not be man-made«´87 Accordingly, thinkers like Stahl were resolute in 

their conviction that authority contradicts a democratic principle of legitimacy and the idea of 

popular sovereignty. Authority is incompatible with the active participation of citizens in political 

decisions: the fluctuations in public opinion together with the conflicting positions taken by 

different groups in a society would not be able to provide a political regime with the necessary 

permanence and stability. Stahl vehemently criticized the idea that the historically and organically 

grown authority of Christian monarchies could be replaced by authority artificially constructed 

on the basis of popular sovereignty; the principle of plebiscitarian legitimacy together with an 

idea Rf a ³demRcUaWic aXWhRUiW\´ cRXld thus not substitute for the personal and absolute form of 

authority provided by a Christian monarchy: authority could not be given by the people.88 Here is 

how Stahl put it in his speech to parliament: 

 
How can the supporters of that system come before us with such confidence after the 
experiences of 1848? Did they not face the unleashed movement just as that sorcerer's 
apprentice faced the waters which he had conjured up and was no longer able to control? 
They had forgotten the spell to banish them, or rather this spell was not in the dictionary, 
becaXVe WhiV VSell iV called µaXWhRUiW\.¶ TheUe Whe\ ZaQWed WR adjXUe Whe ZaWeUV ZiWh Whe 
VSell Rf Whe V\VWem: µMajRUiW\, MajRUiW\.¶89  
 

SWahl¶V defeQce Rf ChUiVWiaQ mRQaUchieV iV XQdeUgiUded b\ a mRUe fXQdameQWal conviction that 

political rule can only function upon foundations that lie beyond the fluctuations of human affairs. 

The understanding of authority, that Stahl, offers is deeply influenced by its institution in the 

Roman Catholic Church. Indeed, Arendt notes, it was only in the Christian era that the idea, 

PlaWRQic iQ RUigiQ, WhaW Whe \aUdVWickV agaiQVW Zhich ³Whe YiVible, cRQcUeWe affaiUV Rf meQ ZeUe WR 

be meaVXUed aQd jXdged´ WhemVelYeV ZeUe WR UemaiQ ³iQYiVible,´ fRU Whe\ la\ iQ Whe VSiUiWXal 

Uealm, ³XQfRlded iWV fXll SRliWical effecWiYeQeVV.´90 Accordingly, although toward the end of the 

Kulturkampf with Prussia the Catholic Church compromised in regard to the new republican and 

 
85 Eschenburg, Über Autorität, 114-115. 
86 Friedrich Julius Stahl, Philosophie des Rechts, Bd. II/2, cited in Eschenburg, Über Autorität, 114. [I was not able to 
geW hRld Rf SWahl¶V ZRUk fURm EQglaQd.] 
87 AUeQdW, µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\?¶, 111. 
88 Eschenburg, Über Autorität, 114-115. 
89 E[ceUSW fURm JXliXV FUiedUich SWahl¶V SaUliameQW VSeech fURm 1850 diVcXVViQg Whe diVWiQcWiRQ beWZeeQ QaWXUall\ 
grown and constructed authority after the French Revolution. Cited in Eschenburg, Über Autorität, 116, translation my 
own. 
90 AUeQdW, µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\?¶, 127.  
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democratic governments, especially in France, it still proclaimed it necessary to reconcile new 

VWaWe fRUmV ZiWh ChUiVWiaQ dRcWUiQe becaXVe ³ViQce QR VRcieW\ caQ e[iVW XQleVV RQe iV aW Whe head 

of all, it follows that civil society also needs an authority to guide it. This authority, like society 

itself, is founded in nature and therefore has God himself as its ultimate cause. Therefore, he who 

has the right of command does not receive it from anywhere else but from God, the supreme Lord 

Rf all WhiQgV.´91 It was also within the Roman Catholic Church that this structure of authority was 

most persistent. Whilst institutionalized authority and the hierarchies of worldly rule in Europe 

dissipated in the aftermath of the French Revolution, it remained central in Catholic dogma: the 

Church was to be regarded as founded by God and this foundation continued to legitimate its 

monocratic and hierarchical constitution. Stahl, and as we will see in due course also Carl Schmitt, 

is concerned with two aspects of authority embodied in the institutional form of the Roman 

Catholic Church that he does not see replicated adequately in political orders that are based on 

plebiscitarian legitimacy: an understanding of authority as absolute foundation on one hand, and 

its worldly aSSeaUaQce iQ SeUVRQaliVWic fRUm, RQ Whe RWheU haQd. The SURclamaWiRQ, ³AXWhRUiW\, 

QRW MajRUiW\!,´ famRXVl\ bXW QRW TXiWe cRUUecWl\ cUediWed WR SWahl, QeaWl\ VXmmaUi]eV Whe claVVical 

decisionism into which Schmitt breathed new life, in response to the societal fissures that 

threatened to overthrow the vulnerable structure of parliamentary democracy in the Weimar 

Republic.92  

 

Hannah Arendt, however, reminds us that the metaphysical notion of authority that came to be 

dominant in Western political thought and that had become under threat in modernity is by no 

means inert, but is a specific understanding of authority, Platonic in origin, and constitutes a 

metaphysical deviation from the experience of authority in Roman politics. According to Arendt, 

in order tR cRmSUeheQd Whe ³cUiViV Rf aXWhRUiW\´ iQ mRdeUQiW\ iW iV imSeUaWiYe WR cRQceUQ RQeVelf 

with those features of Greek political philosophy which have so decisively influenced [the 

cRQceSW¶V] VhaSiQg.´93 In the fourth chapter of this work, I shall therefore UeWXUQ WR AUeQdW¶V 

critique of the Greek deviation of authority in more detail. In the following, I turn WR AUeQdW¶V 

discussion of the Roman notion of auctoritas, which is based upon the political experience of 

authoritative relations specific to Roman politics. Drawing out this political understanding of 

authority, I argue, allows us to recognise a certain variability of the concept that suggest that its 

reconceptualization from a post-foundational perspective is possible.  

 

 
91 From the encyclical of Leo XIII. Immortale Dei from 1885, cited in Eschenburg, Über Autorität, 128, translation my 
own.  
92 See Schmitt, Carl. Political Theology: Four Chapters on the Concept of Sovereignty. University of Chicago Press, 
University of Chicago Press, 2005, 33. SWahl himVelf QeYeU XWWeUed Whe ShUaVe ÄAXWRUiWlW, QichW MaiRUiWlW!´ IW iV UaWheU 
a terse summary of his parliament speech from 1850 discussing the distinction between naturally grown and constructed 
authority after the French Revolution, an excerpt of which I cited above. See Eschenburg, Über Autorität, 116.  
93 Eschenburg, Über Autorität, 106. 
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For the Romans, auctoritas was inherently tied to the original foundation of the city of Rome. 

The sacredness of the foundation lay at the heart of Roman society, and it was understood that 

once something was founded it would remain binding for all following generations. In 

consequence, auctoritas was deeply rooted in the soil of the city and Roman politics strictly bound 

to its locality. Arendt describes the peculiar structure of auctoritas through visual imagery:  

 

If one wants to relate this attitude to the hierarchical order established by authority and to 
visualize this hierarchy in the familiar image of the pyramid, it is as though the peak of 
the pyramid did not reach into the height of a sky above (or, as in Christianity, beyond) 
the earth, but into the depth of an early past.94  

 

ThiV iV Zh\, iQ cRQWUaVW WR Whe GUeekV, Whe RRmaQV ZeUe QRW able WR Va\: ³GR aQd fRXQd a QeZ 

ciW\, fRU ZheUeYeU \RX aUe \RX Zill alZa\V be a SRliV.´95 The Greek polis was spatially contingent; 

it was understood as an association of collectively responsible members who are equipped to 

make legally-fRXQded deciViRQV UegaUdiQg Whe ciW\¶V iQWeUQal gRYeUQaQce aV Zell aV iWV UelaWiRQ WR 

what lies outside its walls. The Romans, on the other hand, were bound to their origin, the patria. 

The founding of the original city could not be repeated elsewhere, which is why they had to add 

cRlRQieV WR RRme ³XQWil Whe ZhRle Rf IWal\ aQd, eYeQWXall\, Whe ZhRle Rf Whe WeVWeUQ ZRUld ZeUe 

united and administered by Rome as though the whole world were nothing but Roman 

hinterland.´96 Patria, the land of the fathers (patres), designates the homeland in the most literal 

sense. As Cicero points out, the Roman patria civitatis is an equivalent of patres naturae, the 

private home, the intimate and familiar. The home was a place to remember the dead and their 

virtues, where local and house gods were cultivated. Similarly, the patria civitatis, the home of 

the Roman, was a place of collective remembrance and religion.97  

Any form of authority in the present was necessarily derived from the original foundation and 

thus relied on the unbroken connection between past and present. This connection was provided 

through tradition: 

 

Tradition preserved the past by handing down from one generation to the next the 
testimony of the ancestors, who first witnessed and created the sacred foundation and 
then augmented it by their authority throughout the centuries. As long as this tradition 
was uninterrupted, authority was inviolate; and to act without authority and tradition, 

 
94 AUeQdW, µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\?¶, 124.  
95 AUeQdW, µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\?¶, 120. 
96 AUeQdW, µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\?¶, 120. 
97 Just how important the spatial aspect of authority was, is demonstrated by the role of Vesta, goddess of hearth fire, 
domestic life and domestic tranquility, who came to be the protectress of the city of Rome and thus occupied a 
distinguished place among earlier Roman divinities. Her shrine was located in the Roman forum, with a never-ceasing 
fire as the hearth of the nation. Like the hearth fire in the home which was not only essential for cooking and warmth 
but also served as a gathering place for the family and, in time, became associated with the spirit of that particular 
famil\, Whe heaUWh iQ VeVWa¶V WemSle became Whe hRme fRU Whe VSiUiW Rf Whe QaWiRQ aQd Whe V\mbRl Rf hRme fRU all RRmaQ 
citizens. It was custom when leaving the home for a business trip, or even a vacation, to carry some hearth fire in order 
WR keeS RQe¶V hRme clRVe. The VaQcWiW\ Rf hRXVe aQd heaUWh, aQd Whe cRQQecWiRQ WR Whe VRil, ZaV XQkQRZQ WR Whe GUeekV. 
See Arendt, What is Authority?, 121. 
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without accepted, time-honored standards and models, without the help of the wisdom of 
the founding fathers, was inconceivable.98 

 

Indeed, the word auctoritas was in fact derived from the verb augere, ³WR aXgmeQW.´99 The 

augmentation of Roman politics describes the idea that every political action was tied to the origin 

of the city and thereby provided continuity in the flux of human affairs. It then followed that 

institutions were legitimate because they reached beyond individual lives, bestowing them with a 

sense of immortality.100 Authority then really lay with the ancestors and founders (maiores)101 of 

the city, who, of course, were no longer among the living; yet their spirit was carried and kept 

alive by the elders (patres) in the Roman Senate. Contrary to the modern idea that one 

accumulates wisdom while growing into the future, the Romans ± so Arendt argues ± believed 

that growth was directed towards the past. The elders were the ones that had grown closer to the 

ancestors and thus to the very foundation of Rome itself. The responsibility of the Senate, 

endowed by the authority of the foundation, was to ensure that the foundation laid by the ancestors 

was upheld in augmentation and the tradition continued.102 The moVW ³cRQVSicXRXV´ characteristic 

Rf Whe SeQaWe ZaV, accRUdiQg WR AUeQdW, WhaW Whe\ did QRW haYe SRZeU: ³Cum potestas in populo 

auctoritas in senatu sit: µWhile SRZeU UeVideV iQ Whe SeRSle, aXWhRUiW\ UeVWV ZiWh Whe SeQaWe.´103 

The role of the Senate was to add ³aXWhRUiW\´, aXgmeQWaWiRQ, WR SRliWical acWiRQV aQd deciViRQV. 

AUeQdW heUe ciWeV MRmmVeQ WR deVcUibe Whe SeQaWe¶V acW iQ addiQg aXWhRUiW\ aV ³mRUe WhaQ adYice 

aQd leVV WhaQ a cRmmaQd, aQ adYice Zhich RQe ma\ QRW Vafel\ igQRUe,´ ZheUeb\ iW iV aVVXmed 

that ³Whe Zill aQd Whe acWiRQV Rf Whe SeRSle like WhRVe Rf childUeQ aUe e[SRVed WR eUURU aQd miVWakeV 

aQd WheUefRUe Qeed µaXgmeQWaWiRQ¶ aQd cRQfiUmaWiRQ WhURXgh Whe cRXQcilV Rf Whe eldeUV.´104 

AUeQdW¶V UefeUeQce WR MRmmVeQ heUe iV UaWheU miVleadiQg, fRU Whe QRWiRQ Rf ³adYice´ imSlieV WhaW 

Whe SeQaWe¶V cRQWUibXWiRQ WR SRZeU ZaV gXidaQce fRU acWiRQ, i.e., iV diUecWed WRZaUd Whe fXWXUe. IW 

iV, hRZeYeU, beWWeU XQdeUVWRRd aV a ³biQdiQg fRUce´ aV AUendt defines it in the following paragraph. 

She draws here a comparison to the religious binding force of the auspices, ³Zhich, XQlike Whe 

Greek oracle, does not hint at the objective course of future events but reveals merely divine 

approval or disapproval Rf deciViRQV made b\ meQ.´105 It is for this reason that the Roman gods 

 
98 ArendW, µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\?¶, 124. 
99 AUeQdW, µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\?¶, 121. 
100 See AUeQdW¶V diVcXVViRQ Rf immRUWaliW\ as mortals acquiring divine character in The Human Condition, 17-21 
101 See AUeQdW, µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\?¶, 121-122. 
102 Mommsen, Theodor. Römisches Staatsrecht. Benno Schwabe & Co. VeUlag, 1952, 1032ff; AUeQdW, µWhat is 
AXWhRUiW\?¶, 122f. Note the etymological kinship between home (patria), Whe eldeUV eTXaWiQg WR ³Whe faWheUV´ (patres). 
KRjqYe¶V defiQiWiRQ Rf WUadiWiRQal authority as the authority of the Father echoes this and indicates that the conceptual 
history of authority is deeply conflicted with a patriarchal narrative. Kojève, Alexandre. The Notion of Authority: A 
Brief Presentation. Verso, 2014, 14-15. In the folloZiQg chaSWeU, I giYe a VhRUW diVcXVViRQ Rf EUica R. EdZaUd¶V femiQiVW 
deconstructive critique of charismatic authority, which takes an important step toward a broader feminist 
reconceptualization of authority. See Edwards, Erica R. Charisma and the Fictions of Black Leadership. University of 
Minnesota Press, 2012. 
103 CiceUR, De LegibXV, 3, 12, 38, ciWed iQ AUeQdW, µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\?¶, 122f. IWalicV aUe AUeQdW¶V.  
104 Mommsen, Römisches Staatsrecht, 1032ff, aQd AUeQdW, µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\?¶, 123. IW iV fRU WhiV UeaVRQ, AUeQdW 
argues, that examples from education apply, and apply only, to the Roman understanding of authority.  
105 AUeQdW, µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\?¶, 123. 
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ZeUe QRW XQdeUVWRRd WR haYe ³SRZeU´ RYeU ZRUldl\ affaiUV.106 Similarly, the Roman Senate did 

not guide the actions of men, but confirmed their meaning in regard to the tradition of the past 

fRXQdiQg, ³addiQg, aV iW ZeUe, WR eYeU\ ViQgle mRmeQW Whe ZhRle ZeighW Rf Whe SaVW,´107 thereby 

giving actions gravitas. The Senate functioned ± Arendt here uses the words of Plutarch ± aV ³a 

ceQWUal ZeighW, like ballaVW iQ a VhiS, Zhich alZa\V keeSV WhiQgV iQ a jXVW eTXilibUiXm.´108 

³AXWhRUiW\,´ AUeQdW cRQclXdeV, ³iQ cRQWUadiVWiQcWiRQ WR SRZeU (potestas), had its roots in the past, 

but this past was no less present in the actual life of the city than the power and strength of the 

liYiQg.´109 

Strictly speaking, authority did not lie in the past event of founding per se, but instead its myth 

that kept all generations of Roman society connected to the past. It therefore was part of a practice. 

YeW, alWhRXgh Whe fRXQdiQg iWVelf ZaV a SRliWical aQd WhXV a hXmaQ acW, iW gaiQed a ³QeaUl\ 

VXSeUhXmaQ´ chaUacWeU aQd WheUefRUe diYiQe VigQificaQce WhURXgh iWV UeligiRXV cXlWiYaWiRQ. IQ Whe 

fourth chaSWeU Rf WhiV ZRUk, I WXUQ WR AUeQdW¶V cUiWiTXe Rf RRmaQ aXWhRUiW\ WhURXgh Zhich Vhe 

fabulizes a political practice of authority as an alternative to the Greek concept of authority, that 

became dominant in Western political thought.  

 

The Catholic Church maintained the Roman trinity of religion, tradition, and authority; however, 

it amalgamated it with a metaphysical structure of authority according to which the source of 

authority no longer lay in the soil and reached beyond the earthly realm, but came to be placed in 

Whe heaYeQV aQd WUaQVceQded hXmaQ acWiRQV. IW ZaV GRd¶V UeYelaWiRQ WhaW ZaV QRZ iQWeUSUeWed 

politically so that  

 

the standards for human conduct and the principle of political communities, intuitively 
anticipated by Plato, had been finally revealed directly, so that, in the words of modern 
PlaWRQiVW, iW aSSeaUed aV WhRXgh PlaWR¶V eaUl\ µRUieQWaWiRQ WRZaUd Whe XQVeeQ meaVXUe ZaV 
QRZ cRQfiUmed WhURXgh Whe UeYelaWiRQ Rf Whe meaVXUe iWVelf.¶110   

 

For Arendt, Roman auctoritas was an inherently political category, based upon the experience of 

the political realm.111 This understanding stands in contrast to the metaphysical gesture that 

grounds the realm of human affairs ± the flux of human deeds ± in something absolute, stable and 

 
106 See AUeQdW, µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\?¶, 123. IQ a fRRWQRWe, AUeQdW SRiQWV WR Whe ambigXiW\ Rf Whe LaWiQ ZRUd numen, which 
WRda\ haV becRme QeaUl\ XQWUaQVlaWable; iW iV WaQVlaWed aV ³diYiQe cRmmaQd´, hRZeYeU, iW iV deUiYed fURm nuere, ³WR 
QRd iQ affiUmaWiRQ.´ (285, footnote 35) 
107 AUeQdW, µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\?¶, 123.  
108 Plutarch, Life of Lycurgus, ciWed iQ AUeQdW, µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\?¶, 123.  
109 AUeQdW, µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\?¶, 122.  
110 Voegelin, Eric. The New Science of Politics: An Introduction. University of Chicago Press, 1987, 78. 
111 Arendt reminds us that while authority was enacted in Roman society as a political category, its theoretical 
XQdeUVWaQdiQg Uelied RQ Whe GUeek cRQceSWXali]aWiRQ: ³If Ze ZiVh QRW RQl\ WR cRmSUeheQd Whe acWXal SRliWical 
experiences behind the concept of authority ± which, at least in its positive aspect, is exclusively Roman ± but also to 
understand authority as the Romans themselves already understood it theoretically and made it part of their political 
tradition of the West, we shall have to concern ourselves briefly with those features of Greek political philosophy which 
haYe VR deciViYel\ iQflXeQced iWV VhaSiQg.´ AUeQdW, µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\?¶, 106.  
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permanent. The metaphysical remnants at the heart of the conceptual history of authority still 

haXQW WebeU¶V aQd SchmiWW¶V accRXQWV Rf SRliWicV, eYeQ WhRXgh bRWh Rf WheVe WhiQkeUV, aV I 

demonstrate in the following, depart from a post-foundational critique that recognizes the 

incompatibility of a foundationalist understanding of authority with modern democratic 

SUiQciSleV. EYeQ SchmiWW ackQRZledgeV WhaW ³SlebiVciWaUiaQ legiWimac\ iV Whe ViQgle W\Se Rf VWaWe 

jXVWificaWiRQ WhaW ma\ be geQeUall\ ackQRZledged aV Yalid WRda\.´112 This raises important 

questions: Can we imagine a post-foundational conceptualization of authority that is proper to 

modern democratic regimes? How can we think authority from the perspective of democratic 

politics, rather than from the perspective of the state that interpellates its subjects into quiet 

RbedieQce? AUeQdW¶V geVWXUe Rf dUaZiQg aSaUW Whe cRQceSW Rf aXWhRUiW\ iQWR WZR diffeUeQW 

understandings, the Roman notion of auctoritas and its Platonic deviation in form of a 

metaphysical conceptualization, demonstrates a fundamental mutability of the concept, which 

suggests that it is possible to imagine a post-foundational conceptualization of authority that is 

compatible with modern democracy. There remains one more question, however: considering that 

SchmiWW¶V TXeVW fRU a SRliWical aXWhRUiW\ SURSeU WR mRdeUQ demRcUaWic VRcieW\ cXlmiQaWeV iQ a 

fascist theory of decisionism, should democratic theory not instead reject authority altogether?   

 

The following work tends to these questions in detail. For now, however, the reader should be 

reminded that Friedrich Engels already noted that the desire for the abolishment of authority is 

driven by a dangerous phantasmagoria. He notes that for his fellow socialists iW ³suffices to tell 

them that this or that act is authoritarian fRU iW WR be cRQdemQed.´113 IQ UeVSRQVe WR ³the crusade 

agaiQVW ZhaW Whe\ call Whe SUiQciSle Rf aXWhRUiW\´ he responds:  

 

They demand that the first act of the social revolution shall be the abolition of authority. Have 
these gentlemen ever seen a revolution? A revolution is certainly the most authoritarian thing 
there is; it is the act whereby one part of the population imposes its will upon the other part 
by means of rifles, bayonets and cannon ² authoritarian means, if such there be at all; and if 
the victorious party does not want to have fought in vain, it must maintain this rule by means 
of the terror which its arms inspire in the reactionists. Would the Paris Commune have lasted 
a single day if it had not made use of this authority of the armed people against the 
bourgeois?114  
 

The following section tends to contemporary accounts of authority. It demonstrates that whilst 

the notion of authority has been addressed by liberal theory, though in a problematic way as I 

aUgXe, Whe cRQceSW UemaiQV RWheUZiVe ³XQfaVhiRQable´ aQd cRQWiQXeV to be brushed aside in  

political theory. However, to avoid the name of something ± authority in this case ± is simply 

 
112 Schmitt, Carl. Legality and Legitimacy. Transl. Jeffrey Seitzer, Duke University Press, 2004, 90. 
113 EQgelV, FUiedUich. µOQ AXWhRUiW\¶. Marx-Engels Reader, edited by Robert C. Tucker, W. W. Norton and Co., 1978, 
733. 
114 EQgelV, µOQ AXWhRUiW\¶, 733. 



 34 

ignoring rather than eliminating the thing itself. Resistance requires a name. Indeed, it might even 

be a lack of authority that drives certain aspect for contemporary far-right populist politics and 

the triumph of figures like Trump.  

 

3. Contemporary accounts of political authority and their limitations 
 
 
In the following, I will review how authority has been approached and conceptualised in two 

branches of democratic theory, liberal and post-structuralist thought. I demonstrate that liberal 

theory recognises that a foundationalist conceptualisation of authority is not compatible with 

democratic politics yet has not been able to offer an alternative. Post-structuralist thought, on the 

other hand, promises a more complex understanding of authority, but generally shies away from 

the notion of authority for its conservative connotations. I look specifically at the work of Nancy 

Luxon who promises to reintroduce the concept of authority from a post-structuralist perspective 

in order to distinguish between nourishing and authoritative relationships from harmful 

hierarchies that are based on force. I contend that in the end her work is not persuasive for it does 

not answer to her own question: how interpersonal authoritative relationships can move persons 

toward politics and turn their interpretation of authority toward democratic infrastructures and 

political frameworks that hold and stabilise democratic life.  

 

Liberal democratic theory turns to the concept of authority in the context of the difficulty 

to distinguish between different forms of civil disobedience, and to defend democratic institutions 

and procedures against populist movements. Robert Jubb (2019), for example, argues that an 

understanding of the role of authority, specifically in forms of democratic institutions and 

procedures, is necessary for the ability to respond to undemocratic forms of protest and civil 

disobedience. The problem he sees in previous liberal accounts of political authority, however, is 

that they make the question of authority an all or nothing matter. Immanuel Kant indeed denied 

the right of resistance to authority, although he bound the ruler to respect the freedom of his 

subjects, leaving his political thought an example of Lutheran quietism in the face of secular 

authority.115 Ultimately the political order is either fully authoritative (which in the case of 

RaZlV¶V ZRUk ZRXld RQl\ be Whe caVe if a VRcieW\ iV fXll\ jXVW, RU, fRllRZiQg hiV laWeU accRXQW, 

when it provides a set of basic liberties)116, or, as in the case with recent liberal work on civil 

disobedience (which Jubb judges to be too inclusive), authority is basically abandoned. Thus 

JXbb: Whe ³failXUe WR diVWiQgXiVh diffeUeQW kiQdV Rf aXWhRUiW\ a SRliWical RUdeU ma\ SRVVeVV leadV WR 

 
115 See Kennedy, Ellen. Constitutional Failure: Carl Schmitt in Weimar. Duke University Press, 2004, 62; I will return 
WR WhiV iQ Whe cRQWe[W Rf SchmiWW¶V cUiWiTXe Rf libeUal aQWi-authoritarianism in the third chapter. 
116 Stephen Perry, for example, insists that the legitimacy of a political authority must proceed as an investigation of 
the possibiliW\ Rf ³Whe eQWeUSUiVe aV a ZhRle SRVVeVViQg legiWimaWe SRliWical aXWhRUiW\´ UaWheU WhaQ RQ a caVe-by-case 
baViV. PeUU\, SWeSheQ. µPRliWical AXWhRUiW\ aQd ObligaWiRQ¶. Oxford Studies in Philosophy of Law, edited by Leslie Green 
and Brian Leiter, Vol. 2, Oxford University Press, 2013, 66. 
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a failure to distinguish different situations in which different forms of illegal protest and resistance 

aUe acceSWable.´117 Hence, at the heart of liberal thought there is a fundamental contradiction 

between the concept of authority and the idea of sovereign individualism, leaving no conceptual 

space for the reconsideration of authority. Even in the minimal understanding the idea of authority 

implies that there is a legitimate demand of obedience made of subjects and thus an implied duty 

of the subjects of authority to follow directives. This is difficult, if not impossible, to reconcile 

with the value of individual autonomy which lies at the heart of liberal account of democracy.118 

AQ\ accRXQWV VXch aV Dahl aQd SWiQebUickQeU¶V, ZhR XQdeUVWaQd aXWhRUiW\ WR imSl\ WhaW aQ RUdeU 

iV fRllRZed ³aXWRmaWicall\, XQcUiWicall\, aQd XQUeflecWiYel\,´ aUe immediately futile.119 For this 

reason, A. J. Simmons (1999, 2001) suggests leaving the notion of political authority aside 

completely. He argues that all left-libertarians ultimately have to be consent theorists about 

political authority, and to that extent defend philosophical anarchism. Now, the argument that all 

political orders lack political authority makes authority unproductive as a concept.120 A consent 

understanding of political authority is not only not helpful, it is per definitionem paradoxical. In 

order to respond to undemocratic forms of protest and civil disobedience, Jubb concludes that a 

disaggregated understanding of authority is instead required, i.e., an account of authority that can 

grasp gradations of political authority.121 Against that, Luxon in Crisis of Authority (2013) points 

out that the idea that the relationship between liberty and authority is not diametrical but rather is 

constantly re-negotiated, is not at all new to liberal thought. Classical liberals of the early modern 

period including Locke, Rousseau, and Kant all addressed authority in terms of educative 

 
117 JXbb, RRbeUW. µDiVaggUegaWiQg PRliWical AXWhRUiW\: WhaW¶V WURQg ZiWh RaZlViaQ CiYil DiVRbedieQce?¶ Political 
Studies, vol. 67, no. 4, Nov. 2019, 956. Critics of Rawls account of civil disobedience equally have not been able to 
SURYide aQ alWeUQaWiYe WR WhiV biQaUic cRQceSWXali]aWiRQ Rf aXWhRUiW\. ThiV iQclXdeV KimbeUle\ BURZQlee¶V mRUaliVW 
accRXQW (2012), ScheXeUmaQQ (2015), aV Zell cUiWicV fURm Whe Uadical demRcUaWic WUadiWiRQ VXch aV b\ RRbiQ CelikaWeV¶ 
(2014, 2016). All of them take a de facto anarchist position deleting political authority from their accounts and thereby 
leaving their accounts of civil disobedience too inclusive, according to Jubb. (961). Those thinkers who have offered 
alternative accounts of how a political order might come to be authoritative similarly are not able to contribute to a 
more complex understanding of authority as authority is reduced to the question of the legitimacy of the political regime 
without distinguishing authority as enacted withiQ: See fRU iQVWaQce JRVeSh Ra] ³VeUYice cRQceSWiRQ Rf aXWhRUiW\´; 
ChUiVWRSheU WellmaQ¶V ³PRliWical SamaUiWaQiVm´ (1996, 2005); RU accRXQWV WhaW aUUiYe aXWhRUiW\ RQ Whe gURXQdV Rf 
equality amongst citizens for instance by Thomas Christiano (2004, 2013) and David Estlund (2009). Furthermore, this 
alVR aSSlieV WR ZhaW A J SimmRQ¶V cRiQV ³QeceVViW\ accRXQWV´ (2001, 102-121) closer to the communitarian tradition 
which share the understanding that political authority - as in the authority of a political regime - to be a facticity and a 
necessity e.g. instance for allowing virtuous agency (Elizabeth Anscombes 1981, Tristan J. Rogers 2019), or for 
SURYidiQg ³cRmmRQ gRRd´ (GeRUge DXke 2017). 
118 See DXke, GeRUge. µPRliWical AXWhRUiW\ aQd Whe CRmmRQ GRRd¶. Political Studies, vol. 65, no. 4, 2017, 879; 
HeUVhRZiW], ScRWW. µThe RRle Rf AXWhRUiW\¶. The Philosopher’s Imprint, vol. 11, no. 7, 2011, 1, also Hershowitz, Scott. 
µThe AXWhRUiW\ Rf LaZ¶. The Routledge Companion to Philosophy of Law, edited by Andrei Marmor, Routledge, 2012, 
65±75; aQd WeQdW, FabiaQ. µJXVWice aQd PRliWical AXWhRUiW\ iQ LefW-LibeUWaUiaQiVm¶. Politics, Philosophy & Economics, 
vol. 14, no. 3, 2015, 320.  
119 Dahl Robert A., and Bruce Stinebrickner. Modern Political Analysis, 42. 
120 See Simmons distinction between legitimacy and justification. Simmons, A. John. Justification and Legitimacy: 
Essays on Rights and Obligations. Cambridge University Press, 2001, 102-121. Vallentyne (2007), Michael Otsuka 
(2005) and Hillel Steiner (2008) dismiss the concept of authority for similarly pragmatic reasons in their work. Fabian 
Wendt groups these thinkers who investigate potential justifications for certain state orders whilst agreeing on the 
impossibility of them holding political authority with Whe QRWiRQ Rf ³jXVWice-only-WheViV´. See WeQdW, FabiaQ. µJXVWice 
and Political Authority in Left-LibeUWaUiaQiVm¶. Politics, Philosophy & Economics, vol. 14, no. 3, 2015, 317. 
121 In his article, Jubb only indicates that authority might be held on the grounds that a regime responsive, even if it is 
QRW fXll\ demRcUaWic, iQ Whe VeQVe WhaW iWV ³bRXQdaUieV Rf acTXieVceQce caQ legiWimaWel\ be WeVWed, bXW Whe\ caQQRW be 
fRUced.´ JXbb, µDiVaggUegaWiQg PRliWical AXWhRUiW\¶, 968. 
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relationships vital to democratic society and the expression of individual freedom. Each drew on 

formative, personal relationships of authority to prepare citizens to occupy common public spaces 

organized through words and deeds. It appears that contemporary liberal theory, however, has 

come to forget the more complex accounts of authority of their predecessors and instead consider 

³aXWhRUiW\´ almRVW eQWiUel\ iQ WeUmV Rf UXleV WhaW biQd ciWi]eQV and government.122 Mark 

HaXgaaUd¶V VWXd\ Rf aXWhRUiW\ (2019) SURYideV a VlighWl\ mRUe cRmSle[ XQdeUVWaQdiQg Rf Whe 

cRQceSW. B\ UeadiQg WebeU¶V accRXQW Rf aXWhRUiW\ alRQgVide WheRUieV Rf SeUfRUmaWiYiW\ (fRllRZiQg 

the work of Austin and Wittgenstein), Haugaard highlights the epistemic aspect of authority. He 

demonstrates that authority depends on a successful performance within an epistemological 

structure. Haugaard thereby opens a more complex perspective on the relationship between 

authority and hegemonic politico-epistemological orders. Concerned with the idea that authority 

ZRXld becRme UelaWiYe WR e[iVWiQg belief V\VWemV, hRZeYeU, HaXgaaUd WakeV a ³QeR-Kantian, 

UeSXblicaQ, SUagmaWiVW WXUQ´ fRllRZiQg JRVeSh Ra]¶V VeUYice cRQceSWiRQ Rf aXWhRUiW\, ZheUeb\ 

political authority again becomes reduced to the question of the legitimacy of a specific political 

order and measured against liberal values of individual autonomy.123 

But it is not only the tradition of liberal thinkers that have come to reduce authority to 

oppressive relationships, as Luxon demonstrates: with the focus of contemporary scholars on 

FRXcaXlW¶V QRWiRQ Rf SRZeU, Whe cRQceSW Rf aXWhRUiW\ haV becRme ³XQfaVhiRQable.´124 Luxon 

argues that the reason for this is that appeals to authority are often understood to dismiss the 

complex disjuncture of power and knowledge and instead to rearticulate a traditional notion of 

order which remains more or less fixed and unchanging.125 The notion of power, on the other 

haQd, ZaV iQWURdXced fRU cXWWiQg: ³cXWWiQg WhURXgh Whe SeWWifRggery of elite politics, through the 

veneer of a normal politics, through the sediment of unexamined modes of political thought and 

SUacWice.´126 With that, Foucauldian scholarship is able to address the disciplinary aspects of 

power and thus constraints that classical consent theories of political authority in the liberal 

tradition were not able to capture. The concern with political authority came to be understood as 

a conservative venture intended merely to defend traditional and given societal hierarchies and 

power relations. The language of power, with its insights into the epistemological aspects that 

inhere in categories of rule, promised to set aside unstable distinctions between power, violence, 

and authority, and thus to capture the potency in all forms of politics and rule. From this 

 
122 Luxon, Crisis of Authority, 19. 
123 HaXgaaUd, µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\?¶, 128. HaXgaaUd fRllRZV Ra] cRQYicWiRQ WhaW a legiWimaWe aXWhRUiW\ acWV iQ Whe iQWeUeVW 
of those over whom it is exercised (grantees) for it indicates that the authority enacts the decision the individual would 
have made under ideal rational circumstances. See also Raz, Joseph. The Morality of Freedom. Clarendon Press, 1986. 
124 Indeed, when browsing through the indexes of anglophone scholarship on Foucault and English editions of 
FRXcaXlW¶V ZRUk, aXWhRUiW\ dReV QRW aSSeaU. ThiV for the least demonstrates that authority is not understood as a 
significant category associated for Foucault in the anglophone context. Of course, the available literature was not only 
restricted by language, but also by the literature available to the author at the library at the University of Brighton and 
University of Sussex.  
125 Luxon, Crisis of Authority, 17. 
126 Luxon, Crisis of Authority, 3. 
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perspective, attempts to distinguish analytically between (legitimate) forms of power and 

(illegitimate) coercive power came under suspicion.  

 

Luxon argues that one problem in general is that contemporary scholarship that follows 

FRXcaXlW¶V QRWiRQ Rf SRZeU iV SUeRccXSied ZiWh Whe UeSUeVViYe aVSecWV Rf SRZeU. IQ a 1980 

interview, however, Michel Foucault himself emphasizes that power relations cannot be reduced 

WR meUe UeSUeVViRQ: ³If I acceSWed Whe SicWXUe Rf SRZeU WhaW iV fUeTXeQWl\ adRSWed, Qamel\ WhaW iW¶V 

VRmeWhiQg hRUUible aQd UeSUeVViYe fRU Whe iQdiYidXal, iW¶V cleaU WhaW SUeYeQWiQg a child fURm 

VcUibbliQg RQ Whe ZallV ZRXld be aQ XQbeaUable W\UaQQ\.´ AQd he cRQWiQXeV, ³BXW WhaW¶V QRW iW: I 

say that power is a relatioQ. A UelaWiRQ iQ Zhich RQe gXideV Whe behaYiRU Rf RWheUV. AQd WheUe¶V QR 

reason why this manner of guiding the behavior of others should not ultimately have results which 

aUe SRViWiYe, YalXable, iQWeUeVWiQg, aQd VR RQ.´127 Luxon proposes to reconsider the concept of 

authority in order to distinguish nourishing and authoritative relationships from those hierarchies 

built on harm and force. She thus insists that such linguistic differentiations are valuable, even 

from a post-structuralist perspective which exactly criticizes and undermines strict analytical 

distinctions between different phenomena. Her project promises to challenge the common 

³SUeVXmSWiRQ WhaW Whe SRSXlaU e[SeUieQce Rf aXWhRUiW\ caQ QeYeU be mRUe WhaQ RbedieQce´ fRU 

behind it stands the assumption that liberty and authority are antithetical. Instead, Luxon argues 

WhaW Ze VhRXld WhiQk ³libeUW\ aQd aXWhRUiW\ aV eQWaQgled iQ SaUadR[,´ aQd WhXV WR be a UelaWiRQ WhaW 

needs continuous renegotiation. 128 In contemporary post-structuralist scholarship that addresses 

Whe SURdXcWiYe aVSecWV Rf SRZeU, VSecificall\ iQ UeVSRQVe WR FRXcaXlW¶V laWe ZRUk RQ Whe 

³WechQiTXeV Rf Whe Velf´ iQ HelleQiVWic aQd ChUiVWiaQ hiVWRU\ (FRXcaXlW¶V Wheme iQ iQYeVWigaWiQg 

sexuality in 1984, 1985, 1986), the notion of authority iV XVed WR deVigQaWe hRZ ³Whe eQfRldiQg Rf 

aXWhRUiW\´ Rf Whe Velf, Whe ZRUk Ze SeUfRUm XSRQ RXUVelYeV, UelaWeV WR RWheU fRUmV Rf aXWhRUiW\.129 

In that spirit, Luxon considers the hierarchical relationships of truth and trust that emerge from 

psychoanalytic pUacWice, aV Zell aV Whe SedagRgic WUaiQiQg iQYRlYed iQ FRXcaXlW¶V ZRUk RQ 

SaUUheVia, RU ³VSeakiQg WUXWh WR SRZeU,´ iQ RUdeU WR WhiQk abRXW hRZ WheVe SUacWiceV aQd WUaiQiQg 

nourish the ethical work that equips citizens to participate in democratic authority. Luxon 

UecRgQiVeV Whe VhRUWcRmiQg Rf WheVe accRXQWV Rf aXWhRUiW\ Zhich, b\ fRcXViQg RQ FRXcaXlW¶V 

 
127 Foucault cited in Luxon, Crisis of Authority, accRmSaQ\iQg Whe fURQW Siece Rf MRUiW] YRQ SchZiQd¶V The Prisoner’s 
Dream (1836) right after the title page.  
128 Luxon, Crisis of Authority, 19. 
129 See DeaQ, MiWchell. µFRXcaXlW, GRYeUQmeQW aQd Whe EQfRldiQg Rf AXWhRUiW\¶. Foucault and Political Reason: 
Liberalism, Neo-Liberalism and Rationalities of Government, edited by Andrew Barry et al., Routledge, 2005, 209±
29; Luxon draws on Judith Butler, who in her own work emphasizes that power relations are not merely repressive but 
indeed necessary and productive in the process of the formation of the self. In that context, Butler is also concerned 
ZiWh Whe fRUmaWiYe effecW Rf Whe ³aXWhRUiWaWiYe YRice´ Zhich hails the individual and thus the address of state authority 
as inaugurative. Luxon argues that Butler thereby considers how subjects might respond to hierarchies in way that 
redefine site so resistance and authorship. In The Psychic Life of Power (1997), fRU iQVWaQce, BXWleU ZUiWeV WhaW ³if, 
following Foucault, we understand power as forming the subject as well, as providing the very condition of its existence 
and the trajectory of its desire, then power is not simply what we oppose but also, in a strong sense, what we depend 
RQ fRU RXU e[iVWeQce aQd ZhaW Ze haUbRU aQd SUeVeUYe iQ Whe beiQgV WhaW Ze aUe.´ BXWleU, JXdiWh. The Psychic Life of 
Power: Theories in Subjection. Stanford University Press, 1997, 2.  
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notion of power, have displaced authority from the analysis of broader societal and political 

hierarchies towards self-formation and interpersonal relationshiSV: ³UQceUWaiQ Rf ZhaW mighW 

serve as foundation for governance, however provisional, political theorists have instead used the 

attention to power to focus more narrowly on questions of identity and self-fRUmaWiRQ.´130 Luxon 

laments that whilst the appeals to relational selfhood and ethical dispositions have been made 

fruitful as a first step to overcome broader structural challenges, there is still not a clear sense as 

to how such subjective experiences could connect to collective, political practices:  

 

Despite the impressive critiques offered of concepts central to liberal politics ± freedom, 
equality, justice ± and their political instantiations, contemporary politics still struggles to 
adapt these critiques for political practice in a way that does not deliver them back into the 
pathologies of liberalism.131  

For Luxon, the objective of restoring a modern notion of authority necessitates the intervention 

in problems of post-truth society, a society in which claims to truth and trust which traditionally 

sustain authoritative relationships have come to be understood to merely mask claims to power.132 

She WheUefRUe VeWV RXW Whe challeQge WR geQeUaWe QeZ gURXQdV fRU Whe ³VeemiQgl\ baQkUXSW cRQceSWV 

of political authority, trust and truth telling´133 Yet, her investigation in Crisis of Authority 

remains within the scope of inter-personal relationships and does not indicate how these insights 

translate to a broader structural level. The translatability of these relationships to a structural level 

cannot be taken for granted. In the context of her critique of the dialogical model of her teacher 

KaUl JaVSeU¶V, Zhich Vhe iQ eaUlieU ZRUkV SUaiVed fRU iWV fRcXV RQ cRmmXQicaWiRQ iQ cRQWUaVW WR Whe 

³e[iVWeQWial VRliSViVm´ Rf MaUWiQ HeideggeU, AUeQdW aUgXeV WhaW Whe ³I/ThRX´ UelaWiRQ caQ QeYeU 

be extended WR Whe ³SlXUal We´ Rf SRliWicV.134 Recall, too, that Arendt argued that the Platonic 

application of pedagogical relationships to authority in the political realm undermined the 

eTXaliW\ YiWal WR SRliWical UelaWiRQV. MaUk WeQmaQ QRWeV, LX[RQ¶V VWXd\ VhifWV Whe focus toward 

Whe TXeVWiRQ Rf aXWhRUiW\ agaiQ: ³IQ Whe cRQWe[W Rf SeUYaViYe miVWUXVW iQ SXblic RfficialV aQd SXblic 

institutions, and where the external markers of authority are in crisis, [Luxon] forcefully reasserts 

the distinction between legitimate authority and mere power and self-iQWeUeVW.´135 Yet Luxon 

caQQRW cRQYiQciQgl\ UeVSRQd WR heU TXeVWiRQ: hRZ iW iV SRVVible WR make ³eWhical jXdgemeQWV Rf 

SRZeU aQd SRliWicV iQ Whe abVeQce Rf a VhaUed SXblic cRQWe[W.´136  

 
130 Luxon, Crisis of Authority, 6. 
131 Luxon, Crisis of Authority, 6. 
132 Luxon, Crisis of Authority, 5. 
133 Luxon, Crisis of Authority, 2.  
134 See Villa, Arendt and Heidegger, 120. 
135 WeQmaQ, MaUk. µCUiViV Rf AXWhRUiW\: PRliWicV, TUXVW aQd TUXWh-Telling in Freud and Foucault. By Nancy Luxon. 
NeZ YRUk: CambUidge UQiYeUViW\ PUeVV, 2013. 357S. $99.00.¶ Perspectives on Politics, vol. 12, no. 4, Dec. 2014, 897±
99, 897. 
136 Luxon, Crisis of Authority, 4.  
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In contrast to Luxon, this work therefore turns to the thought of Weber, Schmitt, and Arendt for 

they reconceptualise authority from within the context of democratic institutions and regime 

politics. Before that, however, the last section of this chapter draws out the essential features of 

authority arguing that at the very heart of authority lies its own resistibility. This must constitute 

the point of departure to distinguish between authoritative and authoritarian politics for it allows 

to think authority with one foot in democratic contestation and resistance. So, let us begin again 

by asking the question: what is authority? 

4. Asking again: what is authority? 

AUeQdW¶V essay ³WhaW iV AXWhRUiW\?´ VXUel\ SURmiVeV a defiQiWiRQ Rf aXWhRUiW\. HRZeYeU, alUead\ 

iQ Whe fiUVW liQeV Vhe UecWifieV Whe TXeVWiRQ. ³IW ZRXld haYe beeQ ZiVeU WR aVk iQ Whe WiWle,´ Vhe VWaWeV, 

³What was ± and not what is ± aXWhRUiW\?´137 Indeed, it was at the pressure of her editors that 

Arendt changed the original title of her essay into the present tense. According to Arendt, there 

QR lRQgeU iV aQ ³aXWheQWic´ aQd ³XQdiVSXWable´ cRmmRQ e[SeUieQce Rf aXWhRUiW\ aQd, ZiWh WhaW, 

³Whe YeU\ WeUm haV becRme clRXded b\ cRQWURYeUV\ aQd cRQfXViRQ.´138 The rise of modernity was 

followed by a breakdown of traditional hierarchies and forms of authority that previously had 

been thought to be inseparable from the permanence and unity of the political order. Political 

authority, founded on religion and pre-revolutionary tradition, wilted away over the centuries. 

Although this crisis was, according to Arendt, political in origin and nature, it was not restricted 

to the political realm. The severity of the crisis is testified by itV e[SaQViRQ iQWR ³SUeSRliWical 

aUeaV´ VXch aV child-rearing and education, 

 

where authority in the widest sense has always been accepted as a natural necessity, 
obviously required as much by natural needs, the helplessness of the child, as by political 
necessity, the continuity of an established civilization which can be assured only if those 
who are newcomers by birth are guided through a pre-established world into which they 
are born as strangers.139 
 

AUeQdW iV cleaU: ³TheQ, aV Zell aV QRZ, QRWhiQg iV more questionable than the political relevance 

Rf e[amSleV dUaZQ fURm Whe field Rf edXcaWiRQ.´140 Indeed, as will be discussed further in the 

fRXUWh chaSWeU, AUeQdW ideQWifieV PlaWR¶V UecXUUiQg WR e[amSleV Rf aXWhRUiW\ fURm XQSRliWical 

relations as holding far-reaching and detrimental consequences for political relations. Yet it is 

iQdiVSXWable WhaW ³all Whe Rld Wime-honored metaphors and models for authoritarian relations have 

lRVW WheiU SlaXVibiliW\,´141 and we no longer commonly experience any self-evident relations to 

 
137 AUeQdW, µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\?¶, 91.  
138 AUeQdW, µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\?¶, 91. 
139 AUeQdW, µWhaW IV AXWhRUiW\?¶, 92.  
140 AUeQdW, µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\?¶, 118.  
141 AUeQdW, µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\?¶, 93.  
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authority, neither political nor in any other form.142 Authority, Arendt argues, has indeed 

³YaQiVhed´ fURm Whe ZRUld.143  

There are further complications that obstruct a theoretical understanding of political authority. In 

On Violence (1970), AUeQdW iQViVWV WhaW ³aXWhRUiW\´ UemaiQV Whe ³mRVW elXViYe´ aQd ³mRVW 

fUeTXeQWl\ abXVed´ SRliWical caWegRU\.144 She laments the lack of care that is given to the gradations 

in meaning of different political categories generally, arguing that it undermines the ability to 

understand gradations of rule as they appear in political life ± while recognizing that these 

different phenomena never appear in their pure form:  

 

It is, I think, a rather sad reflection on the present state of political science that our 
termiQRlRg\ dReV QRW diVWiQgXiVh amRQg VXch ke\ ZRUdV aV ³SRZeU,´ ³VWUeQgWh,´ ³fRUce,´ 
³aXWhRUiW\,´ aQd, fiQall\, ³YiRleQce´ ± all of which refer to distinct, different phenomena 
aQd ZRXld haUdl\ e[iVW XQleVV Whe\ did. (IQ Whe ZRUdV Rf d¶EQWUqYeV, ³mighW, SRZer, 
authority: these are all words to whose exact implication no great weight is attached in 
current speech; even the greatest thinkers sometimes use them at random. Yet it is fair to 
presume that they refer to different properties, and their meaning should therefore be 
caUefXll\ aVVeVVed aQd e[amiQed«. The cRUUecW XVe Rf WheVe ZRUdV iV a TXeVWiRQ QRW RQl\ 
Rf lRgical gUammaU, bXW Rf hiVWRUical SeUVSecWiYe.´) TR XVe Whem aV V\QRQ\mV QRW RQl\ 
indicates a certain deafness to linguistic meanings, which would be serious enough, but it 
has also resulted in a kind of blindness to the realities they correspond to.145  

 

FRU AUeQdW, behiQd WhiV QeglecW Rf Whe YaUiaWiRQV iQ liQgXiVWic meaQiQgV iV QRW aQ iVVXe Rf ³caUeleVV 

VSeech´; UaWheU, iW flRZV fURm a UedXcWiRQ Rf SRlitics to the question of rule.  

 

Behind the apparent confusion is a firm conviction in whose light all distinctions would be, 
at best, of minor importance: the conviction that the most crucial political issue is, and 
always has been, the question of Who rules Whom? Power, strength, force, authority, 
violence ± these are but words to indicate the means by which man rules over man; they 
are held to be synonyms because they have the same function. It is only after one ceases to 
reduce public affairs to the business of dominion that the original data in the realm of 
human affairs will appear, or, rather, reappear, in their authentic diversity.146 

 

As previously mentioned, Luxon echoes this sentiment when she argues that contemporary 

scholarship iQflXeQced b\ FRXcaXlW¶V QRWiRQ Rf SRZeU iV VWill SUeRccXSied ZiWh Whe UeSUeVViYe 

aspects of rule.147Another aspect that renders a definition of authority difficult, Arendt argues, is 

that from the very beginning of its conceptualization in Ancient Greek thought, authority was 

 
142 LaWeU RQ, iQ UegaUd WR AUiVWRWle¶V UefeUeQce WR e[amSleV of child-rearing for his conceptualization of political 
aXWhRUiW\, AUeQdW aUgXeV WhaW ³iW iV WUXe WhaW Whe QeceVViW\ fRU ³aXWhRUiW\´ iV mRUe SlaXVible aQd eYideQW iQ child-rearing 
and education than anywhere else. That is why it is so characteristic of our own time to want to eradicate even this 
extremely limited and politically irrelevant firm of authority. AUeQdW, µWhaW IV AXWhRUiW\¶, 119. 
143 AUeQdW, µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\?¶, 91. 
144 Arendt, Hannah. On Violence. Harcourt Brace & Co, 1970, 45.  
145 Arendt, On Violence, 45. 
146 Arendt, On Violence, 45. 
147 Luxon, Crisis of Authority: Politics, 17. 
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mistaken for a form of domination, whereby the political character of the category became 

obscured. It is crucial to understand that Arendt here is grappling with what for her constitutes a 

deviant form of political authority grounded in an anti-political theorisation of the political realm. 

In great parts of her essay, Arendt is indeed not concerned with a general definition of authority, 

bXW iQVWead ZiWh Whe cUiWiTXe Rf ³ZhaW aXWhRUiW\ ZaV historically and the sources of its strength 

aQd meaQiQg.´148 HRZeYeU, Vhe SURYideV XV ZiWh ³a feZ UemaUkV RQ ZhaW aXWhRUiW\ QeYeU ZaV, iQ 

order to avoid the more common misunderstandings and make sure that we visualize and consider 

the same phenomenon and not any number of connected and unconnected iVVXeV.´149 As a result, 

Arendt defines authority mainly negatively, i.e., in relation to that which it is not. 

 

Arendt presents a short but rich paragraph distinguishing authority from other significant political 

categories.  

 

Since authority always demands obedience, it is commonly mistaken for some form of power 
or violence. Yet authority precludes the use of external means of coercion; where force is 
used authority itself has failed. Authority, on the other hand, is incompatible with persuasion, 
which presupposes equality and works through a process of argumentation. Where arguments 
are used, authority is left in abeyance Against the egalitarian order of persuasion stands the 
authoritarian order, which is always hierarchical. If authority is to be defined at all, then, it 
must be in contradistinction to both persuasion and coercion by force.150  

 

This citation is worth unravelling. Arendt, here, contrasts authority with power and violence on 

the one side, and to persuasion RQ Whe RWheU. ThRVe familiaU ZiWh AUeQdW¶V ReXYUe mighW be 

surprised by this formulation, for she famously opposes ³SRZeU´ WR ³YiRleQce´ aQd, iQdeed, 

understands them to be mutually exclusive. In On Violence, she writes,  

 

politically speaking, it is insufficient to say that power and violence are opposites; where 
one rules absolutely, the other is absent. Violence appears when power is in jeopardy, but 
lefW WR iWV RZQ cRXUVe iW eQdV iQ SRZeU¶V diVaSSeaUaQce.151 

 

AV AUeQdW heUe, hRZeYeU, liVWV ³YiRleQce´ aQd ³SRZeU´ iQ RQe bUeaWh, Ze mXVW aVVXme WhaW Vhe iV 

XViQg ³SRZeU´ iQ aQ eYeU\da\ VeQVe, clRVeU WR coercion (or maybe to force, although in On 

Violence Vhe UeVeUYeV WhiV fRU ³fRUceV Rf QaWXUe´)152, rather than in the sense of power rising from 

 
148 AUeQdW, µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\?¶, 92, emShaViV m\ RZQ.  
149 AUeQdW, µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\?¶, 92. 
150 AUeQdW, µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\?¶, 92. 
151 Arendt, On Violence, 56. IW iV imSRUWaQW WR iQViVW WhaW AUeQdW¶V diVWiQcWiRQV heUe aUe aQal\Wical. IQ facW, Vhe ZUiWeV 
eaUlieU: ³IW iV SeUhaSV QRW VXSeUflXRXV WR add WhaW WheVe diVWiQcWiRQV, WhRXgh b\ QR meaQV aUbiWUaU\, haUdl\ eYeU 
correspond to waterWighW cRmSaUWmeQWV iQ Whe Ueal ZRUld, fURm Zhich QeYeUWheleVV Whe\ aUe dUaZQ. («) QRWhiQg iV mRUe 
common than the combination of violence and power, nothing less frequent than to find them in their pure and therefore 
e[WUeme fRUm.´ (46-47)  
152 Arendt, On Violence, 44. 
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concerted action as in her political thought.153 This latter notion of power is strictly not 

instrumental and thereby distinct from any form of domination. Violence, in contrast, is 

diVWiQgXiVhed b\ iWV iQVWUXmeQWal chaUacWeU. ³PheQRmeQRlRgicall\, iW iV clRVe WR VWUeQgWh, ViQce Whe 

implements of violence SXUSRVe Rf mXlWiSl\iQg VWUeQgWh XQWil Whe\ caQ VXbVWiWXWe fRU iW.´154 Like 

violence, authority creates a hierarchical relationship of obedience, which is why it is tempting to 

understand them to be synonymous. There are, however, crucial differences. First, obedience to 

authority cannot be forced. Instead, it relies on the hierarchy being mutually recognized, by those 

ZhR demaQd aV mXch aV WhRVe ZhR Rbe\. AgaiQ, Whe eW\mRlRgical meaQiQg Rf ³RbedieQce´ leQdV 

iWVelf WR cRQVideUaWiRQ. ³TR Rbe\´ iV XVXall\ XQderstood as a passive or forced surrender to the 

other. Yet its roots are active, stemming from the combination of the Latin words ob (in the 

direction of) and audire (hear)155. Arendt contends that authority depends on the respect for the 

person or the office from those it disciplines.156 Violence, like strength, on the other hand, is not 

dependent on others and constitutes exactly the proof of superiority over and thus independence 

from others. Beyond that, Arendt reminds us that violence can be justifiable through the ends it 

pursues, but it can never be legitimate.157 Authority on the other hand depends on the belief in its 

legitimacy, a belief shared by those in command and those obeying, rendering authority and 

violence as mutually exclusive.158 When authority is held in contempt, it is most tempting to retain 

compliance and order by means of violence; yet the need for violence indicates that authority is 

no longer recognized which equals its demise. Mutual recognition and the connection to 

legitimacy are commonly emphasized in studies on the concept of authority. Alexandre Kojève, 

ZhR ZRXld QRW be familiaU ZiWh AUeQdW¶V ZRUk, deVcUibeV WhiV iQ hiV VWXd\ On the Notion of 

Authority written in 1940s Nazi-occupied France: 

 

Authority is necessarily a recognised Authority; not to recognise an Authority is to negate 
iW, aQd WheUeb\ deVWUR\ iW. («) E[eUciViQg aQ AXWhRUiW\ iV QRW RQl\ VRmeWhiQg diffeUeQW 
from using force [as in violence], but the two phenomena are mutually exclusive.159  
 

Furthermore and quite distinctively, Arendt insists that the moment that persuasion is needed, the 

hierarchical relationship of authority has failed and obedience to an order becomes, properly 

 
153 Mark Haugaard also takes the position that Arendt here uses power in the sense of force. See Haugaard, Mark. 
µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\?¶ Journal of Classical Sociology, vol. 18, no. 2, May 2018, 106. 
154 Arendt, On Violence, 46. 
155 It is worth noting that, in contraVW WR WhaW, Whe YeUb ³\ield´ RUigiQaWeV iQ Whe Old-EQgliVh g(i)eldaQ Zhich meaQV ³Sa\, 
UeSa\´ Zhich SRiQWV WR aQ ecRQRmical debW aQd WhXV RZed VXbmiVViRQ. 
156 See Arendt, On Violence, 45. See also Kojève, The Notion of Authority, 10. (³AXWhRUiW\ iV QeceVVaUily a recognised 
AXWhRUiW\; QRW WR UecRgQiVe aQ AXWhRUiW\ iV WR QegaWe iW, aQd WheUeb\ deVWUR\ iW. («) E[eUciViQg aQ AXWhRUiW\ iV QRW RQl\ 
something different from using force (violence), but the two phenomena are mutually exclusive.´) MaUk HaXgaaUd¶V 
(2018) chaUacWeUiVaWiRQ Rf aXWhRUiW\, fRllRZiQg AUeQdW¶V accRXQW, aV ³VRcial´. IQ cRQWUaVW WR WhaW, Dahl aQd SWiQebUickQeU, 
ZhR XQdeUVWaQd aXWhRUiW\ WR imSl\ WhaW aQ RUdeU iV fRllRZed ³aXWRmaWicall\, XQcUiWicall\, aQd XQUeflecWiYel\´ aUe 
brushing over this complexity. Dahl, Robert A., and Bruce Stinebrickner. Modern Political Analysis. 6th edn, Prentice 
Hall, 2003, 42.  
157 Arendt, On Violence, 50.  
158 See HaXgaaUd, µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\?¶, 106.  
159 Kojève, The Notion of Authority, 10. 
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VSeakiQg, a demRcUaWic agUeemeQW beWZeeQ eTXalV: ³WheUe aUgXmeQts are used, authority is left 

iQ abe\aQce.´160 Authority thus implies that the demands given by those vested with it are 

followed without resistance, without compromise, and without requiring persuasion. Any form of 

deliberation is already a compromise.161 Hence, authority comes into effect without means; 

QeiWheU meaQV Rf YiRleQce, QRU meaQV Rf SeUVXaViRQ. IQVWead, aV AUeQdW aUgXeV, Whe ³hallmaUk´ Rf 

aXWhRUiW\ ³iV XQTXeVWiRQiQg UecRgQiWiRQ b\ WhRVe ZhR aUe aVked WR Rbe\´.162 Or, as Kojève puts it, 

³RQe QeedV to do nothing in order to exert Authority. The mere fact of being compelled to call on 

Whe iQWeUYeQWiRQ Rf fRUce (YiRleQce [RU aUgXmeQWV]) SURYeV WhaW QR AXWhRUiW\ iV iQYRlYed heUe.´163 

AUeQdW VXmmaUi]eV WheVe SRiQWV iQ Whe fRllRZiQg SaUagUaSh Rf ³WhaW iV AXWhRUiW\?´: 

 

The authoritarian relation between the one who commands and the one who obeys rests 
neither on common reason nor on the power of the one who commands; what they have in 
common is the hierarchy itself, whose rightness and legitimacy both recognize and where 
both have their predetermined stable place.164 

 

It follows that authority is a relational concept. It is not a capacity, like strength and violence, 

WhaW caQ be SRVVeVVed b\ aQ iQdiYidXal RU gURXS. AUeQdW ZUiWeV WhaW aXWhRUiW\ iV eiWheU ³YeVWed in 

a SeUVRQ´ iQ Whe fRUm Rf ³SeUVRQal aXWhRUiW\´ (Zhich, hRZeYeU, immediaWel\ imSlieV aQ 

iQWeUSeUVRQal UelaWiRQVhiS, e.g., beWZeeQ SaUeQW aQd child RU WeacheU aQd SXSil); RU iW caQ be ³YeVWed 

iQ aQ Rffice´, VXch aV Whe RRmaQ VeQaWe RU a SRliWical iQVWiWXtion bearing some relation to a people. 

AUeQdW¶V chRice Rf YRcabXlaU\ heUe iV deciViYe. TR Va\ WhaW VRmeRQe RU VRme iQVWiWXWiRQ iV 

³YeVWed´ ZiWh aXWhRUiW\ alUead\ iQdicaWeV WhaW aXWhRUiW\ iV QRW a TXaliW\ SRVVeVVed b\ a SeUVRQ, bXW 

instead, following the eW\mRlRgical RUigiQ fURm Whe LaWiQ ³YeVWiV´ Zhich meaQV ³gaUmeQW´ RU 

³clRWheV´, iW iV VRmeWhiQg WhaW iV meUel\ caUUied.165 Interestingly, Kojève echoes this sentiment 

ZheQ he ZUiWeV WhaW Whe ageQW iV Whe ³VXSSRUW´ fRU aXWhRUiW\, WheUeb\ agUeeiQg ZiWh AUeQdW on 

authority not having a possessive character.166 Moreover, Arendt here chooses a passive 

formulation, implying that authority is not something someone chooses to have, but instead 

something that is given or attributed to them. It is, however, not attributed by those who directly 

obey the person vested with authority, for that would mean that they deliberated and freely chose 

an action, rather than following an order. Instead, it is the relationship itself which determines the 

place of both parties.  

 

 
160 AUeQdW, µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\?¶, 92.  
161 Kojève recognizes WhiV iQ hiV VWXd\: ³If Whe giYeQ RUdeU SURYRkeV a diVcXVViRQ, WhaW iV WR Va\, fRUceV Whe RQe ZhR 
gives it to do something himself ± namely engage in a discussion ± aV a fXQcWiRQ Rf WhiV RUdeU, WheQ WheUe iV QR aXWhRUiW\.´ 
Kojève, The Notion of Authority, 9.  
162 Arendt, On Violence, 45.  
163 Kojève, The Notion of Authority, 10. 
164 AUeQdW, µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\?¶, 93. 
165 IQ heU lecWXUe RQ Whe bUeakdRZQ Rf aXWhRUiW\ Vhe QRWeV: ³AXWhRUiW\ iWVelf iV WUaQVceQdeQW iQ iWV VRXUce; SeUVRQV aUe 
RQl\ YeVWed ZiWh aXWhRUiW\.´ AUeQdW, µBUeakdRZQ Rf AXWhRUiW\¶.  
166 Kojève, The Notion of Authority, 7.  
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Arendt further distinguishes the concept of authority from the category of power. This relationship 

is complex, especially considering that there are two different understandings of power at play in 

AUeQdW¶V ZRUk. FiUVW, AUeQdW¶V RZQ QaUURZ XQdeUVWaQdiQg Rf power, which is intricately related 

to her understanding of action. Following her notes on power as the essence of government in On 

Violence, AUeQdW aUgXeV WhaW ³SRZeU VSUiQgV XS ZheQeYeU SeRSle geW WRgeWheU aQd acW iQ cRQceUW, 

but it derives its legitimacy from the initial getting together rather than from any action that then 

ma\ fRllRZ.´167 In this sense, there is an overlap between her descriptions of authority and of 

SRZeU iQVRfaU aV QeiWheU Rf Whem QeedV ³jXVWificaWiRQ´ bXW ³legiWimac\.´ AXWhRUiW\, When, will, by 

virtue of its foundation in mutually recognized, thus relational, legitimacy, fall in the same 

category with power, XQdeUVWRRd iQ AUeQdW¶V VWUicW VeQVe Rf Whe ZRUd aV demRcUaWic acWiQg 

WRgeWheU. ³AXWhRUiW\´ iV WheUefRUe a legiWimaWe fRUm Rf Sower in the broad sense of the word. Mark 

HaXgaaUd (2018) deYelRSV Whe UelaWiRQ WR legiWimac\ imSlied iQ AUeQdW¶V defiQiWiRQ Rf aXWhRUiW\ 

by connecting it to a Foucauldian understanding of epistemic power. This is helpful insofar it 

draws out an important but otherwise latent performative aVSecW iQ AUeQdW¶V deVcUiSWiRQ Rf 

aXWhRUiW\ aV Zell aV claUif\iQg iWV UelaWiRQ WR AUeQdW¶V cRQceSW Rf SRZeU. HaXgaaUd aUgXeV WhaW 

authority rests upon an epistemic perception of reasonableness of performance, or its legitimacy 

in Arendtian terms. What distinguishes power (in the Arendtian sense) from authority, then, is 

that the relationship of authority creates a hierarchy amongst the people it involves, whereas the 

order created through power is strictly egalitarian. Authority is enacted in reliance on the 

existence and validity of a particular order, which determines the hierarchical relationship, and 

which is reiterated in the enactment of authority. Authority and its potential to succeed are thus 

regulated by and reproduce a specific discursive order. For this reason, Haugaard argues, the 

³SRViWiRQ Rf aXWhRUiW\ cRQVWiWXWeV a SeUfRUmaWiYe acW («) RU aQ acW Rf VWUXcWXUaWiRQ WhaW iV 

successful when it is considered felicitous by others.168 I investigate the relationship between 

aXWhRUiW\ aQd (diVcXUViYe) RUdeU iQ mRUe deWail iQ Whe cRQWe[W Rf Ma[ WebeU¶V W\SeV Rf legiWimaWe 

authority in the following chapter. As authority only comes into existence in its enactment, we 

can say that its temporality is that of the future antérieur (future perfect), as authority is assumed 

to have been held by the time it is performed. Let me illustrate this with an example, although an 

e[amSle fURm ZhaW AUeQdW cRQVideUV WR be a ³SUeSRliWical´ cRQWe[W. USRQ eQWeUiQg a claVVURRm, a 

teacher performs the role of an authority, expecting the students to obey their own role 

respectively. The effective performance of authority through gestures, e.g., deciding upon the 

course of the lecture, or the confirmation or correction of students, assumes the recognition of her 

 
167 Arendt, On Violence, 52.  
168 HaXgaaUd, MaUk. µDemRcUac\, PRliWical PRZeU, aQd AXWhRUiW\¶. Social Research, vol. 77, no. 4, From Impunity to 
Accountability: Africa's Development in the 21st Century, Winter 2010, 1058. HaXgaaUd heUe fRllRZV AXVWiQ¶V WheRU\ 
of performativity whereby perfRUmaWiYe XWWeUaQceV caQQRW be Vaid WR be ³WUXe´ RU ³falVe,´ bXW caQ RQl\ be jXdged eiWheU 
³haSS\´ RU ³iQfeliciWRXV´ deSeQdiQg RQ ZheWheU Whe cRQdiWiRQV Rf WheiU VXcceVV, i.e., Whe cRiQcideQce Rf Whe VSeakeU¶V 
intention (illocutionary force) and actual effect on the interlocutor (perlocutionary effect). See also Austin, J. L. How 
To Do Things With Words: The William James Lectures Delivered at Harvard University in 1955. Harvard Univ. Press, 
2009. 
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position by the students and reaffirms a shared understanding of the order of the classroom and 

the allocation of different roles. Hence, her authority needs not be established, but is instead 

already vested in her qua entering the room as teacher. Every performance constitutes an 

authoritative gesture reiterating and further normalizing the hierarchies between teacher and 

student.  

Although authority rests upon and recreates a hierarchical relationship, there is an essential 

characteristic to authority that renders it compatible with equality, though it is not egalitarian per 

se. For authority to be recognized as legitimate, it must presume the potential for resistance by 

those who are asked to obey, and the conscious and deliberate renunciation of the potential to 

UeViVW. ThiV iV Zell illXVWUaWed b\ aQ e[amSle iQ KRjqYe¶V VWXd\. He SRiQWV RXW WhaW 

 

if I throw someone out of the window, the fact that he falls has nothing to do with my 
authority; but I am exerting a manifest authority on him if he throws himself out of the 
window following an order that I give him, and which, materially, he was in the position 
to choose not to carry out.169 

 

This potential must, of course, remain exactly that: a potentiality. The moment resistance becomes 

realised, authority is negated. 170 Any form of resistance is the death of authority (which does not 

mean that the hierarchy is not then reinforced with other means.) Arendt reminds us that the 

gUeaWeVW eQem\ Rf aXWhRUiW\ iV ³cRQWemSW´ aQd ³Whe VXUeVW Za\ WR XQdeUmiQe iW iV laXghWeU.´171 

Strictly speaking, this means that there is no such thing as resistance against authority. Again, 

KRjqYe aUgXeV, ³We caQ ceUWaiQl\ Va\ WhaW aQ\ (UeYRlXWiRQaU\) acWiRQ diUecWed agaiQVW a PRZeU 

iQYeVWed ZiWh AXWhRUiW\ ZRXld be µillegal¶ aQd µillegiWimaWe¶; bXW WhiV iV a meaQiQgleVV WaXWRlRg\, 

iQVRmXch aV AXWhRUiW\ SUeciVel\ e[clXdeV all acWiRQ agaiQVW iW.´172 Resistance in its actuality has 

already diminished authority, or at least suspended it momentarily. What it actively seeks to 

RYeUWhURZ aW WhiV mRmeQW aUe ZhaW KRjqYe callV Whe ³cadaYeUV´ Rf aXWhRUiW\, ³RU mRUe SUeciVel\, 

iWV µmXmm\¶ ± a corpse that endureV Zhile beiQg deSUiYed Rf a VRXl RU life.´173 This mummy 

includes legal structures and any form of democratic institutions that are no longer endorsed by 

power and thus no longer are legitimate. The potential of resistance, or resistibility±to use Bonnie 

HRQig¶V (1991, 1993) formulation ± iV deciViYe fRU AUeQdW¶V cRQceSWXaliVaWiRQ Rf aXWhRUiW\, \eW iW 

 
169 Kojève, The Notion of Authority, 8.  
170 It is at this point Kojève distinguishes Authority from Right: ³WiWh RighW, b\ cRQWUaVW, Whe µUeacWiRQ¶ caQ be acWXali]ed 
ZiWhRXW WheUeb\ deVWUR\iQg RighW: all WhaW iV Qeeded iV fRU WhiV µUeacWiRQ¶ WR be diUecWed agaiQVW a SeUVRQ RWheU WhaQ Whe 
RQe ZhR haV Whe RighW. («) WhaW follows from this distinction is that, if in principle Authority excludes force, Right 
implies and presupposes force while being something different from it (there is no Right without court of law, no court 
without police that can carry out the decisions Rf Whe cRXUW b\ fRUce.)´ KRjqYe, The Notion of Authority, 10.  
171 Arendt, On Violence, 45.  
172 Kojève, The Notion of Authority, 11.  
173 Kojève, The Notion of Authority, 11. 
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is overlooked by many readers.174 This aspect will be discussed in more depth in the last chapter 

of this work.  

 

To summarize the preceding considerations, then: authority is distinct from other political 

categories in that it is  

1. Hierarchical: Authority constitutes a hierarchical relationship of obeyance between two 

parties. 

2. Relational: Authority relies on the recognition by those who are asked to obey.  

3. Performative: Authority only comes into presence in the moment of its enactment. 

4. Resistible: Following from 2. and 3., authority relies on the potential of the resistance of 

those it addresses. This however must remain a potentiality as the realisation of resistance 

negates authority.  

 

This provides us with a general idea of authority, and how it is distinct from forms of domination, 

on the one hand, and democratic forms of persuasion and argumentation, on the other. Moreover, 

the insight that resistibility is an essential feature of authority provides an important indication 

how relationships of authority are distinct from authoritarian forms of rule.  

 

Conclusion  
 
 
The present chapter has laid the groundwork for an inquiry into the concept of authority in the 

work of Weber, Schmitt, and Arendt. The reconsiderations of authority by these three thinkers 

are connected by a shared concern with the breach left by the modern demise of traditional 

hierarchies and religious forms of authority. For all three thinkers, the question of authority is 

inherently connected to the loss of meaning in modern politics, i.e., to the question how 

judgements regarding power and domination are possible in modern democratic society without 

recourse to absolute and/or shared values and foundations. I argued that the concern with the 

TXeVWiRQ Rf aXWhRUiW\ WhaW cRmSelV WebeU, SchmiWW aQd AUeQdW¶V eQTXiUieV iQWR Whe cRQceSW 

directly connect to contemporary debates in political theory ± most pertinently in the context of 

³QeZ aXWhRUiWaUiaQiVmV´ ± that grapple with the question how judgements about power and 

politics are still possible in the absence of a shared public context. I have suggested that the 

concept that was lost in modernity, however, was not authority per se, but a particular 

understanding of authority asserting that it derives from absolute foundations and from shared 

truths. The possibility then exists for a post-foundational, post-modern, post-modernist 

understanding of authority that remains valid in modern democratic and post-truth societies. In 

 
174 HRQig, BRQQie. µDeclaUaWiRQV Rf IQdeSeQdeQce: AUeQdW aQd DeUUida RQ Whe PURblem Rf FRXQdiQg a ReSXblic¶. The 
American Political Science Review, vol. 85, no. 1, 1991, 108; see also Honig, Bonnie. Political Theory and the 
Displacement of Politics. Cornell University Press, 1993, 109-115.  
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the following, I turn to Weber, Schmitt, and Arendt, who in different ways and with different 

consequences all undertake a serious attempt to reconceptualize authority on the basis of what I 

show to be post-foundationalist premises and gestures. I begin with a discussion of WebeU¶V 

notion of charismatic authority, which, I argue, inaugurated a fateful transformation of political 

authority with VRYeUeigQ SRZeU WhaW cXlmiQaWeV iQ SchmiWW¶V WheRU\ Rf VRYeUeigQ deciViRQiVm. 
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Chapter 2: Max Weber. Charismatic Authority  
 
 

IQ Whe fiUVW chaSWeU Rf WhiV diVVeUWaWiRQ, I addUeVVed Whe ³deaUWh´ iQ mRdeUQiW\ WhaW haV left 

the concept of authority in crisis. I argued that without common grounds, upon which the 

authoritative role of political institutions and procedures in democratic regimes can be justified, 

democratic theory lacks the conceptual tools to resist authoritarian and fascist trends. As laid out 

in chapter 1, contemporary scholars of democratic theory have already acknowledged the need 

for a reconceptualization of authority, yet so far attempts to theorize a notion of authority that can 

withstand post-foundational critique have been unconvincing. I concluded the chapter by 

contending that the development of a modern understanding of authority should begin with a 

critique of the role of authority in the work of Max Weber, who turns to the notion to defend the 

democratic constitution against the progressing societal frictions which culminated in the rise of 

totalitarian politics. 

The SUeVeQW chaSWeU WXUQV WR WhiV WaVk, iQYeVWigaWiQg Whe URle Rf aXWhRUiW\ iQ WebeU¶V WhRXghW aQd 

its relationship to political order. I argue that Weber conceptualises authority as a relational 

concept whose effectiveness relies upon the validity of corresponding socio-political orders, most 

evident in his critique of traditional and legal-bureaucratic authority. He explains that it is the 

successful enactment of authority and the mutual recognition of the hierarchical relationship by 

both ruler and ruled that legitimizes rule. This relationship, however, is broadly missed in English 

scholarship about Weber, for the relationship between authority and legitimate rule has been 

cRQcealed b\ a hiVWRU\ Rf EQgliVh WUaQVlaWiRQV Zhich XVe Whe WeUm ³aXWhRUiW\´ cRmmRQl\ WR 

WUaQVlaWe ³HeUUVchafW´ (UXle) diUecWl\. YeW Weber distinguishes charisma from established, 

ordinary forms of traditional and legal-bureaucratic rule based on its revolutionary potential. This 

characterisation of charisma as extra-ordinary force has drawn attention, most recently from 

Andreas Kalyvas, who attempts to appropriate the term for a democratic theory of constitutional 

founding via a collective formulation of charisma. I contest this democratic rendering of charisma 

as extra-ordinary force whereby the recognition of authority is thought to be no longer derived 

from socio-political orders, but instead to be immediately present in a person, which renders it 

irresistible, an authoritarian power as Weber himself admits. DUaZiQg RQ CedUic RRbiQVRQ¶V 

(2016) critique, I explore the idea that charismatic authority is not only sustained by messianic 

and patriarchal narratives of leadership, but it also further reiterates an understanding of politics 

as characterized by the paternal intervention of a sovereign individual crucially able to suppress 

democratic movements and preserve order. WebeU¶V QRWiRQ Rf charisma, I argue, constitutes the 

beginning of a confusion of authority and sovereignty that leads WR CaUl SchmiWW¶V diVmiVVal Rf 

aXWhRUiW\ iQ faYRXU Rf a faVciVW WheRU\ Rf deciViRQiVW VRYeUeigQW\. DeYelRSiQg RRbiQVRQ¶V cUiWiTXe, 

however, I argue that it is exactly the relational understanding of authority that his critique 
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highlights which holds a critical potential, for it opens charismatic leadership up to democratic 

renegotiation and contestation.  

 

The present chapter is structured as follows. I begin by drawing out the democratic interest behind 

WebeU¶V iQWURdXcWiRQ Rf a chaUiVmaWic fRUm Rf aXWhRUiW\, aQd fXUWheU e[SlaiQ Zh\ hiV UeQdeUiQg Rf 

charisma as extra-ordinary power remains attractive for contemporary accounts of democratic 

theory. I contend that it is, however, crucial to revise this understanding of charisma. In order to 

reconsider the role of authority in the legitimation process of different forms of Herrschaft (rule), 

I begiQ ZiWh a cUiWical e[amiQaWiRQ Rf Whe hiVWRU\ Rf EQgliVh WUaQVlaWiRQV Rf WebeU¶V ZRUk WhaW haV 

concealed this relationship by equating the terms of authority and Herrschaft. Through a detailed 

analysis of traditional and legal-bXUeaXcUaWic aXWhRUiW\, I WheQ dUaZ RXW aXWhRUiW\¶V UeliaQce RQ Whe 

validity of specific socio-political orders as well as auWhRUiW\¶V URle iQ Whe UeSURdXcWiRQ Rf WheVe 

orders. In the fourth part, I contest the conceptualisation of charismatic authority as an extra-

ordinary and revolutionary power and its appropriation for democratic change. Drawing on Cedric 

RRbiQVRQ¶V (2016) aQd EUica R. EdZaUdV¶V (2012) cUiWiTXe Rf Whe hiVWRUical aQd cXlWXUal 

situatedness of charismatic leadership, I show that charismatic authority relies on a messianic 

narrative in which leadership rests on miracles and divine intervention. I conclude the chapter by 

arguing that it is this messianic narrative which has come to determine the concept of authority, 

covering its relational character and rendering it irresistible. The political implications of this 

conclusion will become evident in the following chaSWeU, Zhich iQYeVWigaWeV CaUl SchmiWW¶V 

UadicaliVaWiRQ Rf WebeU¶V meVViaQic XQdeUVWaQdiQg Rf aXWhRUiW\ iQ Whe fRUm Rf VRYeUeigQ 

decisionism. In the last section of this chapter, I consider the critical potential of the 

reinterpretation of charismatic authority as relational and demonstrate how it opens a way to 

reconsider the distinction between authoritative and authoritarian forms of rule.  

 
1. Charismatic authority and democratic change 

 

LeW me begiQ b\ iQWURdXciQg WebeU¶V QRWiRQ Rf chaUiVmaWic aXWhRUiW\, ZiWh Zhich he hRSed WR 

answer to the totalitarian tendencies of modern disenchanted and rationalised society discussed 

in the previous chapter. The present section also considers Andreas Kalyvas recent attempt to 

salvage exactly this revolutionary potential via a plural interpretation of charisma, before I 

deYelRS m\ aUgXmeQW agaiQVW bRWh WebeU¶V aQd Kal\YaV¶V XQdeUVWaQdiQgV Rf chaUiVma aV e[WUa-

ordinary, democratic form of politics.  

 

Max Weber concludes his famous study of the origins of capitalism with a prognosis of the 

possible future of modern Western societies. Those societies might live in the shell hard as steel 

(iron cage) of modern rationality, tending toward complete, mechanical fossilization and to the 
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reduction of reason to technology.175 Alternatively, at the end of the development of capitalism 

WheUe Zill be eiWheU ³a gUeaW UebiUWh Rf Rld ideaV aQd idealV´, RU ³eQWiUel\ QeZ SURSheWV Zill aUiVe´ 

capable of interrupting and breaking with the suffocating capitalist reproduction.176 In his late 

political writings, Weber himself advocated the latter, in the figure of the plebiscitarian leader. 

For Weber, there are no structural economic imperatives or historical laws, no cunning of reason, 

that would fully relieve people from their responsibility in these political struggles.177 Instead, the 

different paths that capitalism may follow are politically contested and affected by contingent 

social-historical factors and decisions. Weber placed his hopes upon the extra-ordinary powers of 

charismatic authority to break with the tendential closure of disenchanted mass societies.178 He 

came to advocate strong plebiscitarian leadership driven by charismatic authority as an 

antagonistic force against the mechanical processes of bureaucratic rule and legal formalism, and 

with the ability to unite weak and segregated parliaments, instrumental rationality and the 

factional politics of mere interests.179 Hence, Weber hoped that charismatic authority would 

awaken and re-enchant the masses, unite them in a way that allows for wide-ranging political 

deciViRQV; a ³gUeaW UeYRlXWiRQaU\ fRUce´ WhaW cRXld XVheU iQ VRcial chaQge.180 The charismatic 

SURceVV deVcUibeV ³Whe QaWXUal deYelRSmeQW Rf Whe YeUWical UelaWiRQship between charismatic leader 

aQd fRllRZeUV,´181 which further manifests in a seemingly irresistible force of attraction, which 

tantalizes others who become fully subjected to it.  

The SeUVRQal aQd iUUaWiRQal chaUacWeU Rf WebeU¶V accRXQW Rf chaUiVma led maQ\ VchRlaUV WR diVmiVV 

charisma aV a ³DiRQ\ViaQ fRUce´182 aQd ³celebUaWiRQ Rf iUUaWiRQaliVm´ ± despite acknowledging 

its creative and instituting powers.183 Particularly concerning was that Weber indeed argued for 

 
175 Weber, Max. Die protestantische Ethik und der ‘Geist’ des Kapitalismus. Ed. Klaus Lichtblau and Johannes Weiß, 
Springer VS, 2016, 171; Weber, Max. The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism. Translated by Talcott Parsons, 
RRXWledge, 2001. FRllRZiQg BaehU¶V cUiWiTXe, I XVe Whe WUaQVlaWiRQ Rf ³Vhell aV haUd aV VWell.´ BaehU, PeWeU. µThe ³IURQ 
Cage´ aQd Whe ³Shell aV HaUd aV SWeel´: PaUVRQV, WebeU, aQd Whe SWahlhaUWeV GehlXVe MeWaShRU iQ Whe PURWeVWaQW EWhic 
aQd Whe SSiUiW Rf CaSiWaliVm¶. History and Theory, vol. 40, no. 2, 2001, 153±69. See also my discussion below.  
176 Weber, The Protestant Ethic, 124; Weber, Die protestantische Ethik, 172. 
177 FRU a diVcXVViRQ Rf WebeU¶V cUiWiTXe Rf MaU[¶V hiVWRUical maWeUialiVm Vee L|ZiWh, KaUl. Max Weber and Karl Marx. 
Routledge, 1993, 119-125.  
178 Weber, Max. Economy and Society: An Outline of Interpretive Sociology. Edited by Guenther Roth and Claus 
Wittich, University of California Press, 1978, 245, 266-271. 
179 Kalyvas, Andreas. Democracy and the Politics of the Extraordinary: Max Weber, Carl Schmitt, and Hannah Arendt. 
Cambridge University Press, 2008, 21; Kalyvas here follows Mommsen, Wolfgang J. Max Weber and German Politics, 
1890-1920. University of Chicago Press, 1990, 390-414. See also Beetham, David. Max Weber and the Theory of 
Modern Politics. Polity Press, 1985.  
180 Weber, Max. Economy and Society: An Outline of Interpretive Sociology. Edited by Guenther Roth and Claus 
Wittich, University of California Press, 1978, 1115, 1117.  
181 See LXciaQR CaYalli, ³ChaUiVma aQd TZeQWieWh-CeQWXU\ PRliWicV,´ iQ Ma[ WebeU: RaWiRQaliW\ aQd MRdeUQiW\, ed. 
Sam Whimster and Scott Lash, London: Allen and Unwin, 1987, 317±34, 318. JXliaQ FUeXQd chaUacWeUi]eV WebeU¶V 
Economy and Society aV ³a VRciRlRg\ Rf dRmiQaWiRQ.´ FUeXQd, The Sociology of Max Weber, 218. 
182 See fRU e[amSle DRZ, ThRmaV E. µAQ AQal\ViV Rf WebeU¶V WRUk RQ ChaUiVma¶. British Journal of Sociology, vol. 
29, no. 1, Mar. 1978, 83±93, especially 84±85. 
183 See CaYalli, ³ChaUiVma aQd TZeQWieWh-CenWXU\ PRliWicV,´ 319. See alVR BeQVmaQ, JRVeSh, aQd Michael GiYaQW. 
µChaUiVma aQd MRdeUQiW\: The UVe aQd AbXVe Rf a CRQceSW¶. Social Research, vol. 42, no. 4, 1975, pp. 570±614, 600; 
KRQWRV, AlkiV. µThe WRUld DiVeQchaQWed, aQd Whe ReWXUQ Rf GRdV aQd DemRQV¶. The Barbarism of Reason: Max Weber 
and the Twilight of Enlightenment, ed. Asher Horowitz and Terry Maley, University of Toronto Press, 1994, 223±47, 
238±239; GeUmaiQ, GilbeUW G. µThe ReYeQge Rf Whe SacUed: TechQRlRg\ aQd ReeQchaQWmeQW¶. The Barbarism of 
Reason: Max Weber and the Twilight of Enlightenment, University of Toronto Press, 1994, 248±67, 259±261. For a 
cUiWiTXe Rf WhiV SeUceSWiRQ Vee Kal\YaV, AQdUeaV. µChaUiVmaWic PRliWicV aQd Whe S\mbRlic FRXQdaWiRQV Rf PRZeU iQ Ma[ 
WebeU¶. New German Critique, no. 85, Winter 2002, 68.  
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the plebiscitarian Reichspräsident to be endowed with discretionary powers, specifically in 

political crisis and states of emergency. These interpretations are reinforced by the significant 

role that Weber took in the drafting of the Weimar Constitutions and his successful efforts to 

include exceptional powers for the president in Articles 41 and 48.184 

Arguing against this dismissal, Kalyvas (2006) insists on the democratic potential of charisma to 

generate extra-institutional movements, able to challenge established power structures, instituted 

legality, and hegemonic value systems. Kalyvas turns to a collective version of charisma he finds 

iQ WebeU¶V eaUl\ ZRUk RQ Whe VRciRlRg\ Rf ZRUld-religions, and suggests that this version offers a 

preferable alternative to the individualistic account in his later work. 185 Accounts that solely stress 

Whe CaeVaUiVW fUamiQg iQ WebeU¶V laWeU ZRUk, Kal\YaV Va\V, aUe iQcRmSleWe iQVRfaU aV Whe\ QeglecW 

the first version of charismatic change in the early, pre-1913 sections of Economy and Society, 

ZheUe WebeU deVcUibeV chaUiVma aV a ³cRllecWiYe, imSeUVRQal fRUm Rf UebelliRXV hegemRQic 

SRliWicV´186. Kal\YaV WUaceV WebeU¶V laWeU diVaYRZal Rf cRllecWiYe chaUiVmaWic mRYemeQWV back WR 

his deep distrust Rf Whe mXlWiWXde aQd aUgXeV WhaW WebeU ³XQimagiQaWiYel\´ fRllRZV Whe WheQ 

cRQYeQWiRQal diVmiVVal Rf ³Whe maVVeV´, aV alVR haV beeQ e[SUeVVed b\ GXVWaYR Le BRQ, GaeWaQR 

Mosca, and Vilfredo Pareto187. Along these lines, Weber comes to attribute irrationality, 

uncontrollable emotions and impulses and dangerous passions to mass society. For Kalyvas, the 

collective account allows us to reconsider the extra-ordinary power of charisma to generate extra-

institutional movements, which challenge established power structures, instituted legality, and the 

hegemonic value system. Charismatic communities constitute extra-ordinary structures that 

neither recognize nor are recognized by hegemonic traditional or rational social orders, since they 

appeal to alternative powers that promise change and redemption. In this sense, charismatic 

communities constitute laboratories of innovative ideas and social structures that foster not only 

sub-cultures, but also revolutionary counter-hegemRQic mRYemeQWV. ChaUiVma¶V SRWeQWial fRU 

collective revolutionary force and the radical (re)institution of society places the concept right at 

the heart of the symbolic foundations of political power. 188 ThiV SRWeQWial SURmiVeV a ³chaUiVmaWic 

UeYRlXWiRQ´ Vei]iQg cRQWURl RYeU Whe V\mbRlic RUdeU aQd shifting the power dynamics by 

reconstituting those structures that determine whether and when politics is exercised. It shakes 

the borders of the historical and territorial community. What makes charisma so powerful, 

according to Kalyvas, is that it effecWV a ³UeYRlXWiRQ Rf cRQYicWiRQV (Gesinnungsrevolution),´ 

iQdXciQg iWV fRllRZeUV ZiWh Whe belief iQ Whe chaUiVmaWic SeUVRQ¶V abiliW\ WR bUeak ZiWh ZhaW Whe\ 

otherwise feel surrendered to.189 It is  

 
184 See Kalyvas, Democracy and Politics of the Extraordinary, 19.  
185 Kal\YaV aUgXeV WhaW eYeQ WhRXgh WheUe aUe iQdeed ³iQWeUeVWiQg iQWeUSUeWaWiYe VWXdieV´ RQ chaUiVma aV iW aSSeaUV iQ 
WebeU¶V VRciRlRg\ Rf ZRUld-religions, these fail to establish the relevance for modern politics and how it challenges 
the conventional depicWiRQ Rf WebeU¶V SRliWical SURjecW. Kal\YaV, Democracy and the Politics of the Extraordinary, 22.  
186 Kalyvas, Democracy and the Politics of the Extraordinary, 20.  
187 Kalyvas, Democracy and the Politics of the Extraordinary, 20. 
188 Kalyvas, Democracy and the Politics of the Extraordinary, 7.  
189 Kalyvas, Democracy and the Politics of the Extraordinary, 27. For Charisma is therefore contrasted to the external 
revolution of rationalization, which constitutes major changes of living conditions and to which people merely adapt. 
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«a VXbjecWiYe RU iQWeUQal UeRUieQWaWiRQ bRUQ RXW Rf suffering, conflicts, or enthusiasm. It 
may then result in a radical alteration of the central attitudes and directions of action with 
a completely new orientation of all attitudes toward the different problems of the 
µZRUld.¶190  

Kalyvas thereby turns agaiQVW WebeU¶V RZQ geVWXUe WR de-Uadicali]e, RU ³de-chaUiVmaWi]e.´ 

charisma.191 In his late political writings, Kalyvas notes, Weber distances himself from his earlier 

advocacy of charisma as a revolutionary power. Instead, he now rejects the idea of sudden legal 

breaks and original founding: 

 
Taken to its ultimate conclusion, and despite his continuing invocation of charisma, 
WebeU¶V dRXbWV abRXW Whe YiabiliW\ aQd deViUabiliW\ Rf iWV iQVWiWXWiQg SRZeUV led him WR 
obliterate the issue of radical symbolic transformations and founding events, to cancel the 
distinction between extraordinary and normal politics, and to endorse a particular variant 
of a liberal doctrine of the ordinary.192 

The de-radicalization of charisma is especially evident in the essay Politics as Vocation (2004, 

Politik als Beruf (1988)), where Weber in a rather gloomy tone doubts whether charismatic 

revolutions, even when initiated by a heroic, visionary leader, are still possible. Charisma is more 

and more divested of its creative potentialities and, instead, becomes integrated into everyday 

politics as part of the constitutional order. The plebiscitarian president of the Deutsche Reich is 

henceforth not a founder, not even a legislator, but an institutional means for counter-balancing 

legal formalism, bureaucratic rule, instrumental rationality, weak parliaments, and the politics of 

mere interest.193 In a short version of Three Types of Legitimate Rule published by Johannes 

Winckelmann, Weber acknowledges that the difference between the institutionalized 

SlebiVciWaUiaQ SRliWiciaQ aQd elecWed ciYil VeUYaQW iV miQimal, RQe RQl\ ³Rf VSiUiW´ (des Sinnes):  

The difference between an elected leader and an elected official then remains merely one 
of the meaning which the elected himself gives to his conduct and - according to his 
personal qualities - is able to give to the staff and the governed; the official will behave 
entirely as the mandatary of his master, in this case the electorate, the leader (himself) as 
exclusively self-responsible; the latter will thus, as long as he successfully claims their 
trust, act entirely at his own discretion (leader-democracy) and not, like the official, 
accRUdiQg WR Whe Zill Rf Whe elecWRUaWe e[SUeVVed RU aVVXmed (iQ aQ µimSeUaWiYe 
maQdaWe¶).194 

 
See for instance, Bendix, Reinhard. Max Weber: An Intellectual Portrait. Routledge, 1998, 309; and Utz, Richard. 
µChaUiVma¶. Max Weber-Handbuch: Leben, Werk, Wirkung, ed. Hans-Peter Müller and Steffen Sigmund, J.B. Metzler, 
2014, 42±46. Peter BaehU¶V aQal\ViV Rf caSiWaliVm¶V ³Vhell aV haUd aV VWeel,´ Zhich emShaVi]eV WhaW Whe QRWiRQ Rf ³Vhell´ 
(Gehäuse) iQdicaWeV a WUaQVfRUmaWiYe effecW XSRQ iQdiYidXalV, SXWV WhiV diVWiQcWiRQ iQWR dRXbW. BaehU, PeWeU. µThe ³IURQ 
Cage´ aQd Whe ³Shell aV HaUd aV SWeel´: PaUVRQV, WebeU, aQd Whe SWahlhaUWeV GehlXVe MeWaShRU iQ Whe PURWeVWaQW EWhic 
aQd Whe SSiUiW Rf CaSiWaliVm¶. History and Theory, vol. 40, no. 2, 2001, 153±69. 
190 Kalyvas, Democracy and the Politics of the Extraordinary, 27. 
191 Kalyvas, Democracy and the Politics of the Extraordinary, 73. 
192 Kalyvas, Democracy and the Politics of the Extraordinary, 77-78.  
193 Kalyvas, Democracy and the Politics of the Extraordinary, 65.  
194WebeU, Ma[. µDie DUei ReiQeQ T\SeQ DeU LegiWimeQ HeUUVchafW¶. Gesammelte Aufsätze Zur Wissenschaftslehre, 
edited by Johannes Winckelmann, Mohr Siebeck, 1988, 488, translation my own. Wickelmann takes this specific 
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With his collective accRXQW Rf chaUiVma, Kal\YaV aWWemSWV WR UeYiYe chaUiVma¶V e[WUaRUdiQaU\ 

SRWeQWial fRU demRcUaWic SRliWicV aQd ValYage iW fURm WebeU¶V RZQ aQWi-democratic personal 

figuration. Drawing on the critique of charisma voiced in Black studies, however, I argue that it 

is exactly the understanding of charisma as extraordinary force ± even in its collective form as 

espoused by Kalyvas ±, in the sense of an extra-ordinary power holding the potential to contest 

the hegemonic value systems and socio-political orders from an outside, that renders charismatic 

rule authoritarian. The reason for this is that by being based on a theological narrative of divine 

intervention its enactment becomes irresistible. Before it is possible to examine how authority 

becomes thereby de-poliWiciVed iQ WebeU¶V chaUiVmaWic UeQdeUiQg, iW iV fiUVW QeceVVaU\ WR 

understand the role of authority in legitimising specific forms of rule, as well as how this process 

of legitimation relies upon and reiterates certain socio-political orders and value systems. 

 

2. ReYiViWiQg WebeU¶V QRWiRQ Rf aXWhRUiW\: methodological considerations 
 

The following section begins to address methodological challenges that complicate the study of 

the relationship between authority and rule (Herrschaft) iQ WebeU¶V We[WV, befRUe XViQg Whe VSace 

that is opened by the translation from the German and the English translation of the terms for a 

cUiWical cRQVideUaWiRQ Rf Whe URle Rf aXWhRUiW\ iQ WebeU¶V diVWiQcWiRQ beWZeeQ authoritative and 

authoritarian forms of rule. There are three related reasons that make a pursuit of an analytical 

differentiation between the concepts of authority and rule (Herrschaft) iQ WebeU¶V ZRUk a 

demaQdiQg \eW QeceVVaU\ XQdeUWakiQg. IQ Whe fiUVW Slace, WebeU¶V convoluted writing style; 

second, the fact that Weber did not use authority as a distinct technical term; and finally a history 

of English translation in which authority has been used as a substitute for Herrschaft (better 

translated as rule or domination), rather than as a concept in its own right.  

 

Weber is known, and probably slightly feared, for his complex writing style, which makes 

extensive use of long nested sentences and has the tendency to bury the main points of the 

aUgXmeQW iQ a ³jXQgle Rf VWaWemeQWV.´195 His vast interest in details often leads him to digress into 

long analyses of topics that are by no means clearly related to either the preceding or subsequent 

materials.196 Marianne Weber, who edited parts of his work for posthumous publication, describes 

in the biography of her husband how Weber often followed several independent lines of 

investigation simultaneously. For him, the priority for the final text was to bring his research 

together in detail, disregarding whether the relation between the different themes or their 

significance in relation to each other was explicit:  

 
YeUViRQ Rf ³The WhUee SXUe W\SeV Rf legiWimaWe UXle´ fURm WebeU¶V liWeUaU\ UemaiQV. IW fRUmV Whe fiUVW fRUmXlaWion of 
what was later extended and published in the Conceptual Exposition (Soziologische Kategorienlehre). To my 
knowledge, this version of the text is not available in English. 
195 Bendix, Max Weber, 18.  
196 Bendix, Max Weber, 18-19.  
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He was entirely unconcerned with the form in which he presented his wealth of ideas. So 
many things came to him out of that storehouse of his mind, once the mass (of ideas) was 
in motion, that many times they could not be readily forced into a lucid sentence structure. 
And he wants to be done with it quickly and be brief about it on top of that, because ever 
new problems of reality crowd in upon him. What a limitation of discursive thought that 
it does not permit the simultaneous expression of several lines of thought which belong 
together! Therefore, much must be pressed hurriedly into long involved periods and what 
cannot be accommodated there has to be put into the footnotes. After all, let the reader 
take as much trouble with these matters as he had done himself.197 

 
FXUWheUmRUe, ke\ WeUmV iQ WebeU¶V ZRUk RfWeQ becRme blXUUed b\ a cRmSle[ Zeb Rf UelaWiRQV WR 

other terms, which makes an isolated definition of Weberian concepts impossible. This is not 

merely due to a disregard for stylistic form but corresponds to certain epistemological 

convictions.198 In his Sociological Writings, most prominently in his Objektivitätsaufsatz (1988), 

Weber positions himself in a neo-Kantian tradition, influenced particularly by Heinrich Rickert, 

a SURmiQeQW figXUe iQ WebeU¶V meWhRdRlRgical delibeUaWiRQV ZhR cRQVideUV Whe fRUmaWiRQ Rf 

concepts a process of abstraction that imposes an order upon the heterogenous continuum of 

reality. Weber turns against a dogmatic rationalism that understands concepts to represent an 

³RbjecWiYe´ UealiW\. ETXall\, hRZeYeU, he cUiWici]eV Whe idea WhaW dedXced geQeUal laZV aQd 

cRQceSWV iQ WheiU abVWUacWiRQ ZRXld cRQVWiWXWe Whe acWXal RbjecWiYe Rf VRcial VcieQceV: ³«.iQ 

cultural studies, the cognition of the general is never valuable for its own sake. [«die EUkeQQWQiV 

des Generellen ist uns in den Kulturwissenschaften nie um sich selbst willen wertvoll.]´199 An 

abstracted conceptual structure is neither directly applicable to reality, nor does it constitute or 

grant access to the truth of that reality.200 Cognition, which can always only represent a finite 

account of an infinitely complex and heterogeneous reality, therefore involves the judgement of 

ZhaW iV ³eVVeQWial´ iQ Whe VeQVe Rf ZhaW iV ³ZRUWh kQRZiQg.´201 For this reason, Weber argues that 

cultural studies involves the continuous deliberation of the tension between concept and historical 

formation and the evaluation of concepts against specific historical material. This is reflected in 

WebeU¶V failure to present the reader with a clear±cut definition or understanding of concepts. 

Instead, he spends a significant amount of time explaining their limitations and weighting their 

 
197 Weber, Marianne. Max Weber: Ein Lebensbild. Lambert Schneider, 1950, 350; translation from Bendix, Max Weber, 
18.  
198 Weber himself refuses to take a clear position regarding epistemological and historico-philosophical questions in 
his studies on logic and methodology of cultural studies. Wolfgang Schluchter, however, demonstrates that Weber 
develops a more or less clear position toward the structure of concepts and their relation to reality. Schluchter, 
Wolfgang. The Rise of Western Rationalism: Max Weber’s Developmental History. Translated by Guenther Roth, 
University of California Press, 1985, 13-15.  
199 Weber, Max. µDie ³ObjekWiYiWlW´ SR]ialZiVVeQVchafWlicheU XQd SR]ialSRliWiVcheU EUkeQQWQiV¶. Gesammelte Aufsätze 
Zur Wissenschaftslehre, edited by Johannes Winckelmann, Mohr Siebeck, 1988, 180, translation my own. 
200 See Schluchter, The Rise of Western Rationalism, 14-16.  
201 HeUe, cRmeV iQ WebeU¶V iQViVWeQce RQ Whe iQYRlYemeQW Rf jXdgemeQW (Werturteil) in all cognitive and scientific 
processes, which is unavoidable, bXW Zhich mXVW cRQVciRXVl\ be VWXdied aQd cRmmXQicaWed: ³All WhiQkiQg cRgQiWiRQ Rf 
infinite reality by the finite human mind is therefore based on the tacit presupposition that, at a time, only a finite part 
of it should form the object of scientific cRmSUeheQViRQ, aQd WhaW RQl\ WhaW SaUW iV µeVVeQWial¶ iQ Whe VeQVe Rf µZRUWh 
kQRZiQg¶.´ WebeU, ³ObjekWiYiWlW´ SR]ialZiVVeQVchafWlicheU XQd SR]ialSRliWiVcheU EUkeQQWQiV,¶ 171, WUaQVlaWiRQ m\ 
own. 
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significance for the study of concrete historical and cultural phenomena. The convoluted 

presentation of technical terms iQ WebeU¶V We[W flRZV fURm hiV cRQceUQ ZiWh Whe limiWaWiRQ Rf WheiU 

usefulness ± a commitment that makes the study of individual concepts in general a demanding 

task. 

 
In the case of the concept of authority, there is yet another layer of complication that renders the 

VWXd\ Rf WhiV QRWiRQ iQ WebeU¶V ZRUk difficXlW. The WeUm ³aXWhRUiW\´ haV beeQ XVed aV a VXbVWiWXWe 

fRU WeUmV beVideV Whe GeUmaQ ³AXWRUiWlW´ iQ Whe SURceVV Rf Whe WUaQVlaWiRQ Rf WebeU¶V ZRUkV iQWR 

EQgliVh; Whe hiVWRU\ Rf WUaQVlaWiRQ haV Yeiled Whe meaQiQg Rf aXWhRUiW\ iQ WebeU¶V ZRUk.  

AccRUdiQg WR GXeQWheU RRWh, Whe WUaQVlaWiRQ Rf WebeU iQWR EQgliVh iV acWXall\ ³UelaWiYel\ eaV\´ 

iQ YieZ Rf WebeU¶V ³elecWed affiQiWieV´ ZiWh the Anglo-Saxon world and his adaptation to the 

patterns of a broader international scholarship.202 For this reason, Roth blames conceptual 

disparities between the original and translated text mainly on simple mistakes in translation, and 

RQ Whe ³caUeleVVQeVV, QegligeQce, UaVhQeVV´ Rf Whe WUaQVlaWRU.203 Some significant shortcomings in 

GeUWh aQd WiWWich¶s translation in the English from 1968 (1978), for instance, Roth attributes to 

their relative ignorance of the English or German language respectively.204 Peter Baehr (2001), 

however, speaks of at least three further aspects in which the English translation shapes the 

AQglRShRQe VchRlaUVhiS Rf WebeU¶V ZRUk. OQe difficXlW\ iV Whe ³XQdeUeVWimaWiRQ Rf liWeUaU\ 

TXaliWieV aQd ShilRVRShical allXViRQV.´205 The creative license German language has to form nouns 

is a known difficulty that often renders translations from German stilted and at times impossible 

to apprehend without ample exegesis ± and Weber uses this licence extensively in order to draw 

compelling images and express sarcasm.206 Furthermore, Baehr argues that where the 

philosophical perspectives of translators and authors come into conflict the process of translation 

mRYeV be\RQd meUe WechQicaliW\ b\ SXlliQg Whe We[W iQWR aQ ³iQWeUSUeWaWiYe RUbiW WhaW diVWXUbV Whe 

RUigiQal cRQVWellaWiRQ Rf WhemeV, idiRmV, aQd emShaVeV.´207 In both respects, translations risk what 

GiVela HiQkle callV aQ ³AmeUicaQi]aWiRQ´ Rf WebeU¶V ZRUk: 

 
By "Americanization" we mean an interpretive transformation of Weber's writings 
through the process of translation. Translation from one language to another and more 
specifically from one intellectual and linguistic context to another, entails not merely a 
substitution of words but a transformation of ideas, styles of thinking, modes of 

 
202 RRWh, GXeQWheU. µIQWeUSUeWiQg aQd TUaQVlaWiQg Ma[ WebeU¶. International Sociology, vol. 7, no. 4, 1992, 449, also 
451.  
203 BaehU, PeWeU. µThe ³IURQ Cage´ aQd Whe ³Shell aV HaUd aV SWeel´: PaUVRQV, WebeU, aQd Whe SWahlhaUWeV GehlXVe 
MeWaShRU iQ Whe PURWeVWaQW EWhic aQd Whe SSiUiW Rf CaSiWaliVm¶. History and Theory, vol. 40, no. 2, 2001, 155.  
204 RRWh, µIQWeUSUeWiQg aQd TUaQVlaWiQg¶, 455.  
205 BaehU, µThe IURQ Cage¶, 156. AV aQ e[amSle, BaehU meQWiRQV PaUVRQV¶V WUaQVlaWiRQ Rf ³WahlYeUZaQdWVchafWeQ´ aV 
³cRUUelaWiRQV´, UaWheU WhaQ ³elecWiYe affiQiWieV´ fRU e[amSle, iQ PURWeVWaQW EWhic, Zhich YeilV Whe aVSecWV Rf eURWiciVm 
and attraction suggested in the German term.  
206 Dagmar Waters and Tony Waters, Weber’s Rationalism and Modern Society. New Translations on Politics, 
Bureaucracy, and Social Stratification (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015), 29. 
207 BaehU, µThe IURQ Cage¶, 156. 



 56 

expression, indeed a whole context of mental imagery and assumptions many of which 
may be unnoticed by the writer, the translator, and the reader.208  

 

The concern here is that in the translated text the original conceptual matrix is lost, or at least 

insufficiently conveyed.209 Depending on the philosophical perspective regarding the relation 

between translation and original, the following statement by Guenther Roth can be understood in 

one of two ways. He argues that 

 
general readability is the best that can be achieved in a translation, because it becomes 
outdated whenever new theoretical issues arise. Translators cannot anticipate which terms 
will become important in a few years. For each specific purpose new choices must often 
be made. Terms that were not standardized previously suddenly are in need of uniform 
UeQdeUiQg. [«] (I fiQd WhaW I mXVW RfWeQ chaQge m\ own translation of Weber and others, 
and that includes texts I revised previously.)210  

 

One might, like Baehr, understand Roth to be arguing that scholars become progressively aware 

Rf Whe WRWal cRQfigXUaWiRQ Rf WebeU¶V laQgXage aQd cRme WR highlighW SUeYiously neglected but 

ceQWUal WeUmV iQ WebeU¶V ZRUk. ThiV iV dRQe b\ ³RffeUiQg a glRVV RQ a GeUmaQ ZRUd bXW mRUe 

often inviting Anglophone readers to familiarize themselves with the peculiarities of the German 

language itself, especially where no clear EngliVh eTXiYaleQWV aUe aYailable.´211 This presupposes 

the paradoxical ideas of the superiority of the original language over the translation, on the one 

hand, and the universality of language according to which the translation is corrected according 

to the principle of equivalence.212 ThiV QaUUaWiYe UeVRQaWeV ZiWh BaehU¶V UecRQVideUaWiRQ Rf 

WebeU¶V RUigiQal QRWiRQ Rf ³VWahlhaUWeV GehlXVe´ aV mRUe mRdeUQ cRQceSWXaliVaWiRQ WhaQ 

iQdicaWed b\ PaUVRQV¶V WUaQVlaWiRQ Rf ³iURQ cage,´ Zhich, accRUdiQg WR BaehU, iV deUived from a 

false literary analogy.213 No translation is a perfect substitution of a chain of words from one 

language into another, for the complex webs of language never find perfect correspondence. 

 
208 HiQkle, GiVela J. µThe AmeUicaQi]aWiRQ Rf Ma[ WebeU¶. Current Perspectives in Social Theory, vol. 7, 1986, 89.  
209 HiQkle WakeV PaUVRQV¶V WUaQVlaWiRQ aV aQ e[amSle fRU iWV ³iQVXfficieQW aZaUeQeVV Rf [WebeU¶V] QeR-Kantian 
inclinations has repeatedly distorted Whe meaQiQg Rf Whe We[W.´ HiQkle, µThe AmeUicaQi]aWiRQ Rf Ma[ WebeU¶, 89; Vee 
also 101.  
210 RRWh, µIQWeUSUeWiQg aQd TUaQVlaWiQg¶, 457.  
211 BaehU, µThe IURQ Cage¶, 156.  
212 The idea of equivalence dominated translation theory since the 60s up to deconstructive critique (which references 
back to translation commentary by philosophers from the beginning of the century including Martin Heidegger and 
WalWeU BeQjamiQ) aQd cRQWiQXeV WR hRld a VWURQg gUiS RYeU WRda\¶V XQdeUVWaQdiQg Rf WUaQVlaWiRQV. IW imSlieV WhaW Whe 
translation is subordinated to an original work rendering translation a functional and teleological task in which the 
WUaQVlaWRU UemaiQV faiWhfXl WR Whe RUigiQal. See fRU iQVWaQce Nida¶V idea Rf ³d\Qamic eTXiYaleQce,´ ZhR iQaXgXUaWed Whe 
understanding of WUaQVlaWiQg aV ³VcieQce.´ Toward a Science of Translating, with Special Reference to Principles and 
Procedures Involved in Bible Translating. Brill, 1964. Linguists like J. C. Catford assume a certain universality of 
language and argue for the functionaliW\ Rf WUaQVlaWiRQ aQd Whe WaVk Rf cRmiQg WR WeUmV ZiWh ³VhifWV´ beWZeeQ fRUeigQ 
and translating texts. Catford, J. C. A Linguistic Theory of Translation: An Essay in Applied Linguistics. Oxford 
University Press, 1965. For an overview see Gentzler, Edwin. Contemporary Translation Theories. 2., rev. Ed, 
Multilingual Matters, 2001; and Venuti, Lawrence. The Translation Studies Reader. Routledge, 2000. 
213 BaehU aUgXeV WhaW PaUVRQV¶V UeQdiWiRQ Rf WebeU¶V meWaShRU iV aQ e[amSle Rf hRZ Whe EQgliVh QRWiRQ haV becRme a 
³WUaYeliQg idea´, e[emSlif\iQg hRZ a WUaQVlaWRU¶V cRiQage caQ imSRVe iWVelf XSRQ Whe SeUceSWiRQ Rf Whe We[W. µThe IURQ 
Cage¶, 157.  
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Every translation is of course at the same time an interpretation: it transforms the text and creates 

a different mental imaginary. 

 

LeW XV haYe a clRVeU lRRk aW hRZ Whe WUaQVlaWiRQ Rf WebeU¶V ZRUk iQWR EQgliVh haV imSacWed Whe 

cRQQRWaWiRQ Rf aXWhRUiW\, RU ³AXWRUiWlW´ iQ GeUmaQ. The cRmmRQ aVVRciaWiRQ Rf WebeU Zith the 

notion of authority stems on one hand from a neglect of his specific uses of the term, and on the 

other from his use of the adjective autoritär (authoritarian) to characterize Herrschaft.214 What is 

immediaWel\ VWUikiQg iV WhaW Whe WeUm ³authority´ has gained a peculiar prominence in the 

SeUceSWiRQ Rf WebeU¶V ZRUk maiQl\ iQ EQgliVh VSeakiQg academ\.215 The reasons for this are not 

immediately clear. As far as the notion of ³AXWRUiWlW´ iQ WebeU¶V We[W iV cRQceUQed, Whe cUX[ Rf 

the matter does not lie in the translatability of the term itself. Both the German Autorität and the 

English authority are derived from the Latin auctoritas and appear to be used with the same 

connotation and similar frequency. They share a similar history of being introduced into common 

speech in the 13th and 14th century. In both languages, the nuances of the term were significantly 

imSacWed b\ Whe EQlighWeQmeQW¶V UejecWiRQ Rf aXWhRUiW\ fRU imSediQg iQdiYidXalV¶ XVe Rf WheiU RZQ 

reason. With this rejection, however, the notion of authority, both in English and in German, 

started to lose significance and specificity. In the aftermath of World War II authority became 

more and more blurred with the notions of authoritarian (autoritär) and authoritarianism 

(Autoritarismus), terms that were only introduced in the 19th century.216 More and more, authority 

was reduced to a negative meaning, losing its distinctiveness from concepts such as force or 

domination. This, together with the fact that Weber himself did nRW cRQceSWXali]e ³AXWRUiWlW´ aV 

a separate technical term and, in fact, mentions it only rarely throughout his work, meant, it seems, 

that translators did not give much attention to the German term and, instead, exactly for its inferior 

status, utilized the QRWiRQ Rf ³aXWhRUiW\´ WR WUaQVlaWe Whe mRUe VigQificaQW cRQceSW Rf Herrschaft, 

RWheUZiVe WUaQVlaWed aV ³UXle´ RU ³dRmiQaWiRQ´ ± which explains the frequency in which 

³aXWhRUiW\´ aSSeaUV iQ Whe EQgliVh We[WV.217 RRWh¶V VeQWimeQW WhaW WUaQVlaWiRQV mighW haYe to be 

adapted depending on the terms that have become important takes on a slightly different sense in 

 
214 This point iV iQVSiUed b\ ReiQhaUdW KRVelleck¶V Begriffsgeschichte, which emphasizes the sedimentation of socio-
political history in linguistic material thereby turning against an abstract history of ideas. See Koselleck, Reinhart. 
Sediments of Time: On Possible Histories. Translated by Stefan-Ludwig Hoffmann and Sean Franzel, Stanford 
University Press, 2018. (Begriffsgeschichten: Studien zur Semantik und Pragmatik der politischen und sozialen 
Sprache. Suhrkamp Verlag, 2006.) 
215 Let us compare the table of contents of both standard translations of Economy and Society, TalcRWW PaUVRQV¶V fURm 
1947 and the full edition by Guenther Roth and Claus Wittich (1968, 1978), to the German original as edited by 
MaUiaQQe WebeU aQd laWeU JRhaQQeV WiQkelmaQQ (1964). RRWh aQd WiWWich¶s edition used previous translation of parts 
of the book inter alia the one by Talcott Parsons. The editors, however, revised and edited those, and at times 
completely rewrote whole passages or replaced chapters with their own translations. It constitutes the first complete 
English translation of Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft. The GeUmaQ RUigiQal ZaV RQl\ cRmSleWed SRVWhXmRXVl\. PaUVRQV¶V 
translation is based on the first two parts which were edited by Weber himself. The third part was only published 
posthumoXVl\ alUead\ afWeU PaUVRQV¶V WUaQVlaWiRQ b\ MaUiaQQe WebeU aQd WheQ JRhaQQeV WiQkelmaQQ. The WeUm 
³aXWhRUiW\´ aSSeaUV fRXUWeeQ WimeV WR be SUeciVe, iQ PaUVRQV¶V WUaQVlaWiRQ cRmSaUaWiYel\ mRUe. 
216 µAXWhRUiWaUiaQiVm¶. The Merriam-Webster Dictionary, Merriam-WebVWeU, 1968.The VXffi[ ³-arian” connects the 
root word authority to the notion of a concern of a belief. The term authoritarian was accordingly introduced to describe 
a person that holds a strong belief in authority as opposed to individual freedom. 
217 Bendix, Max Weber, 296, footnote 16.  
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WhiV cRQWe[W, fRU Whe URle Rf aXWhRUiW\ iQ WebeU¶V ZRUk iWVelf haV QRW beeQ VWXdied independently, 

but only as a substitute for the German concept of Herrschaft. I will address in a moment how 

political and historical realities further contributed to the convergence of the term authority with 

Herrschaft.  

 

For the endeavour of this work to distinguish between authoritative and authoritarian forms of 

UXle iW iV QeceVVaU\ WR e[amiQe WebeU¶V XQdeUVWaQdiQg Whe URle Rf aXWhRUiW\ iQ Whe legiWimaWiRQ 

process of rule (Herrschaft). This is only possible if we render the two terms ±authority and 

Herrschaft ± as distinctly as possible from each other. That is not to say that the two notions can 

be fully detached from one another. In fact, because authority, as I argue in the following, is 

inseparable from the process of the legitimation of rule. The task is instead to distinguish the two 

terms analytically without rendering them as separate phenomena. In the following section, 

therefore, I seek to salvage the notion of Autorität iQ WebeU¶V ZRUk fURm iWV RbliWeUaWiRQ b\ iWV 

history of translation. ASSURachiQg aXWhRUiW\ fURm Whe SeUVSecWiYe Rf Whe cRQceSW¶V WUaQVlaWiRQV 

proves fruitful for this end because the space that is opened by the divergence between original 

and translated text allows, even demands, a continuing critical consideration of the authority of 

the original.218 

 

3. Translation, substitution, untranslatables 

 

As was already indicated, Weber himself is not concerned with the concept of authority 

specifically and, in fact, XVeV Whe WeUm ³AXWRUiWlW´ RQl\ UaUel\. BeQdi[ WheUefRUe UighWl\ QRWeV WhaW, 

becaXVe WebeU dReV QRW XVe ³aXWhRUiW\´ aV a VSecific WechQical WeUm, aQ\ aWWemSW WR UeWUieYe aQ 

 
218 This conflicts with the indeterminability proper to writing, absent all final and absolute interpretation. The 
translation marks a stage in the continued life of a text, as Walter Benjamin describes it. Benjamin, Walter. µThe TaVk 
Rf Whe TUaQVlaWRU¶. The Translation Studies Reader, by Lawrence Venuti, translated by Harry Zohn, Routledge, 2000, 
16.   
To reiterate, the interest underlying this endeavour primarily is not to insist on the precedence and superiority of the 
origiQal GeUmaQ We[W aV, fRU iQVWaQce, BaehU¶V (2001) cUiWiTXe Rf Whe WUaQVlaWiRQ Rf ³iURQ cage´ VeemV WR UeYeUbeUaWe. 
The idea Rf eTXiYaleQce beWZeeQ RUigiQal aQd WUaQVlaWed We[W ceUWaiQl\ XQdeUlieV BaehU¶V cUiWical cRmmeQWaU\ Rf 
WUaQVlaWabiliW\ Rf WebeU¶V ZRUk WhaW SUecede hiV UecRQVideUaWiRQ Rf WebeU¶V QRWiRQ Rf ³VWahlhaUWeV GehlXVe´. The 
critique he develops in the following, however, is not concerned with the superiority of the German original per se but 
rather with the different philosophical horizon thaW iV RSeQed XS iQ cRQWUaVW WR PaUVRQV¶V UeQdeUiQg. ThiV VWXd\ WheUefRUe 
WakeV VeUiRXV WalWeU BeQjamiQ¶V idea WhaW a WUaQVlaWiRQ SaUWiciSaWeV iQ Whe afWeUlife Rf a We[W aQd WhXV caQQRW aQd VhRXld 
QRW be deleWed WhURXgh cRUUecWiRQ. See BeQjamiQ, µThe TaVk Rf Whe TUaQVlaWRU¶, 15±25. The reader should remember the 
problematic of this decision for, especially in the German tradition, foreignizing strategies both in translations and 
philosophy have been intensively interwoven with nationalistic convictions and imperialist strategies. See Lefevere, 
André. Translating Literature: The German Tradition from Luther to Rosenzweig. Van Gorcum, 1977, 97. The relation 
beWZeeQ laQgXage aQd QaWiRQaliVm UemaiQV a cRQceUQ SaUWicXlaUl\ iQ UegaUd WR MaUWiQ HeideggeU¶V ZRUk, Zhich 
emphasizes the primacy and superiority of the German language due to its affinity to Greek language and thus access 
to authentic philosophical concepts. See for instance his remarks on the superiority of German for philosophical 
discussions in his interYieZ ZiWh Whe SSiegel: HeideggeU, MaUWiQ. µ³OQl\ a GRd CaQ SaYe UV´¶. The Heidegger 
Controversy: A Critical Reader, ed. Richard Wolin, MIT Press, 1993, pp. 91±116. In the lectures that came to form the 
Geschlecht VeUieV, DeUUida Sla\V HeideggeU¶V emSlR\meQt of Old and High German, turning it against him, in response 
WR a VeUiRXV cRQceUQ WhaW HeideggeU¶V XVe Rf laQgXage iV QRW RQl\ QaWiRQaliVWic, bXW mRUeRYeU Ue-enacts a metaphysical 
logic according to which Being depends on the propriety of location and origin (the West). See for instance Derrida, 
Jacques, et al. Geschlecht III: Sex, Race, Nation, Humanity. University of Chicago Press, 2020. 
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aXWheQWic defiQiWiRQ RU cRQceSWXali]aWiRQ fURm WebeU¶V ZRUk ZRXld be miVleadiQg.219 Yet whilst 

Whe QRWiRQ Rf aXWhRUiW\ VcaUcel\ aSSeaUV iQ eaUlieU We[WV, iW QeYeUWheleVV Sla\V a YiWal URle iQ WebeU¶V 

typology of legitimate Herrschaft. For that reason, I begin by problematizing the use of 

³aXWhRUiW\´ WR VXbVWiWXWe fRU Whe ³XQWUaQVlaWable´ term Herrschaft. To do so, I argue, is to imply 

the equivalence of the terms and thus to obscure the relationship between them. This exercise 

clears the ground for the study of the role of authority in the legitimation process of rule that 

Weber describes in his work.  

 

IW iV QRW VXUSUiViQg WhaW WUaQVlaWRUV Ueached fRU Whe WeUm ³aXWhRUiW\´ WR WUaQVlaWe Herrschaft since 

it is considered a term so controversial that it figures among the so-called ³XQWUaQVlaWableV´ iQ 

The Dictionary of Untranslatables (2014). Herrschaft has, of course, been translated into English, 

but it is, as Barbara Cassin explains in the introduction to this Dictionary, one of those 

³XQWUaQVlaWableV´ WhaW ³RQe keeSV RQ (QRW) WUaQVlaWiQg,´ fRU iWV WUaQVlaWiRQ ³iQWR RQe laQgXage RU 

another, creates a problem, to the extent of sometimes generating a neologism or imposing a new 

meaQiQg RQ aQ Rld ZRUd.´220 The distortion of terms including Herrschaft in translation creates a 

history and geography of languages and cultures thus drawing out the principal symptoms of 

difference in language. This thereby indicates moments of what Deleuze coins 

³deWeUUiWRUialiVaWiRQ´ Rf a ShilRVRShical aQd cultural nexus.221 In the Dictionary, Marc de Launay 

aQal\VeV WhiV ³XQWUaQVlaWable´ b\ chaUWiQg Whe cRmSle[ VemaQWic eYRlXWiRQ Whe WeUm haV 

undergone, specifically the changing relationship to the notions of property and power (here, in 

the sense of Gewalt) that left the term abstract and multifaceted and made the meaning difficult 

to capture in English.222 YeW, Whe VXbVWiWXWiRQ Rf ³aXWhRUiW\´ fRU Herrschaft obliterates that in 

WebeU¶V We[W WheUe Autorität and Herrschaft are two distinct concepts that stand in relationship to 

each other. In a linguistic level, this is evident in the early part of Economy and Society, where 

Weber distinguishes between two types of Herrschaft: Herrschaft ³b\ YiUWXe Rf a cRQVWellaWiRQ Rf 

inteUeVWV´ aQd Herrschaft ³b\ YiUWXe Rf aXWhRUiW\.´223 The proposition by virtue of (kraft) here is 

crucial for it both connects and separates those terms as two distinct concepts. According to this, 

logically, Herrschaft and the concept of Autorität, are not at all synonymous, and that authority 

cannot serve as a translation for Herrschaft without obliterating the meaning of the concept of 

Autorität. IQVWead, ³b\ YiUWXe Rf,´ RU ³kUafW´ iQ GeUmaQ, SRiQWV XV WR a UelaWiRQVhiS beWZeeQ Whe 

 
219 Bendix, Max Weber, 296. 
220 CaVViQ, BaUbaUa. µIQWURdXcWiRQ¶. Dictionary of Untranslatables: A Philosophical Lexicon, edited by Barbara Cassin 
et al., Princeton University Press, 2014, xvii.  
221 See CaVViQ, µIQWURdXcWiRQ¶, eVSeciall\ [Yiii-xix.  
222 De LaXQa\, MaUc. µHeUUVchafW¶. Dictionary of Untranslatables: A Philosophical Lexicon, edited by Barbara Cassin 
et al., Princeton University Press, 2014, 436. Reinhardt Koselleck in his Begriffsgeschichte (History of Concepts) had 
already drawn out the complex socio-historical sedimentation in the term Herrschaft. Koselleck, Sediments of Time, 
2018.  
223 Weber, Max. Wirtschaft Und Gesellschaft. Grundriss Der Verstehenden Soziologie. Ed. Johannes Winckelmann, 
Kiepenhauer, 1964, 692; Weber, Max. Economy and Society: An Outline of Interpretive Sociology. Ed. Guenther Roth 
and Claus Wittich, University of California Press, 1978, 943. 
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two terms whereby Herrschaft iV VRmehRZ deUiYed fURm aXWhRUiW\. The XVe Rf ³aXWhRUiW\´ WR 

translate both Herrschaft and Autorität leads us into a tautological argument whereby it is claimed 

that Herrschaft is derived from something it is identical to (because authority = Herrschaft). The 

argument runs ad absurdum. 

 

Reinhard Bendix in his Intellectual Portrait of Weber (1998) still insists on alternating between 

XViQg ³dRmiQaWiRQ´224 aQd ³aXWhRUiW\´ WR WUaQVlaWe Herrschaft, which he justifies through the 

argument that Weber did not use Autorität as a separate technical term. In fact, he argues that 

Weber himself thought of Autorität as a synonym for Herrschaft becaXVe WebeU ³VSecificall\ 

ideQWified µaXWhRUiW\¶ aV Whe SRZeU WR cRmmaQd aQd Whe dXW\ WR Rbe\.´225 ThiV allRZV him ³WR XVe 

Whe WeUm aV a V\QRQ\m fRU ³dRmiQaWiRQ´ ZheQeYeU WhiV iV iQ Whe iQWeUeVW Rf flXeQc\.´226 This 

neglects that WebeU¶V Economy and Society (Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft) is not a coherent piece 

of writing and consists of a collection of texts, articles and fragments on which Weber worked at 

different points throughout his career, some of which have been edited and published 

posthumously.227 Whilst there is certainly a grand objective which runs throughout this opus 

magnum,228 Weber renders terms including both Herrschaft and Autorität differently depending 

on the context of his analysis. In the earlier chapters of Economy and Society,229 he deals 

extensively with both faces of Herrschaft: force and legitimacy. In his later political writings, on 

Whe RWheU haQd, WebeU¶V aQal\ViV iV limiWed WR W\SeV Rf legiWimaWe Herrschaft.230 Similarly, there 

aUe VigQificaQW iQcRQViVWeQcieV iQ WebeU¶V XVe Rf ³AXWRUiWlW.´ IQ Whe VecWiRQ Domination by 

Economic Power and by Authority (Macht und Herrschaft. Übergangsformen), on which basis 

Reinhardt Bendix justifies his use of authority as a synonym for domination, Weber uses the term 

³AXWRUiWlW´ VeYeUal WimeV, reducing its significance to connote forceful relationships of command 

aQd RbedieQce (fRU iQVWaQce, Whe ³aXWhRUiWaUiaQ´ UelaWiRQVhiS beWZeeQ maVWeU aQd VlaYe). IQ hiV 

 
224 ³DRmiQaWiRQ´ iV alVR XVed b\ RRWh aQd WiWWich (1978). KeiWh TUibe (2019) XVeV ³UXleUVhiS´ iQ Whe fiUVW chaSWeU Rf 
his translation. See also Mommsen, Wolfgang J. The Age of Bureaucracy: Perspectives on the Political Sociology of 
Max Weber. Blackwell, 1974, 72. 
225 Bendix, Max Weber, 296 footnote 16.  
226 Bendix, Max Weber, 296 footnote 16. 
227 CRmmeQWaWRUV haYe lRQg SRiQWed WR Whe fUagmeQWaU\ chaUacWeU Rf WebeU¶V ZRUkV aQd, cRQQecWed WR WhaW, Whe difficXlW\ 
to classify them according to established disciplinary lines. See Mommsen, Wolfgang J. The Age of Bureaucracy: 
Perspectives on the Political Sociology of Max Weber. BlackZell, 1974, 1; MRmmVeQ, WRlfgaQg J. µIQWURdXcWiRQ¶. 
Max Weber and His Contemporaries, ed. Wolfgang J Mommsen and Jürgen Osterhammel, Allen, 1987, 6; Kahlberg, 
SWeSheQ. µThe SeaUch fRU ThemaWic OUieQWaWiRQV iQ a FUagmeQWed OeXYUe: The DiVcXVViRQ Rf Ma[ WebeU iQ ReceQW 
GeUmaQ SRciRlRgical LiWeUaWXUe¶. Sociology, vol. 13, no. 1, 1979, pp. 127±39, 127. Arpád Szakolczai addresses the 
TXeVWiRQ Rf cRheUeQce iQ WebeU¶V ZRUk WhURXgh aXWhRUial Velf-UeflecWiRQV. He VSecificall\ dUaZV RQ WebeU¶V aQWi-critical 
essays in which Weber himself contemplates the lack of coherence as a problem for the status and reception of his 
work. Szakolczai, Árpád. Max Weber and Michel Foucault: Parallel Life-Works. Routledge, 1998, 4-6, 70-76.  
228 ReiQhaUd BeQdi[ aUgXeV WhaW WebeU¶V gUeaWeU RbjecWiYe WR iQYeVWigaWe Whe UelaWiRQV Rf ideaV aQd YalXeV WhaW eQable 
(rather than cause) stability and dynamics of a society connects his religious and political studies but also his reflection 
of his own position in his methodological writings. Bendix, Max Weber, Chapter VIII. 
229 See VSecificall\ chaSWeU X iQ Whe YeUViRQ Rf RRWh aQd WiWWich¶V WUaQVlaWiRQ. WebeU, Ma[. Economy and Society: An 
Outline of Interpretive Sociology. Ed. Guenther Roth and Claus Wittich, University of California Press, 1978. 
230 In secondary literature, however, this specification of his late texts is often overlooked. De Launay, for instance, 
RQl\ meQWiRQV WebeU¶V diVWiQcWiRQ beWZeeQ ³WhUee W\SeV Rf dRmiQaWiRQ´ ZiWhRXW iQdicaWiQg WhaW WheVe types are solely 
the specifically legitimate forms of Herrschaft. See µHeUUVchafW¶, 433-436.  
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later text Three Ideal Types of Legitimate Domination (Die drei Typen Legitimer Herrschaft), 

which was first published in 1922, Weber uses the notion of Autorität with a slightly different 

connotation.231 Weber here speaks of Herrschaft in the narrow sense, excluding from its scope 

those situations where power is derived from constellations of interest or based on force or 

YiRleQce. The WeUm ³AXWRUiWlW´ aSSeaUV SUimaUil\ iQ Whe cRQWe[W Rf chaUiVmaWic Herrschaft. Weber 

argues that the legitimation principle of charismatic Herrschaft iV ³aXWRUiWlU´, WheUeb\ le[icall\ 

aligning it with the relationship between master and slave. In this text, however, he emphasizes 

that the rule rests upon the recognition of the ruled. He acknowledges the ambiguity regarding 

the legitimation principles here for it could also be interpreted in a democratic, anti-authoritarian 

(anti-autoritär) way when the ruled deliberately elect the ruler.232 Accordingly, other translators 

aQd VchRlaUV haYe beeQ mRUe VSecific iQ WheiU XVe Rf ³aXWhRUiW\.´ Most significantly, Talcott 

PaUVRQV RUigiQall\ adRSWed Whe WeUm ³imSeUaWiYe cRQWURl´, laWeU ³leadeUVhiS”, as a general 

translation for Herrschaft, and insisted on using authority VSecificall\ iQ Whe cRQWe[W Rf WebeU¶V 

studies of legitimate Herrschaft,233 Parsons hereby points WR WebeU¶V ³WUemeQdRXV emShaViV´ RQ 

the significance of legitimisation in this particular study suggesting that there is indeed a 

connection between authority and the legitimisation of rule, rather than rule in general.234 

 

For the purpose of this work to distinguish between authoritative and authoritarian forms of rule, 

QeiWheU Rf Zhich Uel\ RQ Whe XVe Rf e[SliciW fRUmV Rf YiRleQce, Whe QRWiRQ Rf ³AXWRUiWlW´ aV iW 

aSSeaUV iQ WebeU¶V Three Ideal Types of Legitimate Domination is especially interesting. Weber 

here speaks of Herrschaft in the narrow sense, excluding from its scope those situations where 

power is derived from constellations of interest or based on force or violence, thereby narrowing 

his analysis to legitimate forms of rule. Here, he defines Herrschaft, as Whe ³aXWhRUiWaUiaQ SRZeU 

to command [autoritäre Befehlsgewalt],´235 which assumes a reciprocal relationship between 

rulers and ruled even though, as he emphasizes, the position of power is not completely dependent 

 
231 The following analysis is based on the text as it was originally published in Preußische Jahrbücher. This text differs 
slightly from the version as published in the second full edition of Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft, which was edited by 
Marianne Weber and Johannes Winkelmann.  
232 WebeU, Ma[. µDie DUei ReiQeQ T\SeQ DeU LegiWimeQ HeUUVchafW¶. Gesammelte Aufsätze Zur Wissenschaftslehre, 
ed. Johannes Winckelmann, 7. Aufl, Mohr Siebeck, 1988, 475±88, 487, emphasis my own.  
233 Parsons objected to the notion of domination (as used by Bendix and Rheinstein/Shils), noting that while Herrschaft 
indeed indicates that the leader holds power over his followers, the term domination would be limited to such power, 
aQd miVV WebeU¶V emShaViV RQ ³Whe iQWegUaWiRQ Rf Whe cRllecWiYiW\, iQ Whe iQWeUeVW Rf effecWiYe fXQcWiRQiQg (eVSeciall\ 
the integration of Whe cUXcial VeUbaQd RU cRUSRUaWe gURXS).´ TalcRWW PaUVRQV, µReYieZ: Ma[ WebeU: AQ IQWellecWXal 
PRUWUaiW, b\ ReiQhaUd BeQdi[¶, American Sociological Association 25, no. 5 (1960), 752. 
234 Parsons, Review, 752. Günther Roth agrees with Parsons to translate Herrschaft as authority because, he argues, 
Weber most of the time speaks of legitimate Herrschaft in Economy and Society. RRWh, GXeQWheU. µIQWeUSUeWiQg aQd 
TUaQVlaWiQg Ma[ WebeU¶. International Sociology, vol. 7, no. 4, 1992, pp. 449±59, on 453. Similarly, while 
RRWh/WiWWich maiQWaiQ ³dRmiQaWiRQ´ aV Whe geQeUal WUaQVlaWiRQ fRU Herrschaft, Whe\ WRR XQdeUVWaQd ³aXWhRUiW\´ WR be aW 
leaVW ³feaVible´ fRU Whe We[WV iQ Zhich WebeU fRcXVeV RQ ³legiWimaWe´ Herrschaft. Weber, Max. Economy and Society: 
An Outline of Interpretive Sociology. Ed. Guenther Roth and Claus Wittich, University of California Press, 1978, 
footnote on 62.  
235 See Bendix, Max Weber, 295. Weber, Max. Economy and Society: An Outline of Interpretive Sociology. Ed. 
Guenther Roth and Claus Wittich, University of California Press, 1978, 946.  
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on the actual frequency of compliance.236 OQe mighW heaU a faiQW echR Rf KaQW¶V YRice ZheQ 

Weber argues:  

 

The manifested will (command) of the ruler or rulers is meant to influence the conduct of 
one of more others (the ruled) and actually does influence it in such a way that their 
conduct to a socially relevant degree occurs as if the ruled had made the content of the 
command the maxim of their conduct for its very own sake.237 
 

According to this, Bendix summarizes five analytical components that constitute Herrschaft in 

WebeU¶V VeQVe Rf legiWimaWe UXle: WheUe mXVW be (1) RQe RU VeYeUal UXleUV; (2) aQ iQdiYidXal RU gURXS 

who is ruled; (3) the will by the ruler to command, i.e., to influence the conduct of others and an 

expression of it; (4) evidence of the influence and compliance with the command; and, most 

significantly for our interest, (5) compliance in the sense of subjective acceptance with which the 

ruled obey the command.238 In the above quotation, Weber emphasizes that this obedience is not 

forced, but is adhered to on a voluntary basis. Yet, because the one in command presupposes 

authority, they are not waiting for the validity of their command to be actively agreed by others. 

Accordingly, when the ruler claims to have the authority to command they imply that they are 

legitimately issuing commands and that they can expect these demands to be obeyed, without first 

UeTXeVWiQg RbedieQce: ³[T]he chaUiVmaWicall\ legiWimi]ed leadeU´ fRU e[amSle ³cRQVideUV faiWh aQd 

Whe ackQRZledgemeQW Rf hiV chaUiVma RbligaWRU\ aQd SXQiVheV WheiU YiRlaWiRQ.´239 This brings us 

WR Whe cRUe Rf WebeU¶V diVWiQcWiRQ beWZeeQ demRcUaWicall\ legiWimi]ed UXle aQd UXle legiWimaWe ³b\ 

YiUWXe Rf aXWhRUiW\´ (kraft einer Autorität).240 When ruling by virtue of authority, the ruler actively 

imposes their position. They give an order upon the presupposition that there is a hierarchical 

structure whose legitimacy is already recognized as valid by those obeying. Hence, the ruler 

enacts a position they assume they already have. Here, Weber implies the temporality of the 

concept to be the future perfect: Authority is expected to have been held by the time it was 

performed. It is because of this intricate relationship between order and authority that the master 

as an individual never enters a struggle for domination before issuing his demands, but assumes 

the position of power as already given.  

 

 
236 In general, I agree with Roth/Wittich and Bendix in their translation of Herrschaft as domination. It makes sense 
eVSeciall\ iQ Whe cRQWe[W Rf WebeU¶V eaUlieU ZUiWiQgV iQ Economy and Society, where he speaks of the domination of 
dialects and domination on the basis of shared interests. In the following, however, the focus remains on his typology 
of three different types of Herrschaft, where rule appears to me to be a more appropriate translation. There, Weber 
speaks about political rule, i.e., the acquisition of political offices. Accordingly, I will translate Herrschaft as rule unless 
otherwise indicated. 
237 Weber, Max. Economy and Society: An Outline of Interpretive Sociology. Ed. Guenther Roth and Claus Wittich, 
University of California Press, 1978, 946. 
238 Bendix, Max Weber, 295. 
239 WebeU, Ma[. µDie DUei ReiQeQ T\SeQ DeU LegiWimeQ HeUUVchafW¶. Gesammelte Aufsätze Zur Wissenschaftslehre, 
ed. Johannes Winckelmann, 7. Aufl, Mohr Siebeck, 1988, pp. 475±88, 483. 
240 Weber, Max. Wirtschaft Und Gesellschaft. Grundriss Der Verstehenden Soziologie. Ed. Johannes Winckelmann, 
Kiepenhauer, 1964, 692; Weber, Max. Economy and Society: An Outline of Interpretive Sociology. Ed. Guenther Roth 
and Claus Wittich, University of California Press, 1978, 943. 
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Hence, what we find in Weber is the performative aspect of authority, which I already suggested 

in the first chapter. This suggests that there is a certain arbitrariness to the performance of 

authority, whereby it is open to bet either recognised or contested. The question then is upon 

which grounds the ruler makes the claim to be in the place of authority. In the following, I argue 

WhaW WebeU¶V aQal\ViV Rf Whe diffeUeQW W\SeV Rf legiWimaWe UXle iQdicaWeV WhaW Whe UXleU claimV 

authority based upon the validity of specific socio-political orders that are mutually recognized 

by rulers and ruled and which determines their place in societal hierarchies respectively. These 

symbolic orders depict registers of customs, institutions, laws, practices, rituals, and tradition, 

intertwined with language. Persons thereby find themselves in pre-existing orders ± symbolic 

orders depicting different registers of customs, institutions, laws, practices, rituals, and tradition, 

intertwined with language ± which dictate an identity and a place for them, for and against which 

the individual must manoeuvre. In the following, I take a clRVeU lRRk aW WebeU¶V aQal\ViV Rf 

different types of legitimate rule and the symbolic orders upon which rulers claim their authority. 

The critical comparison between traditional and legal-bureaucratic orders on the one hand, and 

charismatic rule on the other, demonstrates that the enactment of charismatic rule gains a different 

authoritarian character insofar as it claims its legitimacy upon miraculous intervention rather 

than custom.  

 

4. Authority, order, and tendential closure  

 

Bendix argues WhaW WebeU XQdeUVWaQdV SRZeU aV ClaXVeZiW]¶ XQdeUVWaQdV ZaU: aV ³aQ acW Rf 

YiRleQce iQWeQded WR cRmSel RXU RSSRQeQW WR fXlfil RXU Zill´ diUecWed b\ SRliWical mRWiYeV aQd 

morality.241 This, however, neglects that Weber in his analysis of legitimate rule speaks of ³Whe 

SRVVibiliW\´ RU ³Whe chaQce´ Rf imSRViQg RQe¶V Zill XSRQ Whe behaYiRXU Rf RWheU SeUVRQV.´242 The 

power connected to authority is disciplinary in nature; it is the sway held by those who take the 

appropUiaWe Slace iQ e[iVWiQg hieUaUchieV. AccRUdiQgl\, WebeU SXWV Whe WeUmV ³leadeU´ aQd 

³fRllRZeU´ iQ Whe cRQWe[W Rf chaUiVmaWic UXle iQ TXRWaWiRQ maUkV WR iQdicaWe WhaW WheVe SRViWiRQV 

are socially constructed and not ontological descriptors. It describes a relation that operates 

beWZeeQ Whe behaYiRXU Rf a ³VRmehRZ TXalified SeUVRQ´ RQ Whe RQe haQd, aQd Whe jXdgemeQW Rf 

WhiV behaYiRXU b\ VRme RWheU ³VRmehRZ TXalified SeUVRQV´.243 This means that the enactment of 

legitimate rule, by relying on its recognition, is mXch leVV liQeaU WhaQ BeQdi[¶V cRmSaUiVRQ 

suggests. At the same time, his rule is not democratic and the execution of his orders by his 

servants is never based on an equal agreement. Authority precludes the use of persuasion or 

argument as the hierarchies from which authority is derived are not agreed, but instead assumed. 

 
241 Clausewitz in Bendix, Max Weber, 294 footnote. 
242 Weber, Max. Wirtschaft Und Gesellschaft. Grundriss Der Verstehenden Soziologie. Ed. Johannes Winckelmann, 
Kiepenhauer, 1964, 28.  
243 UW], RichaUd. µChaUiVma¶. Max Weber-Handbuch: Leben, Werk, Wirkung, ed. Hans-Peter Müller and Steffen 
Sigmund, J.B. Metzler, 2014, pp. 42±46, 42 (translation my own).  
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The power related to authority assumes its recognition and thus on acts of conformity. The orders 

of the ruler are effective without the use of violence because there is a sense of the naturalness of 

the underlying order, whereby the enacted authority appears to be self-evident. Pablo Oyarzún 

(2011), in this VhRUW VWXd\ Rf aXWhRUiW\ Zhich dUaZV RQ WebeU¶V XQdeUVWaQdiQg, deVcUibeV WhiV aV 

Whe ³iQde[ Rf RbjecWiYiW\´ WhaW lieV aW Whe heaUW of the performance of authority and which 

distinguishes it, for example, from prestige.244 Oyarzún argues that the enactment of authority is 

to be distinguished from operations of recognition: enacted authority is endowed with an aura of 

naturalness which tends to subtract individual enactments of authority from their primary social 

and dynamic character.245 It is exactly the sense and sentiment of natural or self-evident order that 

is established and thereby institutes authority.  

The traditional ruler, the lord, legitimizes his rule by virtue of the authority he derives from his 

position within established hierarchies. This is most distinct in the upbringing and habituation of 

a child to the pater familias, which is, according to Weber, the purest type of traditional rule.246 

Traditional authority thereby relies on the customary faith in the sanctity of past orders and 

hierarchies, and gains power through the sense of their immutability. Weber explicates that 

traditional rule relies on the idea that existing hieUaUchieV aQd SRZeU VWUXcWXUeV VWem ³YRQ jeheU´247 

meaning that they reach back indefinitely ± or at least as long as memory lasts. This echoes 

HaQQah AUeQdW¶V aQal\ViV Rf RRmaQ auctoritas, explicated in Chapter 1, which bestowed 

institutions with a sense of immortality for they reached beyond individual lives. For that reason, 

Weber deems the creation of new law outside traditional norms principally impossible. Instead, 

rules that are innovative can only be legitimized through the claim that they have been ³Yalid b\ 

\RUe´ (von jeher geltend) bXW haYe RQl\ beeQ UecRgQi]ed QRZ b\ meaQV Rf ³ZiVdRm´ (Weistum 

in ancient Germanic law).248 Any finding of law or rules must refer to documents of tradition and 

be based in precedent. Hence, what connects different types of traditional rule (Obrigkeit), Weber 

explains, is that they derive their authority from custom. In the case of bureaucratic rule, Weber 

argues that it is the value of rationality that orders hierarchies and power, not that of tradition. 

Similarly to the traditional ruler, the civil servant rules by virtue of his office and his expertise, 

 
244 O\aU]~Q heUe cRQQecWV WebeU¶V QRWiRQ Rf aXWhRUiW\ WR GeRUg Simmel¶V diVWiQcWiRQ beWZeeQ authority and prestige. 
Oyarzún Robles, PablR. µOQ Whe CRQceSW Rf AXWhRUiW\¶. The New Centennial Review, vol. 11, no. 3, 2011, pp. 225±52, 
229. 
245 DUaZiQg RQ WalWeU BeQjamiQ¶V QRWiRQ Rf ³aXUa,´ O\aU]~Q cRiQV WheVe ³SURSeUl\ aXUaWic RSeUaWiRQV.´ µOQ Whe CRQceSW 
Rf AXWhRUiW\,¶ 233.  
246 WebeU, Die DUei ReiQeQ T\SeQ DeU LegiWimeQ HeUUVchafW,¶ 478. WebeU, Ma[. µThe ThUee T\SeV Rf LegiWimaWe 
RXle.¶ Berkeley Publications in Society and Institutions, translated by Hans Gerth, vol. 4, no. 1, 1958, 3. 
247 WebeU, µDie DUei ReiQeQ T\SeQ DeU LegiWimeQ HeUUVchafW,¶ 478. WebeU, Ma[. µThe ThUee T\SeV Rf LegiWimaWe 
RXle.¶ Berkeley Publications in Society and Institutions, translated by Hans Gerth, vol. 4, no. 1, 1958, 3. This is the 
WUaQVlaWiRQ WR WebeU¶V eVVa\ aV iW aSSeaUed SRVWhXmRXVl\ iQ Whe PUeXVViVche Jahrbücher in 1922. (This exposition was 
not included in the first editions of Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft. For the 1956 edition of Wirtschaft and Gesellschaft it 
was substantially revised by the editor Johannes Winkelmann. I am working from a reprint of the German essay as it 
aSSeaUed RUigiQall\. The RQl\ YeUViRQ Rf GeUWh¶V WUaQVlaWiRQ I cRXld fiQd dReV QRW iQclXde cleaU Sage QXmbeUV, Zhich 
might man that some of the references are not completely accurate. Seeing that the essay only comprises 11 pages, I 
trust that the reader would be able to find the referenced passages on the basis of this approximation, nevertheless. In 
Whe fRllRZiQg, I Zill add Whe UefeUeQce WR GeUWh¶V WUaQVlaWiRQ iQ bUackeWV iQ Whe fRUmaW Rf Whe Qe[W fRRWQRWe.) 
248 WebeU, µDie DUei ReiQeQ T\SeQ DeU LegiWimeQ HeUUVchafW,¶ 478 (3). See also Weber. Economy and Society, 227 
(Roth/Wittich) for extended explication.  



 65 

fRllRZiQg UaWiRQal UXleV ZiWh VWUicW fRUmaliW\: ³ideall\ Whe admiQiVWUaWRU SURceedV sine ira et studio, 

not allowing personal motive or temper to influence conduct, free of arbitrariness and 

XQSUedicWabiliW\; eVSeciall\ he SURceedV µZiWhRXW UegaUd WR SeUVRQ.¶. WheUe UXleV fail, he adheUeV 

WR µfXQcWiRQal¶ cRQVideUaWiRQV Rf e[SedieQc\.´249 Legal-bureaucratic rule therefore is no different 

from traditional rule in the sense that it, too, relies on custom and gains its self-evidence from its 

UeSeWiWiRQ aQd UeiQVWiWXWiRQ: ³The emSiUical µYalidiW\¶ SaUWicXlaUl\ Rf a µUaWiRQal¶ RUdeU, WRR, UeVWV, 

on the consent of docility to what is familiar, lived-in, acquired, always repetitive...´250 Hence, at 

the core of both of these forms of legitimate rule, traditional and legal-bureaucratic rule, lies the 

interplay between socio-political order and authority, whereby the authority is vested in the person 

and not a personal form of power:  

 

The lord is obeyed since his dignity is sanctified by tradition; by virtue of piety. 
CRmmaQdV aUe VXbVWaQWiYel\ bRXQd b\ WUadiWiRQ, aQd Whe lRUd¶V iQcRQVideUaWe YiRlaWiRQ Rf 
that tradition would endanger the legitimacy of his own position since it rests upon the 
sacredness of it.251  

 

Similarly, the bureaucrat asserts authority qua the office he or she holds. The moment the person 

leaYeV Whe SRViWiRQ Whe SRZeU UelaWiRQ ceaVeV. IQ WhiV caVe, ³ObedieQce iV QRW RZed WR aQ\bRd\ 

personally, by virtue of their own right, but to enacted rules and regulations which specify to 

whom and to ZhaW UXle SeRSle RZe RbedieQce.´252 The notion of authoritative power we find in 

WebeU¶V ZRUk, eYeQ UegaUdiQg WUadiWiRQal fRUmV Rf aXWhRUiW\, iV WhXV mXch clRVeU WR Michel 

FRXcaXlW¶V diVciSliQaU\ XQdeUVWaQdiQg Rf SRZeU iQ Whe VeQVe WhaW SRZeU SeUYadeV VRciR-political 

structures, by regulating space, time, and behaviour.253 The force of authority is therefore not 

sovereign insofar it is not possessed by those in power, but it instead only exists in the relationship 

between those who command and those who are ruled. With that, the actions of the traditional 

ruler, for example, are strictly bound to the realm of traditional authority, which defines and 

 
249 WebeU, µDie DUei ReiQeQ T\SeQ DeU LegiWimeQ HeUUVchafW,¶ 467 (2).  
250 WebeU, µDie DUei ReiQeQ T\SeQ DeU LegiWimeQ HeUUVchafW,¶ 473: ³Die emSiUiVche ³GelWXQg´ geUade eiQeU 
³UaWiRQale´ OUdQXQg UXhW alVR dem SchZeUSXQkW Qach ihUeUVeiWV ZiedeU aXf dem EiQYeUVWlQdQiV deU F�gVamkeiW iQ daV 
Gewohnte, Eingelebte, Anerzogene, immer Vich WiedeUhRleQde«.´ TUaQVlaWiRQ m\ RZQ VlighWl\ deYiaWiQg fURm 
GeUWh¶V 
251 WebeU, µDie DUei ReiQeQ T\SeQ DeU LegiWimeQ HeUUVchafW,¶ 478 (3), WUaQVlaWiRQ m\ RZQ VlighWl\ deYiaWiQg fURm 
GeUWh¶V: ³DeU IQhalW deU Befehle iVW dXUch TUadiWiRQ gebXQdeQ, deUeQ U�cksichtslose Verletzung seitens des Herrn die 
Legitimität seiner eignen, lediglich auf ihrer Heiligkeit ruhenden, Herrschaft selbst gefährden würde. Neues Recht 
gegeQ�beU deU TUadiWiRQVQRUmeQ ]X VchaffeQ, gilW alV SUiQ]iSiell XQm|glich.´ 
252 WebeU, µDie DUei ReiQeQ T\SeQ DeU LegiWimeQ HeUUVchafW,¶ 467 (2), emShaViV added RQ Whe baViV Rf Whe GeUmaQ: 
³GehRUchW ZiUd QichW deU PeUVRQ, kraft deren Eigenrecht, sondern der gesatzten Regel, die dafür maßgebend ist, wem 
XQd iQZieZeiW ihU ]X gehRUcheQ iVW.´ 
253 This comparison here would be in no way new or surprising for Foucault considering that, toward the end of his 
life, he VSRke Rf a gURZiQg cRQWemSRUaU\ UeleYaQce Rf WebeU¶V ZRUk. I WXUQ WR FRXcaXlW¶V iQWeUeVW iQ WebeU¶V QRWiRQ Rf 
rationalization in a moment. Gordon Colon demonstrates that the Foucauldian analysis of governmental power in the 
sense of la conduite de la conduite (the conduct of conduct) has a strong Weberian character and draws out the parallels 
beWZeeQ FRXcaXlW¶V aQd WebeU¶V cRQceUQ ZiWh ³SRZeU Rf UaWiRQaliW\ RYeU maQ.´ GRUdRQ, CRliQ. µThe SRXl Rf Whe 
CiWi]eQ: Ma[ WebeU aQd Michel FRXcaXlW RQ RaWiRQaliW\ aQd GRYeUQmeQW¶. Max Weber, Rationality and Modernity, 
ed. Scott Lash and Sam Whimster, Allen & Unwin, 1987, 293±316, 293f. See also Szakolczai, Arpád. Max Weber and 
Michel Foucault: Parallel Life-Works. Routledge, 1998, 1 and 267 footnote 1.  
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restricts what actions conform to traditional order. Weber himself shows that the power that 

comes with traditional authority is, properly speaking, not arbitrary; its demands are restricted to 

what tradition prescribes is appropriate for the relationship between the ruler and ruled: 

³CRmmaQdV aUe VXbVWaQWiall\ bRXQd WR WUadiWiRQ, aQd Whe lRUd¶V iQcRQVideUaWe YiRlaWion of tradition 

would endanger the legitimacy of his personal rule, which rests merely upon the sacredness of 

WUadiWiRQ.´254 Authority, therefore, is not an arbitrary power held by the lord to assert his personal 

will because the moment he uses force his authority has failed and he rules not by virtue of his 

position, but instead by means of mere violence.  

On the other hand, however, Weber acknowledges that it is not always possible to make a clear 

diVWiQcWiRQ beWZeeQ WhRVe caVeV Whe lRUd¶V SRZeU UeVWV RQ authority, and those it rests fear or on 

arbitrary endorsement (Billigung):  

 

OXWVide Whe QRUmV Rf WUadiWiRQ, hRZeYeU, Whe lRUd¶V VZa\ iQ a giYeQ caVe iV UeVWUicWed RQl\ 
by sentiments of equity [durch Schranken, die im Einzelfall das Billigkeitsgefühl zieht], 
hence by quite elastic bonds: the rule of the lord divides into a strictly tradition-bound 
sphere and one of free favor and arbitrariness where he rules at pleasure, by sympathy 
and antipathy, and following purely personal considerations subject especially to the 
iQflXeQce Rf ³gRRd WXUQV´.255  
 

CedUic RRbiQVRQ (2016), iQ a VeUiRXVl\ challeQgiQg \eW geQeUall\ QeglecWed cUiWiTXe Rf WebeU¶V 

notion of authority, grasps this ambiguity according to which the enactment of authority relies on 

socio-political orders and at the same time holds a factor of arbitrariness. He contends that the 

relationship between hegemonic politico-epistemological orders and the performance of authority 

is not linear. Order, according to Robinson, is the pre-condition for authority, however, this does 

QRW meaQ WhaW WheUe iV a cleaU WemSRUal VXcceVViRQ beWZeeQ RUdeU aQd aXWhRUiW\. IQVWead, ³OUdeU iV 

QRW diVWiQcW fURm aXWhRUiW\ bXW iW iV Whe SUeceSW Zhich iV aXWhRUiW\¶V SUecRQdiWiRQ. IQ cRURllaU\, 

authority is the rationalization of ordeU, aXWhRUiWieV Whe UaWiRQali]aWiRQV Rf RUdeUV.´256 This means 

that it is only with the successful and repeated enactment of authority that the validity of a certain 

socio-political order is confirmed; it provides the order with the continuous re-iteration through 

Zhich iW gaiQV iWV aSSaUeQW immXWabiliW\. IW iV a WeUm Rf Whe RUdeU¶V autopoietic reproduction. From 

there follows that the identity of the order is not as closed and fixed as it might seem at first. When 

authority is established based on an existing symbolic order, it becomes incorporated as a 

precedent for traditional or legal authority similarly to what Niklas Luhmann depicts when he 

deVcUibeV hRZ V\VWemV iQcRUSRUaWe e[WeUQal iUUiWaWiRQV iQ WheiU ³VWRUehRXVe Rf e[SecWaWiRQV 

[Erwartungsstrukturen].´257(WebeU¶V deVcUiSWiRQ WheQ VXggeVWV WhaW the rule of tradition is self-

referential only insofar as the master enacts his authority based on preceding and habitual 

 
254 WebeU, µDie dUei UeiQeQ T\SeQ deU legiWimeQ HeUUVchafW¶, 478 (3).  
255 WebeU, µDie dUei UeiQeQ T\SeQ deU legiWimeQ HeUUVchafW¶, 478 (3). 
256 Robinson, The Terms of Order, 29.  
257 See Luhmann, Niklas. Soziale Systeme: Grundriß einer allgemeinen Theorie. Suhrkamp, 2001, 392-393.  
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hierarchies. The moment his demand is met with obedience, it augments traditional structures and 

constitutes part of what traditional rule is understood to be. The idea of augmentation is crucial: 

it entails that the interplay between order and authority is neither linear, nor a closed, self-

referential circuit. Weber, for example, indicates the mutability of traditional structures when he 

refers to the possibility to incorporate new law and thereby amending the idea of tradition ± as 

lRQg aV Whe chaQge caQ be legiWimi]ed aV beiQg iQ facW ³Yalid b\ \RUe´ aQd had SUeYiRXVl\ beeQ 

missed from the understanding of authority. The identity of tradition is therefore not total, but 

inherently open to its own renegotiation, for every time a demand or a position of power is enacted 

and authorized, its identity becomes augmented.258 This operational process is autopoietic insofar 

as the dynamic between socio-political order and authority is deteUmiQed b\ Whe fRUmeU¶V WeQdeQc\ 

towards closure, whilst at the same time relying on the openness toward its own renegotiation 

necessary for its continuous realization and reproduction.259 This leap of faith that the enactment 

of authority requires then also leaves space for resistance against those enacting authority 

personally if they fail in occupying the according position in societal hierarchies, or if they issue 

commands that are understood to exceed the customary and traditionally determined power 

relation:  

 

The exercise of power is oriented toward the consideration of how far master and staff 
caQ gR iQ YieZ Rf Whe VXbjecW¶V WUadiWiRQal cRmSliaQce ZiWhRXW aURXViQg WheiU UeViVWaQce. 
When resistance occurs, it is directed against the master or his servant personally, the 
accusation being that he failed to observe the traditional limits of his power. Opposition 
is not directed against the system as such ± iW iV a caVe Rf ³WUadiWiRQaliVW UeYRlXWiRQ.260 

 

In that case, it is not authority per se that fails, but the individual who is exposed as never having 

had the position of authority in the first place. The position of authority, on the other hand, might 

still be respected on the basis of a valid socio-political order. The problem then with legal-

bureaucratic forms of rule is that it claims to eradicate this personal element thereby making 

impossible this form of resistance. What is left is the resistance against the whole of the symbolic 

 
258 The notion of autopoiesis connects to important questions of identity and subjectivity. There exists a significant 
tension between the maintenance of a system identity and the incorporation of otherness, irritations from the outside 
environment which is understood as that which is not part of the system. 
259 ThiV iV iQVSiUed b\ LXhmaQQ¶V aSSURSUiaWiRQ Rf Whe WeUm aXWRSRieViV fRU hiV V\VWem WheRU\. He XVeV iW WR deSicW Whe 
reproduction of societal systems on the basis of a tension between their tendency towards a closed identity and the 
necessity of their openness toward their environment for their own durability. Without this openness the system could 
not distinguish itself from its environment and thus recognize itself as a unity. See Luhmann, Soziale Systeme, 
especially Chapter 5, 11 and 12; for a more applied appropriation of autopoiesis see Luhmann, Niklas. Die Politik der 
Gesellschaft. Edited by André Kieserling, Suhrkamp, 20; and Luhmann, Niklas. Die Wirtschaft der Gesellschaft. 
Suhrkamp, 2008. The concept of autopoiesis, from the Greek ĮރĲȩ (self) and ʌȠȚ݌Ȧ (do, make, produce) is a neologism 
introduced by Maturana and Varela (1980) to describe the self-maintaining processes of living organisms. With the 
WeUm, ³a ZRUd ZiWhRXW a hiVWRU\´, MaWXUaQa UaiVeV imSRUWaQW eSiVWemRlRgical TXeVWiRQV deVcUibiQg ZiWh the 
interdependency of perception and knowledge in cognitive processes. In his work, he demonstrates that cognition, and 
living more broadly, is therefore not a process of representation but of self-reference thereby undermining the idea that 
criteria of truth and objectivity are separated from or prior to the processes in which organisms construct their world. 
Maturana, Humberto R., and Francisco J. Varela. Autopoiesis and Cognition: The Realization of the Living. D. Reidel 
Pub. Co, 1980. 
260 Weber, Max. Economy and Society: An Outline of Interpretive Sociology. Ed. Guenther Roth and Claus Wittich, 
University of California Press, 1978, 227.  
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order whereby the validity of, for example, tradition per se is in jeopardy and the traditional ruler 

is no longer able to claim authority on its basis altogether: what we encounter then is a 

revolutionary overthrow of the whole hegemonic order. 

 

WheQ WebeU aUgXeV WhaW iW ZRXld Qeed ³eQWiUel\ QeZ SURSheWV Zill aUiVe´ What are capable of 

breaking with the capitalist forms of rationalization, he points to the idea that this potential for 

immanent resistance becomes eradicated with the rise of legal-bureaucratic forms of rule in 

modern Western societies.261 It is for this reason, Bendix argues, that Weber turns to traditional 

aQd chaUiVmaWic fRUmV Rf aXWhRUiW\ WR XVe aV ³fRilV´ fRU Whe aUUiYal Rf WhiV QeZ fRUm Rf 

domination.262The radical process of depersonalization with the ruse of legal-bureaucratic forms 

of rule turns politics into problems of mere administration.263 A command, therefore, is not 

followed because it is issued by this or that person in their own right. Once they are appointed 

into office, they rule strictly according to enacted rules and regulations that specify to whom and 

to what extent obedience is owed.264 Weber himself asserts the novelty of legal-bureaucratic rule, 

which, according to him, is distinct to modern Western states and the result of gradual 

development based on the implementation of legal orders in conformity to statutes of government 

that monopolize its enactment.265 What Weber describes with the progressing rationalization of 

society that de-personalizes rule there no longer is an ambiguity between the personal form that 

rule takes and its legitimation according to common symbolic orders.  

BXUeaXcUac\ deYelRSV Whe mRUe SeUfecWl\, Whe mRUe iW iV µdehXmaQi]ed,¶ Whe mRUe 
completely it succeeds in eliminating from official business love, hatred, and all purely 
personal, irrational, and emotional elements which escape calculation. This is appraised 
as its special virtue by capitalism.266  

This ambiguity becomes particularly evident in the case of traditional rule. Most famously, in The 

Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (Die Protestantische Ethik und der Geist des 

Kapitalismus (2016)) Weber describes how the rule of bureaucracy contributes to an ongoing 

rationalization of all aspects of modern life. The implication is that reason, reduced to 

instrumental reason, is no longer meaningful as a means to emancipation.267 The bureaucratic 

regimentation of life is becoming a shell hard as steel, in which everything is calculable and 

predictable, and in which individual action and responsibility no longer find space. Robinson 

using WebeU¶V famRXV QRWiRQ Rf ³UaWiRQali]aWiRQ´ ZheQ he VWaWeV WhaW ³aXWhRUiW\ iV Whe 

 
261 Weber, The Protestant Ethic, 124; Weber, Die protestantische Ethik, 172. 
262 See Bendix, Max Weber, 382.  
263 See Bendix, Max Weber, 432.  
264 WebeU, µDie dUei UeiQeQ T\SeQ deU legiWimeQ HeUUVchafW¶, 476 (2).  
265 Bendix, Max Weber, 387.  
266 Weber, Max. Economy and Society: An Outline of Interpretive Sociology. Ed. Guenther Roth and Claus Wittich, 
University of California Press, 1978, 975. 
267 Schecter, Darrow. The Critique of Instrumental Reason from Weber to Habermas. Continuum International Pub. 
Group, 2010, 32. 



 69 

UaWiRQali]aWiRQ Rf RUdeU´ iV VigQificaQW fRU iW SRiQWV XV WR aQ XQdeUVWaQdiQg Rf rationalization as a 

tendential closure that lies at the heart of the autopoietic reproduction of order more generally.268 

Weber, first and foremost, iQWURdXceV Whe WeUm ³UaWiRQali]aWiRQ´ iQ hiV ZRUk iQ RUdeU ³WR ideQWif\ 

the distinctiveness of Western and especially of modern Western rationalism and to explain its 

RUigiQV.´269 Recall the concluding image of The Protestant Ethic: as Baehr emphasizes in his 

UecRQVideUed WUaQVlaWiRQ Rf WebeU¶V ³VWahlhaUWeV GehlXVe,´ Whe deYelRSmeQW Rf caSiWaliVm dReV 

QRW cXlmiQaWe iQ a ³cage´ iQ Zhich iQdiYidXalV aUe WUaSSed (aV imSlied b\ PaUVRQV¶V WUaQVlaWiRQ 

³iURQ cage´), bXW iQVWead iQ a ³Vhell,´ ³a liYiQg VSace bRWh fRU the individual who must carry it 

aURXQd aQd a macUR eQYiURQmeQW (µWhe XQiYeUVal ZRUld RUdeU Rf caSiWaliVm¶) ZiWhiQ Zhich 

iQdiYidXal e[SeUieQce iV liYed RXW.´270 It is not something external, but instead a development that 

transforms the nature of society, which more and more becomes a passive and identical mass. It 

is in this context that Weber poses the individual character of charismatic rule, to which I will 

come in a moment, ± or even the revival of traditional rule ± against bureaucratic totalitarianism 

in the hope that strong leadership can interrupt the tendential closure and totalitarianism of 

bureaucratic order detaining it from becoming fully self-referential and from losing all flexibility 

for change and amendment.  

 

With his reading of the term, Robinson claims that rationalization is a process inherently tied to 

the concept of authority itself. This is not at all an unfounded rendering of rationalization in 

UeVSecW WR WebeU¶V RZQ cRQceSWXali]aWiRQ. AV HaQV-PeWeU M�lleU deVcUibeV iW, ³UaWiRQali]aWiRQ´ iV 

a ³da]]liQg, ambigXRXV WeUm.´271 IQ WebeU¶V ZRUk Whe WeUm Ueall\ RQl\ e[iVWV iQ Whe SlXUal.272 

Weber emphasizes that different forms of rationalization have existed in all civilizations as well 

as he speaks of the rationalization of different forms of value spheres and lifeworlds: 

TheUe iV, fRU e[amSle, UaWiRQali]aWiRQ Rf m\VWical cRQWemSlaWiRQ« jXVW aV mXch aV WheUe 
are rationalizations of economic life, of technique, of scientific research, of military 
training, of law and administration. Furthermore, each one of these fields may be 
rationalized from many different ultimate points of view and toward many different 
ultimate ends, and what is rational from one point of view may well be irrational form 
another. Hence rationalizations of the most varied character have existed in various 
departments of life in all civilizations.273 

In a more relativised meaning, what Weber depicts with the notion of ³UaWiRQali]aWiRQ´ iV fiUVW aQd 

foremost the tendency to naturalize orders and their power relations. The notion raises the 

 
268 Robinson, The Terms of Order, 29.  
269 See Schluchter, The Rise of Western Rationalism, 9.  
270 BaehU, µThe µIURQ Cage¶, 162. 
271 ³«eiQ VchilleUQdeU, YieldeXWigeU BegUiff´, WUaQVlaWiRQ m\ RZQ, iQ M�lleU, HaQV-PeWeU. µRaWiRQaliWlW, 
RaWiRQaliVieUXQg, RaWiRQaliVmXV¶. Max Weber-Handbuch: Leben, Werk, Wirkung, ed. Hans-Peter Müller and Steffen 
Sigmund, J.B. Metzler, 2014, 108±13, 110.  
272 See M�lleU, µRaWiRQaliWlW, RaWiRQaliVieUXQg, RaWiRQaliVmXV¶, 110.  
273 Gesammelte Aufsätze zur Religionssoziologie, Vol. 1, 1922 in Parsons, Talcott. µAXWhRU¶V IQWURdXcWiRQ¶. The 
Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, trans. TalcRWW PaUVRQV, ScUibQeU¶V , 1958, 13-31. 
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questions, which kind of rationality is used to naturalize certain power relations, as well as how 

exactly these are rationalised. In this same vein, Foucault insists on the relative meaning of the 

term and its historical contextualization.274 ³The maiQ SURblem ZheQ SeRSle WU\ WR UaWiRQaliVe 

VRmeWhiQg,´ he aUgXeV, ³iV QRW WR iQYeVWigaWe ZheWheU RU QRW Whe\ cRQfRUm WR SUiQciSleV Rf 

UaWiRQaliW\, bXW WR diVcRYeU Zhich kiQd Rf UaWiRQaliW\ Whe\ aUe XViQg.´275 What needs to be 

remembered is that what appears rational from one perspective appears irrational from another, 

both within a given culture and across cultures.276 In this broad, functional understanding the term 

of rationalization connects to forms of social ordering and is close, and indeed has been influential 

RQ, FRXcaXlW¶V laWeU ZRUk RQ ³macURSh\VicV´, Whe VWXd\ Rf Whe e[eUciVe Rf SRZeU aW Whe Vcale Rf 

ZhRle VRcieWieV aQd SRSXlaWiRQV: Whe idea Rf ³gRYeUQmeQWaliW\.´277 Rationalization in this general 

understanding describes the conduct of societal rules and expectations to which individuals must 

accRUd ZheUeb\ VRcieWal iQWeUacWiRQV WeQd WRZaUd ³imSeUVRQaliW\,´ ³calcXlabiliW\´, aQd ZiWh WhaW 

³SUedicWabiliW\´.278 AXWhRUiW\ iV, WR UeWXUQ WR RRbiQVRQ¶V VeQWimeQW, a VigQificaQW SaUW Rf Whe 

rationalization of order, for the performance of authority guarantees its reproduction and reassures 

Whe RUdeU¶V QaWXUalQeVV aQd cRheUeQce.  

 

RRbiQVRQ¶V cUiWiTXe haV WZR VigQificaQW UamificaWiRQV. FiUVW, aW WhiV SRiQW Whe diVWiQcWiRQ beWZeeQ 

ordinary formations of authority, traditional and legal-bureaucratic, on the one side, and extra-

ordinary authority by virtue of charisma on the other, is put on hold. Weber is concerned with the 

total closure of the legal-bureaucratic-rational order and the absolute hegemony for its deletion 

of contingency.279 RRbiQVRQ¶V cUiWiTXe, hRZeYeU, SRiQWV RXW WhaW WhiV iV QRW a UiVk VSecific WR legal-

bureaucratic-rational order, but instead lies at the very core of the dynamic between socio-political 

orders and authority. The challenge for democratic thought, then, is to retain the openness of the 

circular movement between authority and political order and to keep authority from erecting itself 

as the principle of the totality of order ± keeSiQg aXWhRUiW\ ³WemSRUaU\, SURYiViRQal´ aV O\aU]~Q 

describes it.280 Second (and this is a consequence of his own critique that Robinson does not 

ackQRZledge): becaXVe Rf aXWhRUiW\¶V UelaWiRQal chaUacWeU iW alZa\V cRQWaiQV a mRmeQW Rf 

 
274 ³I dRQ¶W belieYe RQe caQ Walk iQ WhiV Za\ Rf µUaWiRQali]aWiRQ¶ aV VRmeWhiQg giYeQ, ZiWhRXW RQ Whe RQe haQd SRVWXlaWiQg 
an absolute value inherent in reason, and on the other taking the risk of applying the term empirically in a completely 
aUbiWUaU\ Za\. I WhiQk RQe mXVW cRQfiQe RQe¶V XVe Rf WhiV ZRUd WR aQ iQVWUXmeQWal aQd UelaWiYe meaQiQg.´ FRXcaXlW, 
Michel. µFRXcaXlW, Michel. µOmQeV eW SiQgXlaWim: TRZaUdV a CUiWiciVm Rf ³PRliWical ReaVRQ´¶. The Tanner Lectures on 
Human Values, Vol. 2, edited by Sterling M McMurrin, Cambridge University Press, 1981, 228.  
275 See FRXcaXlW, µOmQeV eW SiQgXlaWim¶, 226. 
276 PaUVRQV, µAXWhRU¶V IQWURdXcWiRQ¶, 26; Schluchter, The Rise of Western Rationalism, 10. 
277 ³FRXcaXlW defiQeV ³gRYeUQmeQW´ aV la cRQdXiW de la cRQdXiW (³Whe cRQdXcW Rf cRQdXcW´) ± a phrase that could hardly 
have a more Weberian ring; it would probably be best rendered in German as die Führung der Lebensführung. See 
GRUdRQ, µThe SRXl Rf Whe CiWi]eQ¶, 293±316, 293 and 296. Michel Foucault in many ways inherits the concern with 
rationalization and objectivation as a tendency essential to our culture and as a significant problem of our time. See 
Dreyfus, Hubert L., et al. Michel Foucault. Beyond Structuralism and Hermeneutics. University of Chicago Press, 
1983, 166. 
278 Weber, Max. Economy and Society: An Outline of Interpretive Sociology. Ed. Guenther Roth and Claus Wittich, 
University of California Press, 1978, 975. 
279 Schecter alludes to this when he argues that Weber attempts to salvage political freedom in the sense of non-linear 
time. Schecter, The Critique of Instrumental Reason, 36. 
280 O\aU]~Q, µOQ Whe CRQceSW Rf AXWhRUiW\¶, 238. 



 71 

openness towards its own renegotiation and intervention, and thus is in itself the point of 

resistance against the tendential closure of the political order, or, as Oyarzún terms it, against 

authoritarianism. In chapter four, I address the resistibility of authority, which lies at the heart of 

AUeQdW¶V reconceptualization, in more detail. In the following, however, I take a closer look at 

WebeU¶V QRWiRQ Rf authority derived from personal charisma upon which he and, in a collective 

reformulation, Kalyvas, put their hope to resist modern, totalitarian forms of rationalization. I 

argue that its extra-ordinary character, which Weber and Kalyvas understand to provide charisma 

ZiWh demRcUaWic SRWeQWial, iQdeed RbliWeUaWeV aXWhRUiW\¶V relational character. The authority of the 

charismatic leader thereby is rendered irresistible and, as Weber himself acknowledges in his 

formulation, authoritarian.  

 

5. Charisma and messianic intervention 

 

For Weber, it required a new personal form of authority to resist the totalitarian tendency of 

modern forms of rationalization whereby impersonal legal-bureaucratic forms of rule became the 

standard. This means that immanent forms of resistance were more and more eradicated. Recall 

heUe AUeQdW¶V deVcUiSWiRQ Rf bXUeaXcUaWic fRUmV Rf ³UXle b\ QRbRd\´ mighW ³WXUQ RXW WR be RQe Rf 

[UXle¶V] cUXelleVW aQd mRVW W\UaQQical YeUViRQV,´ diVcXVVed iQ chapter one.281 Throughout his work, 

Weber emphasizes the particular nature of charismatic authority as distinct from, and indeed 

opposed to, the more enduring and ordinary (alltäglich) forms of rule of tradition and legal-

bureaucratic rule.282 For Weber, charisma has the potential to generate radical change because it 

is independent from socio-political orders, and, in fact, acts as an antagonistic force against the 

enclosing shell of modern capitalist forms of rationalization:  

 

SiQce iW iV ³e[WUa-RUdiQaU\´, chaUiVmaWic aXWhRUiW\ iV VhaUSl\ RSSRVed WR UaWiRQal, aQd 
particularly bureaucratic, authority, and to traditional authority, whether in its patriarchal, 
patrimonial, or estate variants, all of which are everyday forms of domination; while the 
charismatic type is the direct anti-thesis of this. Bureaucratic authority is specifically 
rational in the sense of being bound to intellectually analyzable rules; while charismatic 
authority is specifically irrational in the sense of being foreign to all rules. Within the 
sphere of its claims, charismatic authority repudiates the past, and is in this sense a 
specifically revolutionary force.283 

  

Charisma signifies the charismatic leader constituting the locus of excess, an outside to the 

otherwise fully rationalized and political order in which everything and everyone is always 

already accounted for. Hence, it promises the liberation from established orders and regimes. 

 
281 Arendt, Hannah. The Human Condition. Edited by Danielle S. Allen and Margaret Canovan, Second edition, The 
University of Chicago Press, 1998, 40.  
282 Bendix, Max Weber, 304. According to Bendix, Weber indeed intended to think of charismatic authority as a 
separate level of analysis. Bendix, Max Weber, 302. 
283 Weber, Economy and Society (Roth/Wittich), 244. 
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Weber introduces the term charisma in his work with the objective of making sense of a pre-

rational form of authority that operates in modern secularized societieV. ³ChaUiVma´ iV RUigiQall\ 

a UeligiRXV WeUm aQd deVcUibeV a ³gifW b\ gUace´ beVWRZed XSRQ a SeUVRQ b\ Whe HRl\ SSiUiW. The 

theologist and church historian Rudolph Sohm, from whom Weber adopts the term, demonstrates 

in his Canon Law for the Early Church how early Christian communities were not governed by 

legal or bureaucratic structures, but instead by the authority of the virtuous charisma carried by 

the elders.284 WebeU bURadeQV Whe meaQiQg Rf Whe WeUm WR deVcUibe aQ ³e[WUaRUdiQaU\ TXaliW\´ 

possessed by a person, which is thought to enable them with unique magical and exceptional 

powers: magical powers, revelations or heroism, power of the mind of speech.285 In the chapter 

RQ ³T\SeV Rf DRmiQaWiRQ´ iQ Economy and Society, Weber provides us with a systematic 

definition of the term: 

The WeUm µchaUiVma¶ Zill be aSSlied WR a ceUWaiQ TXaliW\ Rf aQ iQdiYidXal SeUVRQaliW\ b\ 
virtue of which he is considered extraordinary and treated as endowed with supernatural, 
superhuman, or at least specifically exceptional powers or qualities. These are not 
accessible to the ordinary person, but are regarded as of divine origin or as exemplary, 
aQd RQ Whe baViV Rf Whem Whe iQdiYidXal cRQceUQed iV WUeaWed aV a µleadeU.¶286 

Charisma WhXV UeSUeVeQWV Whe SRZeU WR embRd\ VRmeWhiQg ³eWernally new, extraordinary, 

VRmeWhiQg XQSUecedeQWed´ (³Das ewig Neue,” “Außerwerktägliche,” “Niedagewesene”), 

something that inducing in others the emotional devotion for a person and their greater projects.287 

In a disenchanted modernity ± a time in which magic disappears and everything becomes, at least 

in principle, experienced as knowable, predictable, rationalized288 ± charisma enchants. It is 

imSRUWaQW WR QRWe WhaW, fRU WebeU, Whe idea Rf chaUiVma aV a ³gifW Rf gUace´ iV, fiUVW aQd fRUemRVW, 

a value-neutral term in the sense that the question whether the extraordinary power is good or bad 

iV lefW aVide: ³[T]he facW iV WhaW bRWh YeU\ eYil aQd YeU\ gRRd meQ haYe e[eUciVed dRmiQaWiRQ 

 
284 Bendix, Max Weber, 236-237. 
285 Weber, Wissenschaftslehre, 481.  
286 Weber, Max, et al. Economy and Society: An Outline of Interpretive Sociology. University of California Press, 1978, 
241. 
287 Weber, Wissenschaftslehre, 481.  
288 WebeU XVed SchilleU¶V ShUaVe Rf ³Whe diVeQchaQWmeQW Rf Whe ZRUld´ WR caSWXUe Whe hiVWRUical SURcess by which 
mystery and magic are more and more discarded and instead all areas of human experiences become understood to be 
knowable and measurable. This process is closely connected to (but not to be equated with) the secularization of both 
society and VcieQce, aV Zell aV Whe ³iQcUeaViQg Vcale, VcRSe, aQd SRZeU Rf Whe fRUmal meaQV±ends rationalities of science, 
bureaucracy, the law, and policy-makiQg.´ JeQkiQV, RichaUd. µDiVeQchaQWmeQW, EQchaQWmeQW aQd Re-Enchantment: 
Ma[ WebeU aW Whe MilleQQiXm¶. Max Weber Studies, vol. 1, no. 1, 2000, pp. 11±32, 12) In his famous thesis of the 
³diVeQchaQWmeQW´ Rf Whe OccideQW, WebeU RbVeUYeV aQ e[haXVWiRQ Rf UeligiRXV mRWifV aQd Whe gUadXal UeWUeaW Rf aQ\ 
notions of the divine from human affairs. The rationalization of Western culture, according to Weber, brought by 
VcieQce aQd mRdeUQ caSiWaliVm meaQV WhaW ³RQe caQ iQ SUiQciSle, maVWeU all WhiQgV b\ calcXlaWiRQ´ aQd ³WheUe aUe QR 
m\VWeUiRXV iQcalcXlable fRUceV´ aQ\mRUe. WiWh WhaW, chaUiVmaWic UeligiRXV mRYemeQWV WRR lRVe their appeal and sway 
for the enlightened individual. Weber, Max. Science as a Vocation. Edited by Peter Lassman and Irving Velody, Unwin 
Hyman, 1989, 139. See also Kalyvas, Politics of the Extraordinary, 66. 
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WhURXgh WheiU e[WUaRUdiQaU\ gifWV Rf miQd aQd bRd\.´289 These men and women could be prophets 

and heroes, magicians, but also demagogues, doctors, mob leaders and even robber bands.290  

 

As already indicated, for Weber, the extra-ordinary potential of charisma is inseparable from the 

iQheUeQWl\ SeUVRQaliVWic chaUacWeU Rf chaUiVmaWic aXWhRUiW\. ³ChaUiVmaWic aXWhRUiW\ UeVWV RQ Whe 

µfaiWh¶ iQ Whe SURSheW, RQ Whe µUecRgQiWiRQ¶ Whe chaUiVmaWic warrior hero, the hero of the street or 

the demagogue, finds personally, aQd WhiV aXWhRUiW\ fallV ZiWh him.´291 TheUefRUe ³RbedieQce iV 

given exclusively to the leader as a person, by virtue of his personal, extra-ordinary qualities; not 

because of an enacted SRViWiRQ RU WUadiWiRQal digQiW\.´292 Charismatic authority thus rests in the 

person per se. Of course, the QRWiRQ Rf aXWhRUiW\ iQdicaWeV WhaW chaUiVma¶V VZa\ VWill RSeUaWeV 

through its relation to socio-political orders, on which grounds it derives its validity and gains 

recognition by its followers.293 Charisma is specified as a quality that is regarded or recognized 

(³eiQe alV aX�eUallWlglich geltende Qualität”) to be significant for the reconciliation of crisis.294 

Only through this recognition is the person to which this quality is attributed able to induce others 

with hope and enthusiasm, in short: they enchant. According to this, a specific quality of a person 

becomes charismatic or extraordinary only through the judgement of people regarding their own 

experience of crisis. It is only through this judgement that both parties orientate themselves 

toward the indicated relation.  

However, the messianic narrative at the heart of charisma changes the temporal direction of 

authority. The source of authority is suspended unto an event in the future, an event that 

transcends the status-quo and any sense of history. The consequence of this is that the standards 

against which the person who promises a miraculous intervention could be measured are 

 
289 Bendix, Max Weber, 302. Quickly, the notion of charisma became relevant as an analytical tool to understand the 
functioning and effectiveness of totalitarian movements and, most prominently, the analysis of the charismatic 
structures of German National Socialism. See Gerth, HaQV. µThe Na]i PaUW\: IW¶V LeadeUVhiS aQd CRmSRViWiRQ¶. 
American Journal of Sociology, vol. 14, no. 4, 1940, 517±41; LeSViXV, RaiQeU M. µChaUiVmaWic LeadeUVhiS. Ma[ 
WebeU¶V MRdel aQd IWV ASSlicabiliW\ WR Whe RXle Rf HiWleU¶. Changing Concepts of Leadership, ed. Serge Moscovici 
and Carl Friedrich Graumann, Springer, 1986, 53±66; also Nyomarkay, Joseph. Charisma and Factionalism in the Nazi 
Party. University of Minnesota Press, 1967. Guenther Roth examines the role of charismatic leadership for the 
functioning of democratic presidential systems as well as totalitarian and authoritarian one-party-systems. Roth, 
Guenther. Politische Herrschaft Und Persönliche Freiheit: Heidelberger Max Weber-Vorlesungen 1983. 1. Aufl, 
SXhUkamS, 1987. PaXl SmiWh¶V VWXd\ iV jXVt one example that analyses Martin Luther King alongside Hitler and 
ChXUchill XQdeU Whe idea Rf chaUiVmaWic leadeUVhiS. SmiWh, PhiliS. µCXlWXUe aQd ChaUiVma: OXWliQe Rf a TheRU\¶. Acta 
Sociologica, vol. 43, 2000, 101±11. 
290 Hence, studies that use the conceSW Rf ³chaUiVma´ aV aQ aQal\Wical WRRl haYe aSSlied iW WR Whe mRVW diYeUVe. GXeQWheU 
Roth, for example, examines the role of charismatic leadership for the functioning of democratic presidential systems 
as well as totalitarian and authoritarian one-party-systems. Roth, Guenther. Politische Herrschaft Und Persönliche 
Freiheit: Heidelberger Max Weber-Vorlesungen 1983. 1. Aufl, Suhrkamp, 1987.  
291 WebeU, µDie dUei UeiQeQ T\SeQ deU legiWimeQ HeUUVchafW¶, 483 (7), emShaViV m\ RZQ.  
292 WebeU, µDie dUei UeiQeQ T\SeQ deU legiWimeQ HeUUVchafW¶, 482 (6), WUaQVlaWiRQ aQd added emShaViV m\ RZQ.  
293 Indeed, ZheQ UeadiQg WebeU¶V We[W clRVel\, RQe QRWiceV WhaW Whe QRWiRQ Rf ³AXWRUiWlW´ becRmeV SaUWicXlaUl\ imSRUWaQW 
in the context of charismatic rule. This stands in stark contrast to Whe XVe Rf ³aXWhRUiW\´ iQ Whe caQRQ Rf WUaQVlaWRUV aQd 
Anglophone scholarship, for there the term is generally reserved for context of traditional and legal rule. See Bendix, 
Max Weber, 304.  
294 Weber, Max. Wirtschaft Und Gesellschaft. Grundriss Der Verstehenden Soziologie. Ed. Johannes Winckelmann, 
Kiepenhauer, 1964, 140, emphasis added. The socially constructed aspect of the quality is lost in the English translation, 
bRWh iQ RRWh¶V WUaQVlaWiRQ fURm 1978 aQd eYeQ mRUe VR iQ KeiWh TUibe¶V QeZ WUaQVlaWiRQ fURm 2019. TheUe, iW UeadV WhaW 
³chaUiVma iV Whe SeUVRQal TXaliW\ WhaW makeV aQ iQdiYidXal...´ Weber, Max. Economy and Society: A New Translation. 
Translated by Keith Tribe, Harvard University Press, 2019. 
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suspended as well, and thus their role to lead is not negotiable on the basis of custom or 

precedence. For when the promise of miraculous intervention is retained in the power of the 

person themselves, the circular dynamic between authority and its source, the interplay between 

immanence and transcendence becomes fully self-referential and thereby momentarily 

irresistible. Oyarzún describes this shift from authority to authoritarianism in a way that 

corresponds to the conceptual shift of authority that Weber introduces with charisma: 

« aXWhRUiW\ becRmeV Whe gURXQdZRUk RU Whe YeU\ SUiQciSle Rf legiWimac\ WhaW aXWhRUi]eV 
itself. This does not necessarily invalidate authority as a peculiar, original, and specific 
phenomenon, as if it were merely a masked form of sheer domination. It would suffice to 
think of the act by which an authority imperatively demands respect and obedience of its 
subordinates, invoking precisely its own rank as the sole reason to honor its dignity and 
to obey and fulfil its commands. It could be argued that this is the exact moment in which 
an implicit condition of the very definition of authority and of its legitimate ground 
becomes infringed: this moment ± the one in which the recognition that is urged has to 
be extorted from the subordinates ± would be, at least virtually, the beginning of a 
progressive weakening of the principle of authority explicitly invoked, and the 
transformation of this principle into open authoritarianism (or, if you prefer, patriarchal 
power). In a certain way, then, authoritarianism could be described as the dramatic 
actualization of the circle that lies at the foundation of the phenomenon of authority.295  

With the disenchantment of modern society and the breakdown of traditional sources of authority, 

as described in chapter 1, there are no longer commonly shared higher values or the sense of a 

higher order that would shine through the person. For Weber, then, political leadership no longer 

is a question of representation of a higher God-willed or natural order. Unable to derive personal 

authority from a higher source, it is now the person themselves that need to generate movement 

and create the emotional connection with their following. Hence, we can trace in the charismatic 

formulation of authority a conceptual shift, instigated by the crisis of authority that the previous 

chapter examined. The concept of authority here comes to designate a nearly sovereign power, 

which transcends the realm of historical socio-political orders. As the authority of the person that 

makes a claim to charismatic rule is judged by the prospect of their action to break with existing 

socio-political orders, the charismatic authority becomes the very ground or principle of 

legitimacy: it authorises itself. With that, the relational character and its inherent openness 

towards its own negotiation and democratic intervention become veiled. The irresistible and 

iQdiYidXaliVWic accRXQW Rf Whe WebeU¶V accRXQW Rf chaUiVmaWic aXWhRUiW\ VedimeQWed iQ hiV 

terminology in an interesting way. Usually, the most direct way of rendering the noun authority 

aV aQ adjecWiYe iV ³aXWhRUiWaWiYe´ (iQ GeUmaQ, WhiV ZRXld be ³aXWRUiWaWiY´ WR Whe QRXQ ³AXWRUiWlW´). 

WebeU, hRZeYeU, XVeV Whe WheQ mXch leVV cRmmRQ WeUm ³aXWRUiWlU´ (authoritarian) in connection 

ZiWh UXle baVed RQ chaUiVmaWic aXWhRUiW\ (aQd VimilaUl\ ³aQWi-aXWhRUiWaUiaQ´ [anti-autoritär] in the 

 
295 O\aU]~Q,µOQ Whe CRQceSW Rf AXWhRUiW\,¶, 234. 



 75 

antonymic sense of democratically elected leadership).296 For Weber, charismatic rule was 

authoritarian (autoritär), in the sense that the charismatic leader had the ability to rule alone and 

independent, and without relying on majority decision and recognition ± very much in the sense 

Rf Whe SWahlViaQ fRUmXlaWiRQ ³AXWhRUiW\, QRW MajRUiW\.´297  

 

RRbiQVRQ aUgXeV WhaW WebeU¶V cRQceSWXaliVaWiRn of charisma was determined by a historically and 

culturally determined fantasy of liberation: WhaW ³Whe Ue-emergence of a (German) people in crisis 

ZRXld cRme aV Whe UeVXlW Rf Whe aSSeaUaQce Rf a chaUiVmaWic leadeU.´298 Instead, charismatic 

leadership is SUeVeQWed b\ WebeU aV a XQiYeUVal aVSecW Rf SRliWical life aQd WhXV fUamed iQ a ³YalXe-

fUee´ W\SRlRg\.299 It is however, according to Robinson, a historically situated phenomenon 

VXVWaiQed b\ ZhaW RRbiQVRQ callV a ³SaUeQW eSiVWemRlRg\´300 dominating Western political 

WhRXghW. FRllRZiQg RRbiQVRQ¶V cUiWiTXe, EUica R. EdZaUdV (2012) SRiQWV WR Whe lack Rf cUiWical 

investigation of the gendered and racial epistemological structures underlying the concept of 

charisma:  

 

What Weber would not do, and what sociology since Weber has not done, is to interrogate 
how charismatic authority as a cultural construction operates within gendered, racial 
ideologies of the self and the political and, further, how charismatic authority authors 
hierarchy as much through terror as through the seemingly benign manufacturing of 
consent.301  

 

 
296 See Eschenburg, Theodor. Über Autorität. 1. Aufl. Erw. und überarb. Fassung, Suhrkamp, 1976, 147-149.  
The adjective autoritär and similarly the English authoritarian were only introduced into common language in the 19th 
century (following the French autoritaire) aQd aUe defiQed aV ³baVed RQ YiRleQce´ RU ³dicWaWRUiaQ´. The QRWiRQ Rf 
authoritarian was usually restricted to a negative meaning, in contrast to authority (Autorität) or authoritative 
(authoritative) which are more ambiguous. Both authority and the associated adjective of authoritative are more neutral 
in meaning and are derived from the Latin notion of auctoritas which first and foremost describes power in the broad 
sense of influence or sway on the basis of status or reputation, not in terms of force and means. The term authoritarian 
later became the fighting slogan for the student protests of the 1960s as well as the concern of political thought in the 
aftermath of the totalitarian regimes at the beginning of the century, authoritarianism and authoritarian personality of 
FUaQkfXUW SchRRl cUiWiTXe. See µAXWhRUiWaUiaQiVm¶. IQ The Merriam-Webster Dictionary, Merriam-Webster, 1968. 
297 Eschenburg, Über Autorität, 149.  
298 Robinson, Cedric J. The Terms of Order: Political Science and the Myth of Leadership. The University of North 
Carolina Press, 2016, 155.  
299 WebeU¶V RZQ XQdeUVWaQdiQg Rf ³YalXe-fUee´ aQd ³RbjecWiYiW\´ iV mRUe cRmSle[ WhaQ RRbiQVRQ allRZV heUe. WebeU 
is very clear about the cultural and historical limitations of his work. ´This would be worth developing in more detail 
at a different point. WebeU¶V aSSURach, hRZeYeU, iV QRW cUiWical iQVRfaU aV he deYelRSV WheRUeWical WRRlV, iQclXdiQg 
typologies of leadership, and leaves the judgement of their applicability to those using them in different contexts. 
RRbiQVRQ¶V cUiWiTXe heUe iV VWill cUXcial iQVRfar as it is less concerned with charismatic leadership within the confines 
Rf WebeU¶V ZRUk, bXW iQVWead ZiWh iW a ShaQWaVmagRUia dUiYeQ b\ WebeU¶V cRQceSW Rf chaUiVma WhaW haV cRme WR 
dominate Western political thought (or rather, Political Science as RobinVRQ¶V fUameV iW) mRUe bURadl\.  
300 Robinson, The Terms of Order, 155. 
301 Edwards, Erica R. Charisma and the Fictions of Black Leadership. University of Minnesota Press, 2012, 15. Philip 
SmiWh¶V VWXd\ cRQVWiWXWeV aQ e[ceSWiRQ heUe fRU iW XQdeUWakeV a cXlWXUal VWXd\ Rf Whe cRQceSW¶V UeliaQce RQ a ValYaWiRQ 
QaUUaWiYeV. SmiWh, PhiliS. µCXlWXUe aQd ChaUiVma: OXWliQe Rf a TheRU\¶. Acta Sociologica, vol. 43, 2000, pp. 101±11. 
Foundational monographs in charisma studies, however, understand charismatic authority as a static and universal 
structure, rather than as a socially constructed phenomenon. See, for example, Schiffer, Irvine. Charisma: A 
Psychoanalytic Look at Mass Society. University of Toronto Press, 1973; Schweitzer, Arthur. The Age of Charisma. 
Nelson-Hall, 1984; and Willner, Ann Ruth. The Spellbinders: Charismatic Political Leadership. Yale University Press, 
1984. 
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Weber, then ± RQ bRWh RRbiQVRQ aQd EdZaUdV¶ accRXQWV ± subscribes to an understanding of 

politics that is equated with political order, and to a regime politics requiring an exceptional 

individual to lead over and control the deviant masses. In a way, this cRUUeVSRQdV WR Kal\YaV¶V 

aUgXmeQW addUeVVed abRYe WhaW WebeU¶V ZRUk VSecificall\, aQd a ceUWaiQ WUadiWiRQ Rf WeVWeUQ 

politics more generally, associates the multitude and plurality with irrationality and dangerous 

impulses. However, Robinson and, him following, Edwards locate this anti-political sentiment at 

the very heart of charisma, and not only its personal formulation. As we will see in the last chapter 

of this work, Arendt traces this deeply anti-political sentiment back to the very beginning of 

authRUiW\¶V cRQceSWXali]aWiRQ iQ PlaWR¶V WheRU\. SimilaUl\, WebeU¶V RbjecWiYe iV WR UeiQVWiWXWe 

political order and stabilize human affairs via the recourse to the sovereign intervention of the 

charismatic leader. The narrative, and the politics it supports and which endorses it, needs 

chaUiVma aV Whe gUeaW ³cUeaWiYe UeYRlXWiRQaU\ fRUce Rf hiVWRU\,´302 the miraculous disruption of 

historical processes and legal-bureaucratic rationalization: IQ a ³UeYRlXWiRQaU\ aQd VRYeUeigQ 

manner, charismatic domination transforms all values and breaks all traditional and rational 

QRUmV: IW haV beeQ ZUiWWeQ«, bXW I Va\ XQWR \RX«´303 Erica R. Edwards critically investigates the 

power of this politico-epistemological order, addressing how the messianic idea of charismatic 

leadership has sedimented in narratives around Black leadership. This charismatic formation of 

Black leadership became a performative structure deployed against dehumanisation and white 

VXSUemaciVW WeUURU, aQd ZaV SaUW Rf a cXlWXUal VhifW WRZaUdV Whe ³SRliWicV Rf UeVSecWabiliW\.´304 

Edwards uncovers a persistent marking of normative masculinity as the proper site of 

emancipatory struggle, which she traces back to the minstrel and patriarchal structures of black 

churches that have come to dominate black political imagination. Indeed, as noted above, 

charisma is an inherently Christian concept and Weber derived the concept from early Christian 

communities, which understood charisma to be directly gifted by God designating certain persons 

as leaders.305 The phantasmagoria of messianic intervention in the form of charismatic leadership 

is further sustained through historically and culturally specific narratives. In her study on Black 

leadership, for example, Edwards, draws out how these patriarchal structures became reiterated 

aQd QaWXUaliVed RYeU Whe cRXUVe Rf Whe SeUiRd WhaW EdZaUd¶V deVigQaWeV aV ³Whe mRmeQW Rf 

SRVVibiliW\ fRU black SRliWical mRdeUQiW\.´306 These structures are in historical, insofar as they 

deYelRSed iQ UeVSRQVe WR ³Whe Black¶V QeedV WR cRXQWeU Whe ideaV of black bestiality created by late 

 
302 ³«chaUiVma WUaQVfRUmV all YalXeV aQd bUeakV all WUadiWiRQal aQd UaWiRQal QRUmV« iQ iWV mRVW SRWeQW fRUmV, diVUXSWV 
UaWiRQal UXle aV Zell aV WUadiWiRQ alWRgeWheU aQd RYeUWXUQV all QRWiRQV Rf VaQcWiW\ « IQ iWV SXUel\ emSiUical aQd YalXe-
free sense charisma iV iQdeed Whe VSecificall\ UeYRlXWiRQaU\ fRUce Rf hiVWRU\.´ WebeU, Ma[. Economy and Society: An 
Outline of Interpretive Sociology. Ed. Guenther Roth and Claus Wittich, University of California Press, 1978, 1117.  
303 Weber, Max, et al. Economy and Society: An Outline of Interpretive Sociology. University of California Press, 1978, 
1115.  
304 Edwards, Charisma and the Fictions of Black Leadership, 7. 
305 See Mommsen, Wolfgang J. The Age of Bureaucracy: Perspectives on the Political Sociology of Max Weber. 
Blackwell, 1974, 79.  
306 Edwards, Charisma and the Fictions of Black Leadership, 7. 
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nineteenth-century racial pseudoscience and performed in public acts of violence led to the strict 

SRliciQg Rf geQdeU aQd claVV URleV.´307  

The conceptual transformation of authority toward a sovereign power, driven by the 

phantasmagoria of transcendent messianic intervention, is radicalised by Schmitt. In the following 

chapter, I demonstrate how Schmitt, in fact, abandons the notion of authority together with its 

relational and resistible aspect for a theory of sovereign decisionism that actively supresses any 

form of democratic contestation.  

 

Conclusion  

 

I begaQ WhiV chaSWeU b\ aUgXiQg WhaW WebeU¶V aQal\ViV Rf WUadiWiRQal aQd legal-bureaucratic forms 

of authority draws out the relational aspect of the concept according to which its effectiveness 

depends on the mutual recognition of ruler and ruled. According to Weber, then authority is 

claimed by an individual, however, it is not a personal attribute; instead, the claim of authority 

relies on their position in a hierarchical relationship, determined by socio-political orders, and 

which needs to be recognized by both parties in this relationship. I argued that the performance 

of authority constitutes a moment of openness in the legitimation process of these orders, allowing 

fRU ameQdmeQW aQd cRUUecWiRQ Rf RUdeU¶V WeQdeQWial clRVXUe aQd WRWal rationalization, and 

potentially even for the subversion of its hegemony. In chapter four, I demonstrate that this 

SRWeQWial fRU immaQeQW cUiWiTXe aQd UeViVWaQce lieV aW Whe YeU\ heaUW Rf AUeQdW¶V 

reconceptualization of authority. This suggests authoritarian forms of rule are distinct from 

authoritative forms for they obscure this moment of arbitrariness in the performance of authority 

and thus actively supress democratic contestation and negotiation. This, I argued, sheds a different 

lighW RQ WebeU¶V WXUQ WR charismatic authority in his search for a democratic power that could 

break with the progressing rationalization in modern capitalist societies for it constitutes a shift 

in how authority is conceptualized. By rendering charismatic authority as an extra-ordinary power 

that is independent of socio-political structures, Weber moves the notion of authority toward an 

understanding that becomes confused with the idea of sovereign intervention rendering 

charismatic authority as irresistible and, as Weber himself notes, an authoritarian power. By 

drawing on RRbiQVRQ¶V aQd EdZaUd¶V cUiWiTXe, I WUace WhiV QaUUaWiYe Rf diYiQe iQWeUYeQWiRQ WR a 

deeply anti-political sentiment according to the preservation of order depends on the active 

suppression of democratic movement and forms of resistance. In chapter four, I resume this line 

Rf aUgXmeQWaWiRQ dUaZiQg RQ AUeQdW¶V cUiWiTXe Rf PlaWRQic UeQdeUiQg Rf aXWhRUiW\ Zhich 

demonstrates that authority, from the very moment of its theorisation in Greek thought, was 

woven into an anti-political, theological structure: having its source in a realm beyond human 

affairs, authority claims absolute validity in ordering human relations according to standards 

 
307 Edwards, Charisma and the Fictions of Black Leadership, 7. 
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unmoved by the fluctuations of human plurality and political contestation. I contended that 

Kal\YaV¶V aSSURSUiaWiRQ Rf chaUiVma fRU a demRcUaWic WheRU\ Rf cRQVWiWXWiRQal fRXQdaWiRQV, deVSiWe 

hiV WXUQ WR iWV cRllecWiYe UeQdeUiQg iQ WebeU¶V eaUlieU ZRUk, adRSWV aQd UeiWeUaWeV WhiV VhifW iQ Whe 

understanding of authority based on messianic and sovereign intervention.   In the following 

chapter, I investigate the political implications of this shift in the idea of authority, for, I contend, 

it constitutes the steppingstone toward the replacement of authority by sovereignty that 

aQWiciSaWed SchmiWW¶V faVcist theory of decisionism.  
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Chapter 3: Carl Schmitt: From Commissary Authority to Sovereign Intervention  

 
Human beings in a mob 
What's a mob to a king? 
What's a king to a God? 
What's a God to a non-believer 
Who don't believe in anything? 
Will he make it out alive? 
Alright, alright 
No church in the wild 
 
Kanye West – No Church in the Wild 

 
 

Carl Schmitt joins the ranks of those working on a theoretical response to the crisis of 

aXWhRUiW\ iQ mRdeUQ ³diVeQchaQWed´ mRdeUQiW\ aV VR fRUcefXll\ deVcUibed b\ Ma[ WebeU. IQdeed, 

the first three chapters of Political Theology (WiWled ³SR]iRlRgie deV SRuveränitätsbegriffs und 

SRliWiVche TheRlRgie´ [SRciRlRg\ Rf Whe cRQceSW Rf VRYeUeigQW\ aQd SRliWical WheRlRg\]) ZeUe 

published in an edited collection in honour of the recently deceased Weber.308 Throughout his 

work, Schmitt wrestles with the tension between the unfaltering significance of transcendent and 

theistic structures for modern political and legal thought, and the irreversible decline of traditional 

authorities. Eventually, he draws the radical consequences of the demise of foundationalist 

authority: he radicalizes the shift from authority toward sovereignty ± which, the previous chapter 

contended, can already be found in Weber ± by posing the miraculous intervention of the 

sovereign itself as the ground for the institution and preservation of political order, threatened by 

the growing centrifugal forces of mass democracy. Still, Schmitt constituted a key figure for the 

study of a post-foundational understanding of authority. I argue that it is crucial to take Schmitt 

aV aQ ³adYeUVaU\,´ aV ChaQWal MRXffe puts it; first, for the disquieting questions he poses and that 

still haunt democratic theory, and second, for the dangerous paths he took himself and that in light 

of certain post-foundational premises Schmitt shares with radical democratic theory, we need to 

be ceUWaiQ QRW WR ³YeQWXUe´309 into.  

SchmiWW¶V diVTXieWiQg cUiWiTXe Rf Whe ³dRgmaWic ceUWiWXde´ WhaW cRQWemSRUaU\ VRcieWieV Slace iQ 

liberal democracy echoes in light of the rise of authoritarianism from within democratic regimes 

in the US and EurRSe, TUXmS¶V SUeVideQc\ aQd BUe[iW iQ SaUWicXlaU. CaUl SchmiWW iV WhXV, accRUdiQg 

 
308 See Rasch, William. Carl Schmitt: State and Society. Rowman & Littlefield International, Ltd, 2019, 14.  
309 In the cross examination by Robert Kempner:  
Schmitt : That will always be the case when someone takes a position in such a situation. I am an intellectual adventurer.  
K: Intellectual adventurer is in your blood? 
S: Yes, and so thoughts and ideas emerge. I take the risk. I have always paid my bills, and have never played the shirker.  
K: And when what you call the search for knowledge end in the murder of millions? 
S: ChUiVWiaQiW\ alVR eQded iQ Whe mXUdeU Rf milliRQV. BXW RQe dReVQ¶W kQRZ WhaW XQWil RQe has experienced it for oneself. 
Balakrishnan, Gopal. The Enemy: An Intellectual Portrait of Carl Schmitt. Verso, 2000, 256. 
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WR ReiQhaUd MehUiQg (2017) iQ Whe mRVW UeceQW ediWiRQ Rf hiV biRgUaSh\, \eW agaiQ ³Whe WhiQkeU Rf 

Whe hRXU.´310 The questions he poses remain unanswered:311 how is it possible, in the absence of 

recognized common grounds, to defend a democratic constitution that can provide legal 

predictability and regularity? How can political authority be imagined in a time where any attempt 

to establish a common framework of legitimacy appears as partisan and based on a violent 

moment of institution? Contemporary democratic theory has not been able to provide an 

alWeUQaWiYe UeVSRQVe WR SchmiWW¶V aXWhRUiWaUiaQ cRQceSWXaliVaWiRQ Rf deciViRQiVW VRYeUeigQW\. Jens 

Meierhenrich (2016), WXUQV WR SchmiWW iQ UeVSRQVe WR JeUem\ WaldURQ¶V critique of contemporary 

political theory for its disregard of institutions. He argues that Schmitt with his emphasis on 

³cRQcUeWe-RUdeU WhiQkiQg´ (konkretes Ordnungsdenken) ZaV ³mRUe iQQRYaWiYe WhaQ mRVW´ ZheQ 

iW came WR WheRUi]iQg ³Whe RUdeUiQg SUeVeQce´ Rf iQVWiWXWiRQV, WhaW iV, WheiU cRQWUibXWiRQ WR Whe 

creation and the upholding of political order.312 Although Schmitt was a fervent critic of liberalism 

and parliamentary democracy, he too was concerned with the protection of democratic order and 

its protection against revolutionary forces from both sides of the political spectrum. Of course 

feZ cRQWemSRUaU\ VchRlaUV ZRXld cRQdRQe SchmiWW¶V idea Rf ZhaW demRcUac\ meaQW.313  

Second, the urgency of answering SchmiWW¶V TXeVWiRQV iV fXUWheU highlighWed b\ Whe facW WhaW Whe 

SUemiVeV Rf ceUWaiQ aVSecWV Rf SchmiWW¶V SRVW-foundational position are shared by thinkers from 

the Left who vehemently resist current authoritarian tendencies. Richard Bernstein, for instance, 

QRWeV, ³SchmiWW¶V ZRUk iV acWiYel\ aQd SaVViRQaWel\ diVcXVVed WhURXghRXW Whe ZRUld. He haV beeQ 

hailed as the most incisive, relevant, and controversial political and legal theorist of the twentieth 

century ²and the enthusiasm for Schmitt is shared by thinkers across the political spectrum from 

 
310 Mehring, Reinhard. Carl Schmitt: Denker im Widerstreit: Werk - Wirkung - Aktualität, Verlag Karl Alber, 2017, 7, 
translation my own. 
311 Thinkers including Gopal Balakrishnan (2000), Andreas Kalyvas (2008) and Chantal Mouffe (1999, 2009) agree 
WhaW SchmiWW¶V cUiWiTXe Rf SaUliameQWaU\ demRcUac\ haV QRW lRVW iWV SRZeU aQd UemaiQV iQWUigXiQg fRU WhRVe RSSRViQg 
contemporary liberal theories, including those of Jürgen Habermas and John Rawls. In her introduction for The 
Challenge of Carl Schmitt (1999), Mouffe sets out the challenge to contributing authors arguing that Schmitt is to be 
WakeQ VeUiRXVl\ aV aQ ³adYeUVaU\´ fRU ³hiV TXeVWiRQV, diVTXieWiQg aV Whe\ aUe, VWill haXQW RXU VXSSRVedl\ Sacified ZRUld.´ 
(1) FRU a cUiWical RYeUYieZ RQ Whe aSSURSUiaWiRQ Rf SchmiWW¶V WhRXghW b\ WheVe WhiQkeUV WRgeWheU ZiWh a geQeUal UeflecWiRQ 
Rf LefW SchmiWW VchRlaUVhiS Vee SSecWeU, MaWWheZ G. µWhaW¶V ³LefW´ iQ Schmitt? From Aversion to Appropriation in 
CRQWemSRUaU\ PRliWical TheRU\¶. The Oxford Handbook of Carl Schmitt, edited by Jens Meierhenrich and Oliver 
Simons, Oxford University Press, 2016, 426±54; alVR äiåek, SlaYRj. µCaUl SchmiWW iQ Whe Age Rf PRVW-PoliticV¶. The 
Challenge of Carl Schmitt, edited by Chantal Mouffe, Verso, 1999, 18±37. 
312 MeieUheQUich, JeQV. µFeaUiQg Whe DiVRUdeU Rf ThiQgV. The DeYelRSmeQW Rf CaUl SchmiWW¶V IQVWiWXWiRQal TheRU\, 1919-
1942¶. The Oxford Handbook of Carl Schmitt, by Jens Meierhenrich and Oliver Simons, Oxford University Press, 2016, 
171. 
313 See RaVch, William. µCaUl SchmiWW¶V DefeQVe Rf DemRcUac\¶. The Oxford Handbook of Carl Schmitt, edited by Jens 
Meierhenrich and Oliver Simons, Oxford University Press, 2016, 312±37.  
Schmitt shared with Hobbes the desire to stabilise order in the midst of chaos. He followed Hobbes insofar as he found 
appeals for the legitimation for such orders upon an idea of natural order or appeals to God, however, he rejected 
HRbbeV¶V UecRXUVe WR QaWXUal, individual reason (indeed, in The Leviathan in the State Theory of Thomas Hobbes (1996) 
SchmiWW fiQdV iQ WhiV Whe VeedV fRU Whe cRllaSVe Rf HRbbeV¶V VRYeUeigQ VWaWe). HeUe, Whe iQflXeQce Rf Hegel¶V VWaWe WheRU\ 
comes to the fore insofar Schmitt thinks in concrete orders, whereas Hobbes remained a theorist of abstract order. See 
Meierhenrich, Fearing the Disorder of Things, 197; for a historical contextualization see Meierhenrich, Jens, and Oliver 
SimRQV. µ³A FaQaWic OUdeU iQ aQ ESRch Rf CRQfXViQg TXUmRil´: The Political, Legal, and Cultural Thought of Carl 
SchmiWW¶. The Oxford Handbook of Carl Schmitt, edited by Ibid, Oxford University Press, 2016, 3±71; also 
Balakrishnan, The Enemy. 
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Whe e[WUeme LefW WR Whe e[WUeme RighW.´314 Indeed, Schmitt undertakes a serious attempt to 

reconceptualise authority, which departs not only from the premise of popular sovereignty, but 

also from the premise of the undecidability of the people as both multitude and political subject 

± two premises that bring him dangerously close to radical democratic theory. William E. 

Scheuermann argues that political and legal theories that shares those points of departure with 

Schmitt are unable to avoid the consequences ± rather dramatically expressed with the 

aQQRXQcemeQW Rf ³Whe eQd Rf laZ.´315 Against that, I therefore propose in what follows to take up 

the challenge that Schmitt poses when he asks after the possibility of a democratic idea of political 

authority, and to follow Schmitt in his theoretical explorations in reconceptualizing authority in 

his early work, specifically Dictatorship (2014), but also Constitutional Theory (2008) and 

Legality and Legitimacy (2004), to the impasse at which he turns toward his decisionist theory of 

sovereignty. For Schmitt, popular sovereignty cannot substitute for its traditional and theological 

foundations. Instead, Schmitt ties his radical reading of popular sovereignty to an anti-democratic 

theory of representation that culminates in his decisionist reconceptualization of sovereignty, 

hoping that it will provide its own source of authority, ready to suppress the waywardness and 

flux of the unorganizable mass. Schmitt echoes WebeU¶V figXUe Rf Whe chaUiVmaWic leadeU iQVRfaU 

aV fRU Whe Vake Rf SeUVRQal aXWhRUiW\ Whe SeRSle mXVW be abaQdRQed WR Whe ³Whe SURZess of 

SURfeVViRQalV.´316 To put it polemically, he puts his hope in authoritarian leadership to intervene 

into the totalitarian rule of nobody, that he finds in parliamentary democracy ± not knowing yet 

that exactly the coincidence of both would allow for unprecedented forms of violent oppression 

and domination. Hence, SchmiWW¶V deciViRQiVm mighW QRW be Whe QeceVVaU\ consequence of 

WebeU¶V chaUiVmaWic cRQceSWXali]aWiRQ Rf aXWhRUiW\, yet it constitutes a direct response to 

Weberian premises and the crisis of authority in modernity.317 Understanding the development of 

 
314 BeUQVWeiQ, RichaUd J. µThe ASRUiaV Rf CaUl SchmiWW¶. Constellations, vol. 18, no. 3, Sept. 2011, 403±30, 403. Indeed, 
Schmitt had a significant impact on the thought of his contemporaries from both sides of the political spectrum, 
including thinkers associated with the Frankfurt School, and he remains a figure to be seriously reckoned with for 
democratic thinkers defending a post-fRXQdaWiRQal WheRU\ Rf SRliWicV. ElleQ KeQQed\¶V eaUl\ aUWicle iQYeVWigaWeV Whe 
VigQificaQce Rf CaUl SchmiWW¶V ZRUk RQ Whe FUaQkfXUW SchRRl. KeQQed\, E., µCaUl SchmiWW aQd Whe FUaQkfXUW SchRRl¶, 
Telos, 1987.71 (1987), 37±66. This provoked a heated debate (various responses were published in Telos) as it was 
SeUceiYed aV aQ aWWack RQ Whe FUaQkfXUW SchRRl WUadiWiRQ, WR Zhich KeQQed\ UeVSRQded iQ µCaUl SchmiWW aQd Whe FUaQkfXUW 
SchRRl: A RejRiQdeU¶, Telos, 1987.73 (1987), 101±16. Gopal Balakrishnan specifically names Walter Benjamin, Otto 
Kirchheimer, even György Lukácz, as being heavily influenced by Carl Schmitt. See Balakrishnan, Gopal, The Enemy: 
An Intellectual Portrait of Carl Schmitt (London; New York: Verso, 2000), 7. 
315 Scheuerman, William E. Carl Schmitt: The End of Law. Rowman & Littlefield, 1999. 
316 Honig, Bonnie. Emergency Politics: Paradox, Law, Democracy. Princeton University Press, 2011, 66.  
317 The UelaWiRQ beWZeeQ WebeU¶V chaUiVmaWic cRQceSWXali]aWiRQ Rf aXWhRUiW\ aQd SchmiWW¶V WXUQ WR deciViRQiVW 
sovereignty has been the matter of long-standing and often emotionally loaded debates. Here, I generally agree with 
Ra\mRQd AURQ¶V YieZ, ZhR ZaV aVked for an authoritative judgement on the issue at the Heidelberg congress. For him, 
CaUl SchmiWW¶V deciViRQiVm WRgeWheU ZiWh hiV WheRU\ Rf SlebiVciWaUiaQ leadeUVhiS mXVW be VeeQ aV a Uadical cRQVeTXeQce 
Rf WebeUiaQ SUemiVeV. (See AURQ, Ra\mRQd. µMa[ WebeU and Power-PRliWicV¶. Max Weber and Sociology Today, 
edited by Otto Stammer, Harper & Row, 1971, 83±100.) At the same congress, Jürgen Habermas claimed that Schmitt 
ZaV a ³QaWXUal VRQ´ Rf WebeU. In Max Weber and German politics, 1890-1920 (1990), Wolfgang J. Mommsen draws 
out nationalistic and imperialistic convictions, to the dismay of those who held Weber high as the father of liberal 
YalXeV, WhaW bUiQg WebeU mXch clRVeU WR Whe SRViWiRQ Rf CaUl SchmiWW. MRmmVeQ, hRZeYeU, alVR QRWeV WhaW SchmiWW¶V 
decisionism actively negated ethical premises of Weber, especially certain moral obligations of political leadership. 
See Mommsen, Wolfgang J. The Political and Social Theory of Max Weber: Collected Essays. Polity, 1992, 171. 
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aXWhRUiW\ iQ SchmiWW¶V WhRXghW allows us to conceptualise a post-foundational understanding of 

authority that avoids SchmiWW¶V SaWh.318  

In the next chapter, I note that Arendt in her attempt to reconceptualise authority arrives at the 

same impasse as Schmitt. However, she realises that it is the concept of sovereignty, rather than 

specifically popular sovereignty, that is deeply anti-democratic and even anti-political.  

 

 This chapter is structured as follows. The first part considers the conceptual history of 

dicWaWRUVhiS XQdeUVWRRd aV a demRcUaWic iQVWiWXWiRQ, fURm Zhich SchmiWW¶V aQal\ViV deSaUWV. 

CRQQecWiQg WhiV deSaUWXUe WR SchmiWW¶V cUiWiTXe Rf Whe liberal constitutional theory of his 

cRQWemSRUaUieV, VSecificall\ WhaW Rf HaQV KelVeQ, I aUgXe WhaW SchmiWW¶V cRQVideUaWiRQ Rf 

dictatorship is directly connected to his concern with the obliteration of authoritative political 

action in parliamentary democracy. The boundary concepts of legal exception and state of 

emergency allow Schmitt, I argue, to reconceptualise the totalitarian self-referentiality he detects 

in the modern state of law (Rechtsstaat). Schmitt thereby reintroduces the question of political 

authority in democratic state theory: can popular sovereignty provide the ground for authoritative 

political power? Schmitt arrives at a clear answer: no. In the fourth section of this chapter, I 

demonstrate that the reason for this emphatic negative is that there is an unresolvable 

contradiction between two forms of the people, which Schmitt addresses in his work: the people 

as constituted entity and political subject, on the one hand; and the people as unorganised mass 

that can never fully actualise itself as a political subject. For Schmitt, this contradiction means 

that the sovereignty of the people, due to its excessive character, necessitates a decision and thus 

personal authority; a despotic element becomes inevitable in mass democracy ± something 

ignored by liberal political and legal thought according to Schmitt. The last section of the chapter 

argues that contemporary constitutional theory, such as the one offered by Andreas Kalyvas, fails 

to acknowledge that sovereign decisionism is, for Schmitt, the logical consequence of this post-

foundational conceptualization of the people. I contend that Schmitt leaves us with a serious 

challenge: can we imagine political authority that is proper to modern democracies but that 

provides an alternative to the dangerous paths Schmitt ventured into? 

 
318 While an older generations of intellectual historians portray Schmitt as a key figure for the conservative revolution 
in Weimar, today intellectual-historical arguments are used to justify the appropriations of Schmitt just as much as it is 
XVed WR aQchRU RWheU¶V aYeUViRQ¶V Rf him. Jürgen HabeUmaV emShaVi]eV Whe cRQWiQXiW\ beWZeeQ SchmiWW¶V ZRUk SUe- and 
post-1933 thought, whereas others including Balakrishnan (2000) and Kalyvas (2008) assert that there is moment when 
SchmiWW¶V WhRXghW WUaQViWiRQV fURm aQ aXWhRUiWaUiaQ WeQdeQc\ WR a cleaU faVcist position and the support of totalitarian 
SRliWicV. PeWeU CaldZell SURYideV aQ e[WeQViYe UeYieZ RYeU liWeUaWXUe (befRUe 2005) eQgagiQg ZiWh SchmiWW¶V 
constitutional writings contextualizing them in, one, the reception of Carl Schmitt more widely and, further, in a new 
openness of North American scholars toward German legal positivist tradition. Caldwell, Peter C., µCRQWURYeUVieV RYeU 
CaUl SchmiWW: A ReYieZ Rf ReceQW LiWeUaWXUe¶, The Journal of Modern History, 77.2 (2005), 357±87. Balakrishnan 
e[SliciWl\ UefXWeV aQ\ geVWXUeV WhaW bUXVh RYeU Whe eQWiUeW\ Rf SchmiWW¶V ZRUk ZiWh a fiQal YeUdicW Rf hiV SRliWical 
positioning; preconceiving all his writings as endorsing fascist politics and anticipating the rise of National Socialism 
would not only be historically incorrect, but would further miss some productive tensions between different texts of 
SchmiWW, Zhich RfWeQ VWaQd iQ amSle cRQWUadicWiRQ WR each RWheU. DUaZiQg RQ SchmiWW¶V RZQ ZRUdV, BalakUiVhQaQ 
denotes the thinker a complexio oppositorum and argues that the fascist legacy of Schmitt is complex and ambiguous 
making it impossible to simply recover presumable democratic aspects as separable from other fascist concepts and 
ideas. See Balakrishnan, Gopal. The Enemy: An Intellectual Portrait of Carl Schmitt. Verso, 2000. 
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1. Dictatorship as democratic institution  

 

CaUl SchmiWW¶V Dictatorship constitutes a particularly interesting point of departure for this 

inquiry. Through the figure of the dictator and, following from this concept, the extent of 

dictatorial powers of the Reichspräsident in the Weimar constitution, Schmitt considers the 

possibility of legitimate authoritative politics in modern parliamentary democracy. The work is 

mRVW RfWeQ Uead aV aQ aUgXmeQW fRU aXWhRUiWaUiaQ SRliWicV WhaW VWaQdV iQ liQe ZiWh SchmiWW¶V WheRU\ 

of decisionist sovereignty and his subsequent support of Nazi Germany ± aV iWV ³cURZQ jXUiVW.´ 

J�UgeQ HabeUmaV¶V iQWeUSUeWaWiRQ Rf WhiV ZRUk QRWabl\ SRUWUa\V Whe cRQceSW Rf dicWaWRUVhiS iQ 

SchmiWW¶V ZRUk aV SURmRWiQg aQ aXWRQRmRXV, abVRlXWe SRZeU WhaW VWaQdV abRYe Whe SRliWical RUdeU 

and institutional boundaries.319 The fact that the notion of dictatorship already has indisputably 

negative connotations, as Schmitt himself recognized, does certainly not help the matter.320 

Against this modern misXQdeUVWaQdiQg Rf dicWaWRUVhiS, hRZeYeU, SchmiWW¶V iQWeQWiRQ ± as he 

explains in the Foreword to the first edition (1921) is to retrieve the original understanding of 

dictatorship as a constitutional emergency measure that is limited in scope and duration and that 

acts merely as a means to preserve a constitutional order in time of crisis. He takes up the topic 

of dictatorial authority in the context of an extensive use of emergency powers by the German 

ReSXblic¶V fiUVW SUeVideQW, FUiedUich EbeUW. Ebert responded to radical forces from both sides of 

the political spectrum, arguing that these conflicts urgently demanded a clear definition of the 

extension of presidential powers under Article 48 of the Weimar constitution. Indeed, as 

McCormick suggests, Schmitt¶V call fRU Whe UeYiYal Rf a ³cRmmiVVaUial´ fRUm Rf dicWaWRUVhiS iV 

made in defence of a republican political order and should be read as an attempt to rectify the 

state of affairs in the existing democratic regime.321  

 

What makes the idea of dictatorship so appealing for Schmitt is that it promises strong leaders 

whose authority derives from a political regime, and whose power thus remains bound to and 

limited by the constitution. He points out that even the dictatorships of Caesar and Sulla, or 

BRQaSaUWe¶s, to which we owe the prevalent understanding of the concept as an authoritarian form 

 
319 See HabeUmaV, J�UgeQ. µThe HRUURUV Rf AXWRQRm\¶. The New Conservatism, by Jürgen Habermas, Polity Press, 
1994, 128±39.  
This reading is particularly encouraged by those thinkers following Jürgen Habermas in the perceived coherence of 
SchmiWW¶V ReXYUe. See HabeUmaV, J�UgeQ, µThe HRUURUV Rf AXWRQRm\: CaUl SchmiWW iQ EQgliVh¶, iQ The New 
Conservatism: Cultural Criticism and the Historians’ Debate, ed. by Shierry Weber Nicholsen (Cambridge, Mass: 
MIT Press, 1992), 130-131; and Kalyvas, Democracy and the Politics of the Extraordinary, 92.  
320 SimilaU WR SchmiWW¶V RZQ UemaUkV iQ Whe iQWURdXcWiRQ, NRUbeUWR BRbbiR QRWeV WhaW eYeQ mRUe ViQce Whe e[SeUieQce 
of Stalinism and Nazism the concept acquired a clear negative association and loses its past appeal to traditional and 
mRdeUQ UeSXblicaQiVm, Zhich iQ cRQQecWiRQ WR CaUl SchmiWW¶V RZQ daUk hiVWRU\, Whe iQWeUSUeWaWiRQ becRmeV cleaU. 
Bobbio, Norberto. Democracy and Dictatorship: The Nature and Limits of State Power. Polity Press, 1989, 159-166.  
 See fRU e[amSle McCRUmick, µThe DilemmaV Rf DicWaWRUVhiS¶, 163±87  
321 McCRUmick, JRhQ P. µThe DilemmaV Rf DicWaWRUVhiS: CaUl SchmiWW aQd CRQVWiWXWiRQal EmeUgeQc\ PRZeUV¶. 
Canadian Journal of Law & Jurisprudence, vol. 10, no. 1, Jan. 1997, 170. 
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of government, were still understood to have a kind of democratic underpinning.322 He thereby 

responds to a twofold misconception of contemporaries. On the one hand, he criticizes that the 

facW WhaW Whe ³bRXUgeRiV SRliWical liWeUaWXUe´ eiWheU igQRUeV Whe cRQceSW Rf dicWaWRUVhiS fRU mRdeUQ 

constitutions or uses its sovereign understanding as a slogan against its opponents. The dilemma 

is symptomatic of modern legal and political thought that does not adequately reckon with the 

demise of traditional forms of authority and instead rejects any extra-legal understanding of 

legitimacy.323 The ignorance of the classical idea of this institution allows liberal legal scholars 

to expunge the concept from constitutional thought and categorically oppose it. This means that 

³a diVWiQcWiRQ iV QR lRQgeU maiQWaiQed beWZeeQ dicWaWRUVhiS aQd CaeVaUiVm, aQd Whe eVVeQWial 

deWeUmiQaWiRQ Rf Whe cRQceSW iV maUgiQali]ed«Whe cRmmiVVaUial chaUacWeU Rf dicWaWRUVhiS.´324 As 

addressed in more detail in the following section of this chapter, Schmitt puts his finger on 

libeUaliVm¶V ³bliQd faiWh iQ Whe WechQical aSSaUaWXV Rf iWV VWaQdiQg cRQVWiWXWiRQV aQd Whe VcieQWific 

YieZ Rf Whe UegXlaUiW\ Rf QaWXUe,´ WhaW eQcRXUageV iWV defeQdeUV ³WR belieYe WhaW iW QeedV QR 

technique for the extraordinary occurrence because the regular constitutional techniques are 

aVVXmed WR be aSSURSUiaWe WR a QaWXUe fUee Rf Whe e[WUaRUdiQaU\.´325 On the other hand, in Marxist 

thought and politics the concept was picked up in a serious manner through the doctrine of the 

³dicWaWRUVhiS Rf Whe SURleWaUiaW.´326 According to Schmitt, its advocates were right insofar as they 

understand the technical and temporary characteristics of the institutiRQ. The ³ceQWUali]iQg 

machiQe´ aQd ³dRmiQaWiRQ-aSSaUaWXV´ Rf Whe VWaWe aSSURSUiaWed fRU Whe UXle Rf Whe SURleWaUiaW iV 

³defiQiWiYe´ fRU Whe CRmmXQiVWV, bXW meUel\ ³WUaQViWiRQal.´327 There is, however, an essential 

WUaQVfRUmaWiRQ Rf Whe WeUm, fRU Whe ³dicWaWRUVhiS Rf Whe SURleWaUiaW´ iV aQ iQVWUXmeQW QRW WR defeQd 

a previously existing constitution, but to create a completely new order; it is legitimated by and 

bound to a future situation. With that, dictatorship becomes a revolutionary means in the sense 

that it is now dependent on a yet-to-be-realized historical telos rather than on a previously 

established constitutional order.328 This raises the question how a dictatorship can then still be 

limited in its powers. Schmitt is concerned that the radical orientation of modern politics is driven 

by the reference to a historical telos, which is pitted against a particular historical political order 

(liberalism), whose normative idea of the rule of law is said to lack legitimacy. According to 

Schmitt, this orientation is vague enough to justify new forms of oppression for its achievement, 

 
322 See Schmitt, Carl. Die Diktatur: Von den Anfängen des modernen Souveränitätsgedankens bis zum proletarischen 
Klassenkampf. 7. Aufl, Duncker & Humblot, 2006, xi-xx, Dictatorship, xiii.  
323 Schmitt, Carl. Die Diktatur: Von den Anfängen des modernen Souveränitätsgedankens bis zum proletarischen 
Klassenkampf. 7. Aufl, Duncker & Humblot, 2006, xi-xii; Schmitt, Carl. Dictatorship: From the Origin of the Modern 
Concept of Sovereignty to Proletarian Class Struggle. Translated by Michael Hoelzl and Graham Ward, English 
edition, Polity Press, 2014, xxxiv-[[[Yi (PUeface WR Whe VecRQd ediWiRQ fURm 1928). AV I am QRW alZa\V XViQg HRel]l¶V 
aQd WaUd¶V WUaQVlaWiRQ bXW aW WimeV WUaQVlaWe diUecWl\ fURm Whe GeUmaQ We[W, I Zill cRQWiQXe XViQg VhRUt titles for both 
the German and the English in the following. 
324 Schmitt, Die Diktatur, xiii; Dictatorship, xxxvii. (Preface to the first edition from 1921) 
325 McCRUmick, JRhQ P. µThe DilemmaV Rf DicWaWRUVhiS: CaUl SchmiWW aQd CRQVWiWXWiRQal EmeUgeQc\ PRZeUV¶. 
Canadian Journal of Law & Jurisprudence, vol. 10, no. 1, Jan. 1997, 168. 
326 Schmitt, Die Diktatur, xiii; Dictatorship, xxxviii (Preface, 1921). 
327 Schmitt, Die Diktatur, xiv; Dictatorship, xxxix (Preface, 1921). 
328 Schmitt, Die Diktatur, xv; Dictatorship, xl (Preface, 1921). 
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a disposition unknown to the conservative orientation of traditional politics wherein political 

activity is sanctioned through tradition. The result, Schmitt fears, is the potential unleashing of 

unbound violence, since the demand of historical-political progress seems to make any means to 

that end justified jXVWifiable: ³The CRmmXQiVW dicWaWRUVhiS UeSUeVeQWV, fRU SchmiWW, Whe 

cXlmiQaWiRQ Rf Whe mRdeUQ hiVWRUical WUeQd WRZaUd WRWall\ XQUeVWUaiQed SRliWical acWiRQ.´329  

 

SchmiWW¶V RZQ cRQVideUaWiRQ Rf Whe mRdeUQ UecRQceSWXali]aWiRQ Rf dicWaWRUVhiS dUaZV RQ a critical 

exegesis of its history, beginning with the original notion in the Roman Republic. There, the 

dictator was not an ordinary office, but was instituted in times of emergency, when the ordinary 

functioning of the state was either not effective enough in its ability to react (war), or when the 

constitution of the state itself was threatened from within (civil uprising): ³Whe dicWaWRU,´ SchmiWW 

Va\V, ³ZaV aQ e[WUaRUdiQaU\ RRmaQ magiVWUaWe, iQWURdXced afWeU Whe e[SXlViRQ Rf Whe kiQgV, VR WhaW 

a strong imperium [military power]330 ma\ VWill be SRVVible iQ WimeV Rf iQVecXUiW\.´ 331 A strong 

imperium exercises the effectiveness of command: ³An imperium that was not impaired, like the 

Rfficial SRZeU Rf Whe cRQVXlV, b\ cRllegialiW\, b\ Whe UighW Rf Whe SeRSle¶V tribunes to veto, or by 

the right of appeal to the people [provocatio ad populum, i.e. a ciWi]eQ¶V UighW, iQ Whe aUchaic 

SeUiRd, WR aSSeal WR Whe SRSXlaU aVVembl\ agaiQVW ceUWaiQ ciYil VeQWeQceV].´332 Machiavelli was the 

first in the tradition of state theory to incorporate the extraordinary magistrature of a dictator as a 

constitutional power, still in the same spirit of the original notion.333 For him, it was self-evident 

that the dictatorship was a republican element (and thus the distinction between a commissarial 

and sovereign form of dictatorship would have made no sense). When Machiavelli engages in his 

Discourses with the question as to how a modern republic is constituted, he argues that one of its 

feaWXUeV iV WhaW iW ZaV QeceVVaU\ iQ WimeV Rf cUiViV WR UeWXUQ iQWR a ³kiQgl\-VWaWe´, WR defend the 

republic. The institution of dictatorship was thus a matter of survival. The inability to make 

immediate decisions posed the greatest risk for a republic. Accordingly, Schmitt refutes the 

WeQdeQc\ WR deSicW MachiaYelli¶V Prince aV aQ accRXQW Rf dicWaWRUVhiS. ³The dicWaWRU iV alZa\V ± 

admittedly, by extraordinary appointment, yet constitutionally ± a republican organ of the state; 

he iV a µcapitano’, like the consul and other ‘chefs’. (Discorsi, II, chaS. 33)´334  

 
329 McCRUmick, µThe DilemmaV Rf DicWaWRUVhiS¶, 167. 
330 This clarification is added by the translators. However, to avoid confusion: Imperium is not military power in the 
sense of the power of the military, but the power of a citizen over the military, i.e., what is meant here is probably the 
existence of a strong chain of command. This is particularly important in the historical context of this work where there 
was a confusion of who was in charge and whom the military would answer in times of crisis due to the fraction of 
Germany. 
331 Schmitt, Carl. Dictatorship: From the Origin of the Modern Concept of Sovereignty to Proletarian Class Struggle. 
Translated by Michael Hoelzl and Graham Ward, English edition, Polity Press, 2014, 1. Parentheses added by 
translator; translation slightly revised following the German text. In the English edition, the translator here indicates 
that imperium depicts military power. It would be more accurate, however, to depict imperium as a strong chain of 
command so as that it is certain whom the military, such as other executive forces obey. This was particularly significant 
for the time Schmitt was writing as there existed de facto two executives and two militaries within the same state and 
it was not certain who would have last command in case of a conflict. 
332 Schmitt, Dictatorship, 1. Parentheses added by translator; translation slightly revised.  
333 Schmitt, Die Diktatur, 6; Dictatorship, 4 
334 Schmitt, Die Diktatur, 7; Dictatorship, 5; 
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For Machiavelli, the sovereign is the principe, ZheUeaV ³«Whe dicWaWRU ZaV QRW a W\UaQW aQd 

dictatorship was not a form of absolute rule (Herrschaft) but rather an instrument essential to the 

Republican constitution to salvage freedom... Everything depends upon how the dictatorship was 

embedded iQ cRQVWiWXWiRQal gXaUaQWeeV.´335 The ³diVVRlYiQg Rf Whe daQgeURXV ViWXaWiRQ´ ZaV Whe 

only and essential task after which the office lost its reason for existence. Whilst the dictator was 

aSSRiQWed fRU Vi[ mRQWhV, iW ZaV WheUefRUe a ³cRmmeQdable cXVWRm´ WhaW he VWeSSed dRZQ ZheQ 

his mission was accomplished, even before the end of his official resignation.336 Dictatorship is 

thus a temporary institution, whose end is its own abolition: ³A dicWaWRUVhiS WheUefRUe WhaW dReV 

QRW haYe Whe SXUSRVe Rf makiQg iWVelf VXSeUflXRXV iV a UaQdRm deVSRWiVm.´337 At the same time, 

however, as Schmitt continues:  

Achieving a concrete success however means intervening in the causal path of events 
using means whose justification is given by their purposefulness and depends exclusively 
on the actual contexts of this causal patter. Dictatorship hence suspends that by which it 
is justified, the state of law, and imposes instead the rule of procedure interested 
e[clXViYel\ iQ bUiQgiQg abRXW a cRQcUeWe VXcceVV« [Qamel\,] Whe VWaWe Rf laZ.338 
 

The content of his Tätigkeit (occupation, acWiRQ) iV WR ³WR SXW VRmeWhiQg WR ZRUk´ (µiQV WeUk ]X 

UichWeQ¶); eiWheU WR defeaW aQ eQem\, WR Sacif\ RU if QeceVVaU\ VXSSUeVV a SRliWical RSSRQeQW.´339 In 

this task, the dictator has unlimited power and his actions are not constrained by norms or laws. 

What concerns for the dictator are not moral or ethical considerations, considerations of what is 

ZURQg RU UighW, bXW RQl\ ZhaW iV ³iQ Whe facWXall\-technical [sachtechnische] sense harmful [to the 

Uegime], aQd WhXV falVe.´340 The RRmaQ dicWaWRU ZaV WheUefRUe ³a kind of king with absolute power 

RYeU life aQd deaWh.´341 Similarly, for Machiavelli, the dictator had to be independent of the 

influence of other institutions for the time of his appointment so that he was able to issue orders 

and execute them immediatel\, ZiWhRXW haYiQg WR fRllRZ legal SURcedXUeV: ³Whe dicWaWRU caQ 

µdeliberare per se stesso’ [µdelibeUaWe RQ hiV RZQ¶], he caQ Wake all meaVXUeV ZiWhRXW haYiQg WR 

cRQVXlW aQ\ adYiVRU\ RU e[ecXWiYe bRd\ (µfare ogni cosa senza consulta’ [‘do anything without 

consultation’]), aQd he caQ immediaWel\ imSlemeQW legal [µQRQ-aSSealable¶] VaQcWiRQV 

[rechtskräftige Strafen].´342  

Yet, despite all of this, the institution of the dictator is restricted, according to Schmitt: he stands 

outside the law, but he does not stand above it. The dictator is a purely executing organ and thus 

QRW VRYeUeigQ: ³« all WheVe SRZeUV [Rf Whe dicWaWRU] have to be distinguished from the legislative 

activity of government. The dictator cannot change the laws; neither can he suspend the 

 
335 Schmitt, Die Diktatur, 6; Dictatorship, 4; translation slightly revised.  
336 Schmitt, Die Diktatur, 1-2; Dictatorship, 2 
337 Schmitt, Die Diktatur, xvi; Dictatorship, xlii (Preface, 1921). 
338 Schmitt, Die Diktatur, xvi; Dictatorship, xlii (Preface, 1921), translation revised. 
339 Schmitt, Die Diktatur, 11; Dictatorship, 7. 
340 Schmitt, Die Diktatur, 12, Dictatorship, 8. 
341 Schmitt, Die Diktatur, 2; Dictatorship, 2.  
342 Schmitt, Die Diktatur, 6; Dictatorship, 4, [µQRQ-aSSealable¶] ZaV added b\ me baVed RQ Whe RUigiQal We[W.  
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cRQVWiWXWiRQ RU Whe RUgaQiVaWiRQ Rf Rffice; he caQQRW µmake QeZ laZV¶ (µfare nuove leggi’).´343 

During the institution of a dictatorship therefore, according to Machiavelli, the official 

administration subsists as a kind of control (guardia). Hence, dictatorship was a constitutional, 

never constitutive, instrument for the Republic. Throughout, Schmitt emphasizes that in a state of 

emergency, the powers are still separated, and the dictator only acts as an executive organ ± even 

if it is in a draconian form. The dictator holds extraordinary political authority that remains merely 

derivative ± for he is commissioned in the name of the constitutional framework within whose 

confines the dictator is instituted. Andreas Kalyvas captures this dynamic when he insists that 

³Zhile dicWaWRUVhiS iV norm-breaking, sovereignty is norm-founding.´344 Schmitt thus insists on 

the separation of the authority of the dictator from the power of the sovereign. Sovereignty, in 

contrast to this derived authority, depicts a higher power standing outside and above the 

constitution. This power is not derivative but instead constitutes the very ground from where the 

constitution derives its legitimacy.345 Hence, the dictator describes the most potent form of an 

ordinary institution that gains its authority from the constitution. The authority of the dictator is 

derived from the legitimacy of the constitutional order he was commissioned to restore, and his 

power must be restricted to those measures necessary for his task to be carried out. 

In the course of Dictatorship, Schmitt points to the idea that the idea of derived authority has 

become incomprehensible for contemporary democratic theory. He traces this development to the 

transformation which the institution of dictatorship underwent in modern state theory. Once so 

significant for the defence of the republic, dictatorship is obliterated. Schmitt argues that, whilst 

MachiaYelli¶V diVcXVViRQ Rf Whe iQVWiWXWiRQ Rf dicWaWRUVhiS iQ maQ\ Za\V adheUeV WR Whe SUeYiRXV 

conceptual history, he strips the institution of its theological structure. It is instead incorporated 

and ultimately dissolved in the immanent logic of the reason of state, or raison d’état. 

 

« b\ Whe eQd Rf Whe fifWeeQWh ceQWXU\, ZheQ Whe SRZeU Rf WheRlRg\ ZaV e[haXVWed aQd Whe 
SaWUiaUchal XQdeUVWaQdiQg Rf Whe RUigiQ Rf kiQgVhiS QR lRQgeU VaWiVfied SeRSle¶V aSSeWiWe 
for science, politics started to develop as a science that built a kind of secret teaching 
around the almost mystical ratio status [UeaVRQ Rf VWaWe, UaiVRQ d¶ptat].346 
 

 
343 Schmitt, Die Diktatur, 6; Dictatorship, 4.  
344 Kalyvas, Andreas. Democracy and the Politics of the Extraordinary: Max Weber, Carl Schmitt, and Hannah Arendt. 
Cambridge University Press, 2008, 91.  
345 Rasch, William. Carl Schmitt: State and Society. Rowman & Littlefield International, Ltd, 2019, 50.  
346 Schmitt, Dictatorship, 10: IQ ³The Age Rf NeXWUali]aWiRQV aQd DeSRliWici]aWiRQV,´ SXbliVhed iQ 1929 aQd iQclXded 
both in the German and English editions of The Concept of the Political (1979, 2007), Schmitt maps out the history of 
the immersive spirit of technicity mentioning four spheres linked each to a century of European history ± the sixteenth, 
seventeeth, eighteenth, and nineteenth century, respectively. Here, Schmitt emphasizes the leap taken in the seventeenth 
ceQWXU\: ³The WUaQViWiRQ fURm Whe WheRlRg\ Rf Whe Vi[WeeQWh ceQWXU\ WR Whe meWaSh\VicV Rf Whe VeYeQWeeQWh ceQWXU\ (Zhich 
is not only metaphysically but also scientifically the greatest age of Europe²the heroic age of occidental rationalism) 
is as clear and distinct as any unique historical occurrence. All the astonishing mathematical, astronomical, and 
scientific insights of this age were built into a great metaph\Vical RU ³QaWXUal´ V\VWem; all WhiQkeUV ZeUe meWaSh\ViciaQV 
RQ a gUaQd Vcale. SchmiWW, CaUl. µThe Age Rf NeXWUali]aWiRQV aQd DeSRliWici]aWiRQV¶. The Concept of the Political, The 
University of Chicago Press, 2007, 83. 
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Schmitt argues that Machiavelli still recognizes the temporary and technical-instrumental nature 

of dicWaWRUVhiS, alWhRXgh hiV VWaWe WheRU\ iV QRZ dUiYeQ b\ a meUe WechQical iQWeUeVW. ThiV ³abVRlXWe 

WechQiciW\´347 is accompanied by a complete indifference toward the underlying political purposes 

aQd WheiU legiWimac\, ³iQ Whe Vame Za\ iQ Zhich a WechQical engineer can have a purely technical 

interest in producing a thing without having any interest in its use; the thing produced does not 

Qeed WR be Rf aQ\ iQWeUeVW fRU him.´348 With Machiavelli, politics becomes developed into a 

science, a question of expertise (politische Sachtechnik).349 The significant question then becomes 

how the population in question, the material object of state theory, can be organised and shaped 

according to the political constitution (whether a monarchy or a republic).350 No longer able to 

rely on his divine calling, the sovereign comes to implement certain theatrics which are 

³QeceVVaU\ [WR] cRQjXUe Whe imSUeVViRQ Rf fUeedRm, VimXlacUa RU decRUaWiYe RccaViRQV deVigQed WR 

Sacif\ Whe SRSXlaWiRQ,´ iQ RUdeU WR UeWaiQ hiV SRVition of power.351 Dictatorship, then, becomes one 

of the means, though a radical one, through which this organisation and shaping can be achieved. 

It is part of the arcana reipublicae (state secrets), the inner driving forces of the state.352 These 

arcana are the ground on which stand the palpable jura imperii and dominationis, the sovereign 

rights of the state and of the sovereign, including the right to pass laws, insofar as they are 

practises that reproduce the constitution in a way that performatively establishes its legitimacy: 

 

[The jura] are the very basis (fundamenta) of the arcana; and they are the same in every 
state. The arcana have to change according to the actual situation; but the iura cannot be 
delegated in the way the arcana can. The iura are finite ± this is the crucial difference: 
right, fas [proper] and in conspicuo [in full view], whereas the arcana are the secret plans 
and practices with the help of which the iura imperii should be maintained.353 

 

Dictatorship specifically was understood to be an arcanum dominationis operated for the 

protection and defence of rulers in extraordinary times of crises, such as rebellions and 

revolutions, (in distinction to the ordinary arcana imperii). Schmitt argues that, de facto, 

dictatorship became a means of the aristocracy, ³«to create an institution that frightens the 

people into believing that it constitutes an authority [Behörde, in the sense of state institution] 

 
347 Schmitt, Die Diktatur, 8; Dictatorship, 6. 
348 Schmitt, Die Diktatur, 8; Dictatorship, 6.  
349 Schmitt, Die Diktatur, 12; Dictatorship, 9. 
350 It is for this solely technical interest, which he attributes to Machiavelli, that Schmitt rejects the debates concerned 
ZiWh ³Whe m\VWeU\ Rf Whe SUiQce,´ Whe VeemiQg cRQWUadicWiRQV beWZeeQ Whe UeSXblicaQ VWaQce MachiaYelli WakeV iQ Whe 
Discourses and the amorality of his manual for the absolutist Prince. Schmitt argues that these debates miss that, for 
Machiavelli, the constitution of the people and any assumptions of human nature are principles of construction 
presupposed according to the set problem, i.e., depending on the political constitution that is to be theorized. In the 
Prince, Whe aVVXmSWiRQ WhaW Whe hXmaQ iV b\ QaWXUe ³eYil, beaVWV, a mRb´ iV QRW aQWhURSRlRgical SeVVimiVm, fRU iW iV QRW 
a mRUaliVW RU jXUidicial jXVWificaWiRQ. IQVWead iW iV Whe ³UaWiRQal WechQiTXe Rf SRliWical abVRlXWiVm.´ SchmiWW, Die Diktatur 
9, Dictatorship 6. Schmitt reiterates this argument regarding the instrumental character of anthropological pessimism 
in regard to Hobbes in The Leviathan in the State Theory of Thomas Hobbes: Meaning and Failure of a Political 
Symbol. Greenwood Press, 1996. 
351 Schmitt, Die Diktatur 14; Dictatorship, 11.  
352 Schmitt, Die Diktatur 14; Dictatorship, 11.  
353 Schmitt, Die Diktatur, 15-16; Dictatorship 12.  
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agaiQVW Zhich WheUe iV QR SRVVibiliW\ Rf SURYRcaWiRQ.´354 Hence, although the institution of 

dictatorship was intended to protect a political order in times of crisis and restore a predetermined 

status quo ante, as part of the arcana reipublicae dictatorship loses its interventionist and 

exceptional character.  

 

In modern state theories, the ruler (Machthaber) is trusted to still adhere tR ³Whe UXleV Rf Whe 

universal human and natural law.´355 However, with ideas of divine or natural order in demise the 

question of how the status quo reflects a higher legitimate order is suspended. With the trinity of 

rationalism, technicity, the executive power, the logic of the state becomes immanent and is built 

aURXQd ³a kiQd Rf VecUeW WeachiQg about the almost mystical ratio status (reason of state, raison 

d’état).356 According to Schmitt, 

 

With it begins, as its theoretical reflex, the doctrine related to raison d’état [Staatsraison, 
reason of state] ± that is, to a socio-political maxim that stands above the dualism 
legality/illegality and is derived from the necessities of the assertion and extension of 
political power.357 

As with other texts from the 1920s, there is evidently an engagement with the problematic of 

rationalization and disenchantment in modernity that Weber had so pointedly formulated.358 For 

Schmitt, the crisis of authority, the demise of theological structures of legitimacy and the 

insignificance of other traditional authorities and hierarchies, allows the one who decides about 

the means of rule, and specifically decides on the state of exception that justifies the most extreme 

means, to hold de facto unrestrained power: it is plenitudo potestatis, or omnipotence 

(Machtvollkommenheit).359 Without a transcendent source of authority, the question of the 

legitimacy of such power has become a mere formality: 

 
354 Schmitt, Die Diktatur, 15; Dictatorship, 12; addition my own.  
355 Schmitt, Die Diktatur, 16; Dictatorship 12. 
356 Schmitt, Die Diktatur, 16; Dictatorship 12.  
357 Schmitt, Die Diktatur 12; Dictatorship, 9. According to Schmitt, the practical task for modern state-theorists, 
including Thomas Hobbes and Jean Bodin, is the expansion of power ± in the most extreme case of war over national 
boundaries, and through the suppression of inner conflicts and civil war. Conflicts, both civil and foreign, are no longer 
understood as something exceptional but rather come to constitute the ever-present threat underlying the reason of state 
and thus dictate the normal state of affairs. This culminates, according to Schmitt, in Hobbes inversion of the 
UelaWiRQVhiS Rf a QRUmal SRliWical RUdeU aQd aQ e[ceSWiRQal RQe fRU Whe ³VWaWe Rf QaWXUe´ deVcUibeV Whe VWaWe Rf ciYil ZaU. 
358 Kal\YaV alVR aUgXeV WhaW SchmiWW ³fRXghW, like WebeU befRUe him, agaiQVW Whe alieQaWiQg cRQfiQeV Rf Whe ³iURQ cage´ 
Rf mRdeUQ, WechQical, diVeQchaQWed libeUal ciYili]aWiRQ.´ Extraordinary Politics, 93.  
359 In his late essay Nomos–Nahme–Name from 1959, Schmitt makes picks up the connection between power and 
VecUec\. IQWeUeVWiQgl\, he iQclXdeV UefeUeQceV HaQQah AUeQdW¶V ³The BXUdeQ Rf RXU Wime´ (iQ Whe ediWiRQ fURm 1951), 
ZheUe Vhe ZUiWeV WhaW ³Real SRZeU begiQV ZheUe VecUec\ begiQV.´ CaUl Schmitt does not provide any further explanation 
of this citation, which even for those only vaguely familiar with her work must seem oddly un-Arendtian, however the 
remark stands in the context of her analysis of totalitarian regimes and the observation that there the most powerful 
RfficeV ZeUe WhRVe QRW kQRZQ RU YiVible WR Whe SXblic. SchmiWW, CaUl. µNRmRV - Nahme - Name (ASSeQdi[)¶. The Nomos 
of the Earth in the International Law of the Jus Publicum Europaeum, translated by G. L. Ulmen, Telos Press 
Publishing, 2006, 336; Schmitt, Carl. µNRmRV ± Nahme ± Name¶. Staat, Großraum, Nomos: Arbeiten Aus Den Jahren 
1916 - 1969, by Carl Schmitt, edited by Günter Maschke, Duncker & Humblot, 1995, 574.  



 90 

Seemingly the right of exception is still lawful, because it appears have a limitation in the 
exception itself. But in truth the question of sovereignty is exactly the same as the one of 
iura extraordinaria. The state, shattered as it is by its estates and class struggles, is its 
constitution, by reason of the continuous state of exception in it, and its law is, to the core, 
the law of exception. Whoever rules over the state of exception therefore rules over the 
state, because he decides when this state should emerge and what means are necessary. 
The question of what is just becomes a mere formality.360 

 

FRU SchmiWW, MachiaYelli¶V cRQceSWXaliVaWiRQ Rf dicWaWRUVhiS UeflecWV a diVcXUViYe VhifW aZa\ fURm 

a world image governed by transcendence and traditional hierarchies toward a world mired in an 

all-encompassing immanence and technicity. The idea of a state authority in the sense of a 

derived, and thus limited power is now abandoned. It appears; instead, those in positions of power 

exercise it iQ a WRWal aQd abVRlXWe Za\. HRbbeV, fRU e[amSle, QR lRQgeU VSeakV Rf ³dicWaWRUVhiS´ 

aW all iQ hiV VWaWe WheRU\. IQVWead, HRbbeV¶V VWaWe, SchmiWW aUgXeV, becRmeV VRmeWhiQg like a 

³VRYeUeigQ dicWaWRUVhiS.´ It has the task, together with the unrestrained power, to guard the 

continuous exception.361  

 

Schmitt is concerned with this turn towards an absolute faith in the technical apparatus of the 

state, which is no longer derived from an authority that stands besides and above the existing 

constitution. Specifically, in the liberal positivist constitutional theory of his contemporaries, the 

modern focus on technicity and rationalization merges with a politics of normalcy according to 

which political action becomes reduced to ± for Schmitt even eradicated for the sake of ± the 

merely instrumental execution of law. Any form of political action outside the existing legal 

framework, too, is understood to be wholly illegitimate and unjustifiable. Schmitt, like Weber, is 

concerned with the wholly immanent and self-referential form of legal-bureaucratic rule, 

specifically in the context of constitutional questions. The following sections of this chapter tends 

to SchmiWW¶V aUgXmeQW WhaW, ZiWhRXW Whe UecRXUVe WR aQ e[WUa-ordinary source of authority, this 

dominant branch of constitutional theory necessarily legitimizes the status quo of the legal 

framework. With that, their conceptualisation of the modern democratic regime comes 

dangerously close to totalitarianism. Schmitt here posits the legal exception, which in 

Dictatorship describes the state of emergency, as a functional problem for the modern democratic 

constitution that must be addressed. For Schmitt, it requires a form of personal authority that is 

compatible with the democratic principle of popular sovereignty.  

 

 

 

 

 
360 Schmitt, Die Diktatur 17; Dictatorship, 16. 
361 Schmitt, Die Diktatur 22; Dictatorship, 20. 
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2. The lack of legitimacy and personal authority in liberal legal positivism  

 

Schmitt is deeply concerned with the dominant tradition of legal positivism amongst his 

contemporaries, which he understands as a vestige of the process of neutralization and technicity 

initiated by modern liberal thought. For him, it is the political itself that was sacrificed in this 

development. Any political action that does not follow specified legal-bureaucratic processes not 

only breaks the law, but is rather rendered illegitimate, and unjustifiable. Schmitt argues that what 

in Continental European states of the 19th ceQWXU\ ZaV cRmmRQl\ XQdeUVWRRd aV ³Rechtsstaat” is 

acWXall\ a ³legiVlaWiYe VWaWe,´ that is a political system that is governed by impersonal, general, 

preestablished and lasting norms. Schmitt argues that authority is thus no longer conceivable, for 

it is laws that govern: ³MRUe SUeciVel\: laZV dR QRW UXle; Whe\ aUe Yalid RQl\ aV QRUmV. TheUe is 

QR UXliQg aQd meUe SRZeU aW all aQ\mRUe. WhReYeU e[eUciVeV SRZeU aQd gRYeUQmeQW acWV µRQ Whe 

baViV Rf laZ¶ RU µiQ Whe Qame Rf Whe laZ.¶´362 Hence, the idea of legitimacy is fully replaced with 

legaliW\. SchmiWW heUe VeeV WebeU¶V ideal W\Se Rf legal-bureaucratic rule existing in its totalitarian 

form: the person implementing the rule no longer holds any authority, but instead has become an 

inert cog that turns around as part of a fully machinic state. Max Weber provides a sketch of the 

idealized machinic state and, for Schmitt, a depoliticized conceptualisation of the Weimar 

Rechtsstaat aV a ³gaSleVV´ aQd fXll\ UaWiRQali]ed legal V\VWem. 

 

Present day legal science, at least in the forms which have achieved the highest measure 
of methodological and logical rationality, i.e. those which have been produced through 
Whe legal VcieQce Rf Whe PaQdecWiVW¶V CiYil LaZ, SURceedV fURm Whe fRllRZiQg fiYe 
SRVWXlaWeV: Yi]. fiUVW, WhaW eYeU\ cRQcUeWe legal deciViRQ be Whe µaSSlicaWiRQ¶ Rf aQ abVWUacW 
legal proposition to a cRQcUeWe µfacW ViWXaWiRQ¶; VecRQd, WhaW iW mXVW be SRVVible iQ eYeU\ 
concrete case to derive the decision from abstract legal propositions by means of legal 
lRgic; WhiUd, WhaW Whe laZ mXVW acWXall\ RU YiUWXall\ cRQVWiWXWe a µgaSleVV¶ V\VWem Rf legal 
propositions or must at least be treated as if it were such a gapless system: fourth, that 
ZhaWeYeU caQQRW be µcRQVWUXed¶ UaWiRQall\ iQ legal WeUmV iV alVR legall\ iUUeleYaQW; aQd 
fifth, that every social action of human beings must also be visualized either as an 
µaSSlicaWiRQ¶ RU µe[ecXWiRQ¶ Rf legal SURSRViWiRQV RU aV aQ iQfUiQgemeQW WheUeRf, ViQce Whe 
µgaSleVVQeVV¶ Rf Whe legal V\VWem mXVW UeVXlW iQ a gaSleVV legal RUdeUiQg Rf all VRcial 
action.363 

 
German jurisprudence, Schmitt believes, had fallen under the thUall Rf Whe EQlighWeQmeQW¶V 

rationalization. It assumes the predictability and accountability of human interaction. Kantian 

metaphysics in particular reorients the justification for law in German legal thinking, replacing 

traditional sources of legislative and political authority with reason alone.364 Thinkers, including 

 
362 Schmitt, Carl. Legality and Legitimacy. Translated by Jeffrey Seitzer, Duke University Press, 2004, 4; Legalität und 
Legitimität. 8., Duncker & Humblot, 2012, 8.  
363 Weber, Max. Economy and Society: An Outline of Interpretive Sociology. Edited by Guenther Roth and Claus 
Wittich, University of California Press, 1978, 657-658. 
364 See Kennedy, Ellen. Constitutional Failure: Carl Schmitt in Weimar. Duke University Press, 2004, 55.  
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Wolfgang Kersting, celebUaWe WhiV eYeQWXaliW\ ZiWh Whe declaUaWiRQ WhaW ³KaQW fUeeV XV fURm Whe 

domination of theological absolutism and the bonds of teleological natural law; and likewise 

eleYaWeV XV abRYe Whe SURVaic baQaliWieV Rf Whe dRcWUiQe Rf SUXdeQce.´365 With Kant, then, legal 

and political thought came to reject both theological grounds of authority and early modern 

realism, and reunited what in early modernity had been broken apart ± power and right, potestas 

and auctoritas. Franz Wieacker describes the consequence of this Kantian formalism both for 

legal thought and the political culture in Germany more generally:  

 

This formalism contained a fundamental decision that was ultimately tragic for the 
relationship of jurisprudence to its social reality. For Savigny, it remained an open 
question whether institutions were ideal forms of social life, but (in the work of later 
positivists) there is no doubt that scientific concepts had been released from their living 
foundations and now had a merely intellectual existence. Jurisprudence was thus finally 
alienated from the social, political and moral reality of law. Formalism triumphed in a 
science that began as rejection of formal rationalism and the natural law.366 

 

IQ bUief, WheQ, KaQW¶V WhRXghW became Whe ShilRVRShical VRXUce Rf ³cRQceSWXal jXUiVSUXdeQce´ 

(Begriffsjurisprudenz) in modern Germany and his legacy shifted law and state theory toward 

abstraction, whereby German legal thought sought a complete legal system in which there are no 

gaps and any new principles are generated by logic itself.367 This fetishization of abstraction 

cXlmiQaWed iQ HaQV KelVeQ¶V ³SXUe WheRU\ Rf laZ´ ± for Schmitt, probably the most paradigmatic 

case of German liberal legal positivism and the development of rationalization and technicity in 

modernity, and therefore a significant point of critique. For Kelsen, the validity of law comes 

fURm iWV WRWaliW\, mRUe VSecificall\ iWV lRgic Rf a ³chaiQ Rf aVcUiSWiRQ.´ Each law is derived from 

the law on the next higher level. The legitimacy of this system, as of the entirety of this legal 

chain, is grounded in an immanent logical point of origin. This point cannot be known for it lies 

outside the realm of knowledge; in Kantian words it is noumenal (a thing in itself) and 

inaccessible to reason. Instead, it iV SRViWed aV Whe ³Grundnorm´.368 In Constitutional Theory 

(2008, Verfassungslehre (2017)), SchmiWW deVcUibeV KelVeQ¶V V\VWem ± the position of his 

 
365 KeUVWiQg, WRlfgaQg. µPRliWicV, FUeedRm, aQd OUdeU: KaQW¶V PRliWical PhilRVRSh\¶. The Cambridge Companion to 
Kant, edited by Paul Guyer, Cambridge University Press, 1991, 342. Cited in Kennedy, Ellen. Constitutional Failure: 
Carl Schmitt in Weimar. Duke University Press, 2004, 57. 
366 Wieacker, Franz. Privatrechtsgeschichte der Neuzeit: unter besonderer Berücksichtigung der deutschen 
Entwicklung. Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1967,401f. Translation from Kennedy, Ellen. Constitutional Failure: Carl 
Schmitt in Weimar. Duke University Press, 2004, 64. 
367 Kennedy argues that the study of Roman law pandects, upon which German civil law in the 19th century was based, 
demRQVWUaWeV Whe SRZeU Rf KaQW¶V ShilRVRSh\ iQ GeUmaQ jXUiVSUXdeQce Rf WhaW SeUiRd. GeRUge PXchWa, a VWXdeQt of Carl 
von Savigny and intellectual father of the Pandektenwissenschaft, represents the dream of a complete legal system 
proposing a purely deductive system according to which the legitimacy of the positive law is merely a logical problem. 
The influence of Puchta, especially his Cursus der Institutionen (1800), can be seen in Buckland, William Warwick. A 
Text-Book of Roman Law from Augustus to Justinian. Edited by Peter Stein, Cambridge University Press, 2007. 
Kennedy, Constitutional Failure: Carl Schmitt in Weimar, 57-62. 
368 Rasch, William. Carl Schmitt: State and Society. Rowman & Littlefield International, Ltd, 2019, 57. For a study on 
SchmiWW¶V WheRU\ Rf VRYeUeigQW\ aQd Whe e[ceSWiRQ aV a challeQge WR KelVeQ¶V SXUe WheRU\ Rf laZ Vee alVR Kal\YaV, 
Democracy and the Politics of the Extraordinary, 100-118. For the concept Rf legaliW\ iQ KelVeQ, Vee Whe VecWiRQ ³JXVWice 
aQd LegaliW\´ iQ hiV General Theory of Law and State, 14.  
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contemporary and most significant opponent, in which legitimacy and legality become equated, 

and any form of legitimate politics become reduced to the following of legal processes and 

procedures in mocking terms:  

 

In its epoch of greatness, the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the bourgeoisie had 
the energy to establish real systems, namely the laws of reason and nature. It formed out 
of concepts like private property and personal freedom, norms which were self-validating, 
which were valid before and above any political entity, because they were right and 
rational and contained, without regard to the existing, positive-legal reality, an authentic 
ideal. That was consequential normativity; here one could speak of system, order and 
unity. With Kelsen, by contrast, only positive norms are valid not because they should 
rightfully be valid but, rather, without regard to qualities like rationality and justice, 
simply because they are positive. At this point ideality and normativity break off, and in 
their place appears the raw tautology of facticity; something validates when it is valid 
because it is valid. That is positivism.369 

 
Schmitt is concerned by how the immanent logic inaugurated by modern liberalism now gains 

transcendent significance, with the result that political authority not only cannot be thought 

outside legal procedure, but is categorically rejected as illegitimate. He argues that in the liberal 

parliamentary Rechtsstaat ³TheUe iV RQl\ legaliW\, QRW aXWhRUiW\ RU demaQdV fURm abRYe.´370 The 

machinery of the legal constitution suffices, and, in that sense, Schmitt argues in Constitutional 

Theory, the constitution in its status quo becomes sovereign without reference to political 

authority (Obrigkeit), other than legal-bureaucratic procedures predetermined and already 

regulated by law.371 ThiV iV Whe ³lack Rf SaWhRV´ Rf libeUaliVm WhaW WebeU had deVcUibed ZheUeb\ 

³legaliW\ caQ be Yalid like legiWimac\;´ iQdeed fRU WebeU, ³Whe mRVW Zidel\ SURmiQeQW fRUm Rf 

legitimac\ WRda\ iV Whe belief iQ legaliW\.´372 Understanding of regular processes and procedures 

as total and absolute makes any form of political power, of extra-ordinary and contingent action, 

indiscernible.373 For Schmitt, jurisprudence avoided reality by taking refuge in abstraction, either 

 
369 Schmitt, Carl. Verfassungslehre. Duncker & Humblot, 2017, 8-9. Schmitt, Carl. Constitutional Theory. Edited by 
Jeffrey Seitzer, Duke University Press, 2008, 65.  
370 Schmitt, Legalität und Legitimität, 20; Legality and Legitimacy,18.  
371 Schmitt, Verfassungslehre 7; Constitutional Theory, 63: ÄThe legal RUdeU, QRQeWheleVV, eVWabliVheV aQ abVRlXWe 
concept of the constitution because a closed, systematic unity of norms is implemented and rendered equivalent to the 
VWaWe. TheUefRUe, iW iV alVR SRVVible WR deVigQaWe Whe cRQVWiWXWiRQ aV ³VRYeUeigQ´ iQ WhiV VeQVe, alWhRXgh WhaW iV iQ iWVelf aQ 
unclear form of expression. For only something existing in concrete terms can properly be sovereign. A merely valid 
QRUm caQQRW be VRYeUeigQ.´ See alVR RaVch, State and Society, 65. 
Andreas Kalyvas points out that Kelsen in his post-ZaU ZUiWiQgV adRSWV VRme Rf SchmiWW¶V WeUmiQRlRg\ aQd iQdeed 
departs from his original formulation of the hypothetical Grundnorm. Instead, he Kelsen now postulates the existence 
Rf a ³QRUm-cUeaWiQg aXWhRUiW\,´ a ³cRQVWiWXWiRQ-esWabliVhiQg aXWhRUiW\,´ Zhich cRQWiQXeV WR be UecRgQi]ed aV ³aV Whe 
higheVW aXWhRUiW\.´ KelVeQ, HaQV. Pure Theory of Law. Translated by Max Knight, University of California Press, 1967, 
199. Kelsen thereby breaks with his conceptual neo-Kantian apparatus and RSeQiQg Whe SRVVibiliW\ WR WhiQk ³cRQVWiWXeQW 
SRZeU.´ HRZeYeU, aV Kal\YaV SRiQWV RXW, KelVeQ UemaiQV deWeUmiQed WhaW bRWh Whe acW Rf fRXQdiQg aQd Whe aXWhRUiW\ 
remain fictious and an act of thinking. (256). See Kalyvas, Politics of the Extraordinary, 108-111.  
372 Max Weber cited in Schmitt, Legalität und Legitimität, 13; Legality and Legitimacy, 9. 
373 SchmiWW VWXdeQW aQd hiVWRUiaQ ReiQhaUdW KRVelleck WUaceV Whe gURZiQg QeVcieQce WRZaUd ³Whe cRQWiQgeQW´ iQ Whe 
Enlightenment in Koselleck, Reinhart. Futures Past: On the Semantics of Historical Time. Columbia University Press, 
2004, 119-125. 
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WhURXgh a SXUe WheRU\ Rf laZ, like KelVeQ¶V, RU b\ embUaciQg SRViWiYiVm, fRU Zhich Whe meUe 

factuality of law was sufficient for it to be legitimate.  

 

The begiQQiQgV Rf SchmiWW¶V deciViRQiVW WheRU\ Rf VRYeUeigQW\ caQ be lRcaWed in his diagnosis of 

the silence of German jurisprudence on the relationship between theory and realization, and the 

legacy of legal formalism is found in the crisis-ridden German state of the 20th century. Yet it is 

important to recognize that Schmitt is concerned with a significant lack of democratic legitimacy 

aW Whe heaUW Rf KelVeQ¶V legal WheRU\ VSecificall\, aQd Rf libeUal fRUmaliVm mRUe geQeUall\. He 

problematises this vacuum, first, for it implies that for thinkers like Hans Kelsen it does not matter 

what the authority is that establishes the foundation of a legal order. For a state to be democratic, 

in consequence, it does not have to be democratically founded: the validity of democratic law 

does not depend on constitutional principles and legal norms being democratically instituted or 

produced. Whilst Kelsen is often posed against Schmitt for his liberal constitutional theory, 

VchRlaUV haYe beeQ UelXcWaQW WR addUeVV Whe facW WhaW iW ZaV KelVeQ ZhR e[SliciWl\ VWaWed WhaW ³fURm 

the point of view of the science of law, the law (Recht) under the Nazi-government was law 

(Recht). We ma\ UegUeW iW bXW Ze caQQRW deQ\ WhaW iW ZaV laZ.´374 Schmitt argues that it is necessary 

for legal scholarship to take seriously the idea of the inalienability and indivisibility of the pouvoir 

constituant, the founding power of the constitution. This power remains to be reckoned with even 

after the originary act of institution is completed. For modern democratic theory, that means that 

³Whe SeRSle´ ± as sovereign and thus political subject ± continues to have an existence above and 

besides the constitutional framework of the liberal Rechtsstaat. For Schmitt, the authoritative 

founding act, upon which a regime rests, is never complete, but its spectre, as a political rather 

than a legal act, continues to haunt the working of the constitution. The popular sovereign, he 

aUgXeV, ³UemaiQV Whe RUigiQ Rf all SRliWical acWiRQ, Whe VRXUce Rf all SRZeU, Zhich e[SUeVVeV iWVelf 

in continually new forms, producing from itself these ever-renewing forms and organizations. It 

does so, however, without ever subordinating itself, its political existence, to a conclusive 

fRUmaWiRQ.´375 Schmitt insists that what the people in their collective singular have created, the 

people can tear asunder again, which is why liberalism is such a present threat for the constitution 

of a state.376 Above that, Schmitt criticises what he understands to be libeUaliVm¶V bliQd faiWh iQ 

the technical apparatus, i.e., the faith that the legal norm can deal with the exceptional situation. 

 
374 Hans Kelsen, cited in Hayek, Friedrich A. Law, Legislation and Liberty: A New Statement of the Liberal Principles 
of Justice and Political Economy. Routledge, 1982, 56. 
375 Schmitt, Verfassungslehre, 79; Constitutional Theory, 128; see also Scheuerman, The End of Law, 81-83. In the 
context of Dictatorship, SchmiWW defeQdV Whe idea Rf µSRSXlaU VRYeUeigQW\¶ agaiQVW WhiQkeUV iQclXdiQg GURWiXV, ZhR 
argues that the people have no inalienable and untransferable sovereignty. For Grotius, a restriction merely of the 
duration of this office cannot be the criterium which could distinguish the authority of the dictator from sovereignty. 
SiQce ³QR demRcUaWic VWaWe Rf aQ\ fRUm had eYeU e[isted in which truly everybody governed ± even the poor (inopes), 
the women and the children ± as opposed to government being simply handed over to a few. Since such a transference 
occurs in a dictatorship, it should not matter how long it lasts. As long as Whe dicWaWRU iV iQ Slace, Whe\ aUe Whe VRYeUeigQ.´ 
Schmitt, Die Diktatur, 29; Dictatorship 22. 
376 Rasch, State and Society, 65. 
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According to him, this neglects the significance of traditional, commissarial practices for 

constitutional emergencies that constitute a threat just as much as democratic regimes. In the face 

of unforeseen emergencies and political conflict, therefore, the only apparent recourse available 

to political actors was to act illegitimately or to stretch existing emergency provisions and to hope 

to be acquitted.377 By rejecting any form of exceptional, i.e., extra-legal, prudence and eliminating 

any discretionary activity, liberal regimes were left vulnerable to the undermining of 

constitutional institutions and procedures.378  

 

The conceSW Rf Whe ³VWaWe Rf emeUgeQc\´ allRZV SchmiWW WR cRQceSWXali]e mRVW Uadicall\ Whe 

iQdeWeUmiQac\ Rf laZ, aQd WhXV hRZ Whe abVWUacW cRQceSWiRQ Rf Whe ³UXle Rf laZ,´ XSRQ Zhich Whe 

modern Rechtsstaat iV baVed, VWaQdV XQeaVil\ beVide Whe UealiW\ Rf laZ¶V Ueliance on its political 

institution and enforcement. In Legality and Legitimacy, Schmitt raises concerns about the 

eQVXiQg SRVVibiliW\ Rf aUbiWUaU\ iQWeUYeQWiRQ fRU Zhich, he Va\V, libeUaliVm¶V QegligeQce Rf Whe URle 

of personal authority and decision in the translation between norm and particular law has paved 

the way. On the other side of the same coin, the legalization of state power serves to abolish and 

negate any right to resistance as right. This is indeed, as Ellen Kennedy points out, a problem that 

GeUmaQ jXUiVSUXdeQce iQheUiWed fURm iWV RUigiQV iQ KaQW¶V ShilRVRSh\: KaQW bRXQd Whe UXleU WR 

respect the freedom of his subjects, but he also denied the right of resistance to authority, and in 

hiV SRliWical WhRXghW WheUe iV mRUe WhaQ a liWWle Rf LXWheU¶V Tuietism in the face of secular authority. 

The constraints of absolutism would be loosened through enlightenment, Kant believed, and a 

government with respect for persons that is based on consensus and compromise would result.379  

 

The possibility of iQjXVWice, Whe SRVVibiliW\ Rf Whe ³W\UaQW,´ iV elimiQaWed fURm Whe ZRUld 
only through a formal sleight of hand, namely, only by no longer calling injustice injustice 
aQd W\UaQW W\UaQW, mXch aV RQe elimiQaWeV ZaU fURm Whe ZRUld b\ WeUmiQg iW ³SeacefXl 
measuUeV accRmSaQied b\ baWWleV Rf gUeaWeU RU leVVeU VcRSe´ aQd deVigQaWiQg WhaW a 
³SXUel\ jXUiVWic defiQiWiRQ Rf ZaU.´ B\ ³cRQceSWXal QeceVViW\,´ WheQ, legal SRZeU VimSl\ 
can no longer do injustice.380 

 

According to Schmitt, the problem of the means for justifying resistance against tyranny, against 

iQjXVWice aQd Whe abXVe Rf VWaWel\ SRZeU, UemaiQV: ³Whe fXQcWiRQaliVWic-formalistic hollowing out 

 
377It is for this reason that German jurisprudence was further understood to serve to legitimize the status quo. See 
Schmitt, Verfassungslehre, 211; Constitutional Theory, 284. 
378 Kelly, Duncan. The State of the Political: Conceptions of Politics and the State in the Thought of Max Weber, Carl 
Schmitt, and Franz Neumann. Oxford University Press, 2003, 192-193.  
379 Kennedy, Constitutional Failure, 62. Here the contradiction between liberal positivism together with its emphasize 
on legality and rejection of personal UXle, aQd hiVWRUical libeUaliVm¶V faYRXUiQg Rf a VWURQg VWaWe XQdeU Whe UXle Rf laZ 
aQd WheiU fUighW Rf Whe SeRSle¶V SRZeU iV VRfWeQed. The laWWeU ZaQWed aQ eQlighWeQmeQW UXleU, gXided b\ UeaVRQ, bXW ZaV 
divided which institution, crown or assembly, would be the best representative. Karl von Rotteck, liberal state theorist 
and politician in Germany, for instance, was concerned that the government could lose its independence to a popular 
aVVembl\, Zhich haV Whe SRWeQWial WR becRme ³daQgeURXV aQd XQcRQWURllable.´ (62) 
380 Schmitt, Legalität und Legitimität, 30; Legality and Legitimacy, 29. 
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of the parliamentary legislative state is not able to resolve iW´381 ± ³UeVRlYe´ heUe iQ all VeQVeV Rf 

the word. SchmiWW¶V cUiWiTXe here sheds a slightly different light on his interest in the personal 

institution of dictatorship, which is commonly understood to arise from mere authoritarian, even 

fascist, inclinations. It suggests that the conceptualisation of political authority, which allows 

personal interference to become visible, is imperative for the ability to hold those in power 

accountable. Indeed, Ellen Kennedy emphasizes that the jurisprudential tradition heavily 

influenced the political culture in Germany and constituted a crucial element in the phenomenon 

Rf Whe ³XQSRliWical GeUmaQ.´382 Franz Wieacker provides a description of this dynamic:  

 

This formalism contained a fundamental decision that was ultimately tragic for the 
relationship of jurisprudence to its social reality. For Savigny, it remained an open 
question whether institutions were ideal forms of social life, but (in the work of later 
positivists) there is no doubt that scientific concepts had been released from their living 
foundations and now had a merely intellectual existence. Jurisprudence was thus finally 
alienated from the social, political and moral reality of law. Formalism triumphed in a 
science that began as rejection of formal rationalism and the natural law.  

 
Hence, Schmitt puts the question of the indeterminacy in law at the centre, however, framing it 

in sociological terms. His approach concerns the institution of law (constitutional theory) just as 

much as the translation between pure norm and concrete form in everyday legal practice, which 

he addresses in one of his early works on the role of the judge.383 With that, Schmitt makes visible 

that the question of righteousness always raises the question of those power relations that 

preceded the framework against which it is judged.384 

 

HeQce, jXVW aV WebeU¶V cRQceUQ ZiWh legal-bureaucratic rule was its subsumption of individual 

political action into a total system of legal procedures, for Schmitt, too, legal-bureaucratic rule 

signifies the depoliticization and neutralisation of the state (for him, the vestige of political power) 

that ultimately leaves it vulnerable to the violent fluctuations of populist politics. Schmitt, of 

course, writes this whilst Weimar is facing the threat of revolutionary forces from both sides of 

Whe SRliWical VSecWUXm, VSecificall\ Whe CRmmXQiVWV¶ SURclamaWiRQ Rf Whe (iQ hiV XQdeUVWaQdiQg, 

sovereign) dictatorship of the proletariat. Still, Andreas Kalyvas (2006) rightly notes that those 

who simply pose Schmitt as an antipode to Kelsen, framing the dispute between the two 

cRQWemSRUaUieV aV RQe beWZeeQ ³QihiliVWic, iUUaWiRQal, aQd QRUmleVV deciViRQiVm YeUVXV a UaWiRQal 

QRUmaWiYiVm,´ miVV hRZ SchmiWW¶V cUiWiTXe aimV WR UeWhiQk UaWheU WhaQ meUel\ UefXWe mRdeUQ legal 

 
381 Schmitt, Legalität und Legitimität, 30; Legality and Legitimacy, 29. 
382 Kennedy, Constitutional Failure, 64. 
383 See Schmitt, Carl. µSWaWXWe aQd JXdgemeQW¶. CaUl SchmiWW¶V EaUl\ Legal-Theoretical Writings: Statute and Judgment 
and the Value of the State and the Significance of the Individual, edited by Lars Vinx and Samuel Garrett Zeitlin, 
Cambridge University Press, 2021, 37±155. 
384 In Nomos of the Earth (2003), Schmitt, for instance, makes visible the land appropriation (Landnahme), the 
WeUUiWRUial RUgaQiVaWiRQ aQd imSRViWiRQ Rf a SURSUieW\ Uegime, aV Whe ³SUimal acW´ iQ Whe fRXQdiQg Rf EXURSeaQ 
Völkerrecht that created an international order between nations. 
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formalism and positivism.385 SchmiWW¶V cRQceUQ iQ Dictatorship, therefore, is to conceptualize a 

legitimate power that could defend the constitutional framework from revolutionary forces that, 

for Schmitt, were anti-democratic inasmuch as they questioned the constitution of the state. 

SchmiWW¶V cRQceUQ ZaV WheUefRUe, VimilaU WR WebeU¶V: Whe TXeVWiRQ of whether it is possible to 

legitimize a personal authority and strong executive in modern democratic society. Regarding his 

own critique of the demise of traditional authority, Schmitt, however, is at pains to defend his 

WXUQ WR BRdiQ¶V mRQaUchical cRQceSWXaliVaWiRQ Rf ³cRmmiVVaU\ dicWaWRUVhiS´, Zhich iV baVed XSRQ 

theological structures which have lost their significance in modernity. In the following section, I 

examine SchmiWW¶V aWWemSW WR cRQceSWXali]e a deUiYed aQd WhXV UeVWUicWed SRliWical SRZeU iQ Whe 

form of commissioned authority demonstrating that it ultimately runs aground on the questions 

of democratic. I argue that the challenge, to find a way to rethink political authority proper to a 

demRcUaWic Uegime, cRQVWiWXWeV Whe hiQge beWZeeQ SchmiWW¶V RZQ SRVW-foundational critique of the 

demos and his anti-democratic theory of representation.  

 

3. Popular sovereignty and the end of authority 

 

For Schmitt, the challenge of retrieving an authoritative institution, a constitutional power that 

can act outside the legal framework for the preservation and re-institution of a specific political 

order, must begin in its distinction from sovereignty. Schmitt is seeking a form of political 

authority that is commissioned by and thus bound to the constitution: no matter how expansive 

the power of the dictator might be, a legal relationship continues to exist, bounding and binding 

Whe dicWaWRU¶V SRZeU WR a SUeYiRXV cRQVWiWXWiRQ.386 Schmitt here turns back to Jean Bodin, the father 

Rf Whe cRQceSW Rf VRYeUeigQW\ aV ³la puissance absolue et perpétuelle d’une République.´387 For 

Bodin,  

Even if a state, a single man or a single office is given unlimited powers [Befugnisse] and 
no legal means can be levelled against its measures, that power is not sovereign when it 
is not permanent, because it is derived or taken from someone else, whereas the true 
sovereign does not recognize anyone above him but God. Whatever the power of an 
officer or commissar of a democratic republic, or of a prince, this power has only a 
derivative authority; the sovereign is the people or, as in a monarchy, the prince.388 

 
385 Kalyvas, Politics of the Extraordinary, 101; the position is taken, for instance, by David Dyzenhaus in Legality and 
Legitimacy: Carl Schmitt, Hans Kelson, and Hermann Heller in Weimar. Clarendon PresVௗ; O[fRUd UQiYeUViW\ PUeVV, 
1997, 38-122, and by William E. Scheuerman in Carl Schmitt: The End of Law. Rowman & Littlefield, 1999, 74-82.  
386 For Schmitt, the dictator is merely a strong authority which derives its legitimacy from sovereign power; for him, it 
comes down to the question whether the dictator has a right to his office, even if only for as long as he is holding it, or 
whether the dictator can arbitrarily made to resign like a commissar; as long as he can be made to resign the equality 
with the sovereign becomes arguable. Schmitt, Die Diktatur, 29; Dictatorship, 23. 
387 Schmitt, Die Diktatur 25; Dictatorship, 20. 
388 Schmitt, Die Diktatur 26; Dictatorship, 21, translation revised.  
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Although Bodin holds a preference for monarchy, he equally recognises the people, aristocrats or 

the prince as potential sovereigns. This is possible because his conceptualization of sovereignty 

still relies on theological structures and takes God as the ultimate source of authority for granted. 

Hence, despite his strong concept of sovereignty, the constitution is never an arbitrary expression 

Rf Whe VRYeUeigQ¶V SRZeU aQd WhXV caQQRW be Uecalled aW aQ\ SRiQW. ThiV VWaQdV iQ VhaUS cRQWUaVW WR 

the theories of the Monarchomachs, but also refutes the merely technical understanding of law 

fRllRZiQg fURm MachiaYelli aV a ³heiQRXV aWheiVm´.389 According to Schmitt, the moment the 

sovereign can arbitrarily alter the constitution, the political configuration is no longer a state, but 

a tyranny. With the demise of traditional authorities and theological structures, it is the people 

themselves that constitute the ultimate source of authority and whose free will thus acts as the 

foundation for the political and constitutional order; the inclusion of the people in the constitution 

ZaV WheUefRUe aQ ³XQaYRidable cRQVeTXeQce Rf demRcUaWic WhRXghW.´390 In seemingly stark 

contrast to the authoritarian conceptualization of sovereignty he promotes in Political Theology, 

Schmitt in his constitutional writings including Legality and Legitimacy insists that the only 

source of legitimacy for the modern state is a plebiscitarian one: 

 

And, nevertheless, plebiscitarian legitimacy is the single type of state justification that 
ma\ be geQeUall\ ackQRZledged aV Yalid WRda\. («) SeeQ iQ WeUmV Rf cRQVWiWXWiRQal 
theory, however, the strongest impulse behind the previously noted tendencies toward 
auctoritas lies in the situation itself and stems directly from the fact that plebiscitary 
legitimacy is at present the single last remaining accepted system of justification.391 

 

SchmiWW¶V WheRUeWical SURclamaWiRQ Rf SRSXlaU VRYeUeigQW\ heUe iV sociological rather than 

normative: he is not interested in defending popular sovereignty as a normative criterion for 

legitimacy, which explains the ease with which he shifts toward an anti-democratic decisionist 

theory of sovereignty.392 As we will see in a moment, thinkers including Renato Christi and Ellen 

KeQQed\ aUgXe WhaW SchmiWW¶V eaUl\ ZUiWiQgV aUe chaUacWeUiVed b\ a ³SaWhRV Rf aXWhRUiW\.´393 Their 

contention that Schmitt attempts to simply impose a monarchic principle to the democratic age, 

however, QeglecWV WR UecRgQi]e Whe cRUe Rf SchmiWW¶V aUgXmeQW heUe: WhaW Whe SRliWical VWUXcWXUe Rf 

the nation state is already built upon a theological concept of sovereignty. The political 

VigQificaQce Rf SchmiWW¶V claim iQ Political Theology WhaW ³all VigQificant concepts of the modern 

WheRU\ Rf Whe VWaWe aUe VecXlaUi]ed WheRlRgical cRQceSWV´ becaXVe Rf WheiU ³V\VWemaWic VWUXcWXUe,´ 

here becomes evident.394 It is, in this sense, to be read as a secularization thesis and a critique of 

modernity not dissimilar to that of Weber. The iQfamRXV RSeQiQg VeQWeQce Rf CaUl SchmiWW¶V 

 
389 Schmitt, Die Diktatur, 35; Dictatorship, 28. 
390 Schmitt, Legalität und Legitimität, 60-61; Legality and Legitimacy, 62. 
391 Schmitt, Legalität und Legitimität, 87; Legality and Legitimacy, 90. 
392 Dyzenhaus argues that with Schmitt insistence of (popular) sovereignty, he brings the sociological into consideration 
for legal thought. Dyzenhaus, Legality and Legitimacy, 45.  
393 Kennedy, Constitutional Failure, 72.  
394 Schmitt, Politische Theologie, 43; Political Theology, 36.  
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Political Theology is probably well known to the reader. Less known, maybe, is the full definition 

of political theology he provides here:  

All significant concepts of the theory of the state are secularized theological concepts not 
only because of their historical development²in which they were transferred from 
theology to the theory of the state, whereby, for example, the omnipotent God became 
the omnipotent lawgiver²but also because of their systematic structure, the recognition 
of which is necessary for a sociological consideration of these concepts. The exception in 
jurisprudence is analogous to the miracle in theology. Only by being aware of this analogy 
can we appreciate the manner in which the philosophical ideas of the state developed in 
the last centuries.395  

SchmiWW¶V SURclamaWiRQ Rf ³SRSXlaU VRYeUeigQW\´ agaiQVW libeUal SRViWiYiVm cRQWiQXeV WR be Rf 

great interest for contemporary constitutional scholars. Andreas Kalyvas, for example, argues that 

for Schmitt a legal system can be regarded as normatively valid, from a democratic point of view, 

only if the people consider it just, endorse its norms, and view it as the outcome of their free 

collective will. 396 On the other hand, a common criWiTXe Rf SchmiWW¶V liQe Rf aUgXmeQW, made, 

amongst others, by Jürgen Habermas, is that his theory of popular constituent power is based 

upon an organic, substantive ethnic homogeneity of a political community that constitutes part of 

what Habermas terms SchmiWW¶V ³miliWaQW eWhQRQaWiRQaliVm.´397 SchmiWW¶V WheRU\ Rf VRYeUeigQW\, 

however, does not at all rely on a pre-political notion of naturalistic collective identity ± indeed, 

quite the opposite. It is the radical consequence of the impossibility of an absolute presence of 

³Whe SeRSle´ (XQdeUVWRRd iQ VXch a hRmRgeQeRXV Za\) WhaW SchmiWW WXUQV WR an anti-democratic 

theory of representation, culminating in his decisionist theory of sovereignty. In order to 

understand the anti-demRcUaWic WXUQ iQ SchmiWW¶V WhRXghW, iW iV then cUXcial WR aWWeQd WR SchmiWW¶V 

XQdeUVWaQdiQg Rf ³Whe SeRSle´ aV VRYeUeigQ VXbject in more detail.  

 

In Constitutional Theory (2008) SchmiWW aUgXeV WhaW ³Whe SeRSle´ (das Volk) appear in two 

diffeUeQW fRUmV iQ mRdeUQ cRQVWiWXWiRQV: RQ Whe RQe haQd, ³Whe SeRSle´ aUe SUeVXmed aV Whe 

³cRQVWiWXWiRQall\ fRUmed aQd RUgaQi]ed eQWiW\.´398 The understanding of democratic legitimacy is 

that the people as political entity and political subject determine the form of their political 

 
395 Schmitt, Politische Theologie, 43; Political Theology, 36. 
396 Kal\YaV UeadV SchmiWW aV aUgXiQg WhaW iQ ³a demRcUaWic Uegime, WheUefRUe, Whe legiWimac\ Rf Whe fXQdameQWal QRUmV 
and values rests exclusively upon the actual manifestation of the will of the popular constituent subject and the 
participation of the citizeQV iQ Whe e[WUaRUdiQaU\ SURceVV Rf geQXiQe cRQVWiWXWiRQal makiQg.´ Kal\YaV, Politics of the 
Extraordinary, 99. 
397 Habermas, Jürgen. The Inclusion of the Other: Studies in Political Theory. Edited by Ciaran Cronin and Pablo De 
Greiff, MIT Press, 1998, 148. ThiV kiQd Rf aUgXmeQW feedV iQWR Whe miVSeUceSWiRQ Rf SchmiWW¶V ZRUk aV a cRheUeQW 
project that at all times serves his political support of the Nazi regime, as already noted above. Kalyvas points out, 
hRZeYeU, WhaW WhiV deVcUiSWiRQ Rf SchmiWW¶V WheRU\ Rf cRQVWiWXeQW SRZeU lackV ³We[WXal eYideQce.´ Kal\YaV, Politics of 
the Extraordinary, 120-121. 
398 Schmitt, Verfassungslehre 251; Constitutional Theory, 279. 
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constitution ± for Schmitt this is the state ± of their free will.399 On the other hand, they exist in 

their unformed, non-constitutional form. Schmitt stresses that 

 
it is noteworthy that the people are actually not formed and organized, but rather there is 
only a procedure of election or voting and the will of the people comes into being only as 
result of a system of validations or, indeed, fictions. Then people = simple or qualified 
majority of the voters casting ballots or those entitled to vote.400 

 

The people in this second sense are also the object of the constitution that determines how the 

SeRSle ³cRme iQWR beiQg.´ Abbp Sie\eV¶V WheRU\ Rf UeSUeVeQWaWiRQ VXggeVWV WhaW Whe SeRSle aUe 

both subject and object of the exercise of sovereignty. It iV YiWal fRU WhiV aVSecW Rf SchmiWW¶V 

thought.401 In respect to this understanding of the people, Schmitt asserts in Dictatorship WhaW ³Whe 

camS Rf Whe eVWaWeV´ (ständische Opposition) ± which presumably forms the democratic 

RSSRViWiRQ WR HRbbeV¶V mRQaUchRmachic WheRU\ ± are not truly democratic. They neglect the 

heterogenous and undisciplined QaWXUe Rf Whe demRV aQd, iQVWead, SUeVXSSRVe ³a cRmmRQ, eTXal 

aQd XQmediaWed cRQYicWiRQ Rf all ciWi]eQV.´ 402 This is, according to Schmitt, particularly vivid in 

LRcke¶V caVe. LRcke may sound radical when he proclaims an unconditional right to resistance as 

³Whe SeRSle iV Whe cRmmiVViRQeU aQd WhaW ZhaW iV Velf-evident in private life should also be valid 

ZheQ Whe ZelfaUe Rf milliRQV iV aW VWake,´403 yet in practice, Locke agrees with the 

mRQaUchRmachic WhiQkeUV ZhR, ZheQ Whe\ Walk abRXW µWhe SeRSle¶ ZhRVe Uights should be 

defeQded, belieYe WhaW ³iW iV be\RQd Whe TXeVWiRQ WhaW Whe\ dR QRW meaQ eiWheU Whe plebs or the 

incondite et confuse turba [the confused and disordered crowd], but only the people who are 

UeSUeVeQWed b\ Whe RUgaQi]aWiRQ Rf Whe eVWaWeV.´404  

Schmitt thus points to the confrontation of two radicalisms in modern democratic thought. 

The fiUVW RQe iV Whe aSSeaUaQce Rf ³Whe SeRSle´ (das Volk)405 iQ iWV ³XQmediaWed, XQRUgaQi]ed, aQd 

UejecWiQg aQ\ UeSUeVeQWaWiRQ, maVV.´406 SchmiWW, aQal\ViQg ³Whe SeRSle´ aV bRWh Whe VXbjecW aQd 

object of constitutional founding in Constitutional Theory, fRllRZV Sie\eV¶V WheRUi]aWiRQ Rf Whe 

nation as existing in the state of nature, where it expresses itself in continuously new 

 
399 Schmitt, Verfassungslehre, 90; Constitutional Theory, 138.  
400 Schmitt, Verfassungslehre 251; Constitutional Theory, 279. 
401 See Kelly, The State of the Political, 207. I spell Sieyes here without the accent according to the notes on the 
orthography of the name by Mathiez, Albert. µL¶RUWhRgUaShe DX NRm Sie\V¶. Annales Historiques de La Revolution 
Française, vol. 2, 1925. 
402 Schmitt, Die Diktatur 24, Dictatorship 19. 
403 Schmitt, Die Diktatur 24, Dictatorship 19. 
404 Schmitt, Die Diktatur 24, Dictatorship 19. 
405 Volk is often in its meaning equated to the much more problematic adjective völkisch. ³VRlk´ heUe VeemV WR meUel\ 
denote what Schmitt in Constitutional Theory deVcUibeV aV ³SRSXlaWiRQ,´ iQ cRQWUaVW WR ³ciWi]eQV´, Zhich alUead\ imSlieV 
that they are accounted fRU b\ SRliWical iQVWiWXWiRQV, RU a ³QaWiRQ,´ Zhich imSlieV a ceUWaiQ fRUm Rf hRmRgeQeiW\. FRU 
SchmiWW, ³VRlk,´ ³Whe SeRSle,´ VeemV WR fiUVW aQd fRUemRVW WR deQRWe a SRliWical eQWiW\ UeSUeVeQWed b\ a VWaWe. HeQce, 
WheRUeWicall\ a claVV caQ cRme WR fRUm ³VRlk:´ "If claVV becRmeV Whe fRXQdaWiRQ Rf a miliWaQW RUgaQi]aWiRQ aQd VXSSlieV 
the justification for a genuine friend and enemy grouping, class is no longer a purely economic concept, because a 
genuinely militant class is no longer an essentially economic entity. It is, rather, a political one. If it succeeds in 
dRmiQaWiQg Whe VWaWe, Whe claVV iQ TXeVWiRQ becRmeV Whe SeRSle [daV VRlk] Rf WhiV VWaWe.´ Schmitt, Verfassungslehre, 
234; Constitutional Theory, 264; addition my own.  
406 Schmitt, Die Diktatur 24, Dictatorship 19. 
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formations.407 Schmitt traces his distinction between constituent and constituted power back to 

SSiQR]a¶V idea Rf natura naturans (nature naturing, or the generating power of God) and natura 

naturata (nature natured, or the creation). Natura naturans here describes the inexhaustible 

foundation of all fRUmV, Zhich iWVelf UemaiQV XQgUaVSable: ³FURm Whe iQfiQiWe, XQgUaVSable ab\VV 

of its force, new forms emerge incessantly, which it can shatter at any time, and through which 

its own force (Macht) iV QeYeU caWegRUicall\ limiWed.´408 Schmitt depicts the people in 

Constitutional Theory as the bearer of constituent power: as an unformed and unconstituted mass, 

similar to the natura naturans.409 This has consequences for the understanding of the relation the 

people take towards their constitution. The people in this understanding are never identical with 

their constituted form; they are instead something like an excess to the constitution. In this sense, 

SchmiWW aUgXeV, Whe SeRSle hRld a ³SecXliaU QegaWiYiW\´ (eigenartige Negativität)410 which has 

been recognized over the course of political and sociological thinking:  

 

In a special meaning of the word, the people are everyone who is not honored and 
distinguished, everyone not privileged, everyone prominent not because of property, 
social position, or edXcaWiRQ. ThXV VWaWeV SchRSeQhaXeU: ³WhReYeU dReV QRW XQdeUVWaQd 
Latin is part of the people.411 
 

Exactly who is included and who constitutes this negative excess changes over the course of 

history, as Schmitt demonstrates with the example of the French bourgeoisie and the Russian 

SURleWaUiaW: iW iV, he Va\V, ³Whe QegaWiRQ WhaW ZaQdeUV fXUWheU.´412 Jacques de Ville explains how 

this early formula relates to the significance Schmitt gives to negation in the 1963 Preface to The 

Concept of the Political. There, SchmiWW VXbVWiWXWeV Hegel¶V Zell-known tripartism for a simple 

antithesis, pointing to the originary role of negation and the polemical power of the antithesis. 

Those who embody negation, Schmitt notes, appear in ever new forms and in opposition to those 

in power (those who possess honour, privilege, education, property, or social position). The 

problem Schmitt detects with the liberal theorisation of constitutional power is that it does not 

distinguish between the people and their representation. This is where Schmitt locates the conflict 

beWZeeQ Whe WZR ³UadicaliVmV´ Rf mRdeUQ SRliWical WhRXghW: Whe legiWimac\ Rf aQ\ demRcUaWic 

regime relies on the principle of identity between ruler and ruled ± and this constitutes the second 

³UadicaliVm.´ The SeRSle,´ conceived as the subject of the democratic state, are immediately 

present and assume political agency; they are a concretely present (realgegenwärtige) entity, to 

SXW iW iQ SchmiWW¶V ZRUdV, aQd aUe 

 
407 Schmitt, Verfassungslehre, 79; Constitutional Theory, 128. In Dictatorship Schmitt notes that nation here is not 
understood in terms of international law, but instead the nation stands in relation to the constitutional framework and 
institutions. In the state of nature, the nation has only rights, no duties, whereas the constituted powers have no rights, 
only duties. See Schmitt, Die Diktatur, 140; Dictatorship, 124.  
408 Schmitt, Die Diktatur, 139; Dictatorship 123; also Verfassungslehre, 80; Constitutional Theory, 128. 
409 See De Ville, Jacques. Constitutional Theory: Schmitt after Derrida. Routledge, 2017, 78.  
410 Schmitt, Verfassungslehre 242-243, Constitutional Theory, 271-272. 
411 Schmitt, Verfassungslehre 242-243, Constitutional Theory, 271-272. 
412 Schmitt, Verfassungslehre, 243; Constitutional Theory, 272. 
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...actually and directly capable of political action by virtue of a strong and conscious 
VimilaUiW\ [RU UaWheU ³hRmRgeQeiW\´, starken und bewussten Gleichartigkeit], as a result 
of firm natural boundaries, or due to some other reason.413  

Schmitt refers to often cited passages from Jean-JacTXeV RRXVVeaX¶V VRcial cRntract (Contrat 

social, III, 15) where this principle appears in its pure form; the nation is (present). Accordingly, 

aQd mRVW eYideQWl\, iQ RRXVVeaX¶V WhRXghW, Whe cRQceSW Rf ³cRmmiVViRQ´ iV WhXV aSSlied WR Whe 

government, for any form of governing is subject to the will of the people. The government, 

accordingly, is merely a commissar that can, at any point, be dismissed.414 In Constitutional 

Theory, Schmitt draws out the two principles that are the fRUm iQ Zhich ³Whe SeRSle´ aV SRliWical 

entity then appears. The principle of identity (between ruler and ruled) is proper to the liberal 

Rechtsstaat. This state formation, however, assumes the absolute presence of the people ± as 

when, for instance, there is an absolute homogeneity of a demarcated political unity. The principle 

of identity can never be fully achieved in such a way as to include or fully represent the excess 

character of the people. As a consequence, according to Schmitt, that there is always an additional 

monarchical aspect of representation at play, necessary to call the people as political entity into 

presence. In contrast, liberalism merely assumes or posits the presence of the people as political 

subjects and thus, slightly ironically, posits a homogeneity of the people that for Schmitt is 

fictional, i.e., a construction that has first to be produced. For Schmitt this comes as no surprise 

considering the modern focus on private and individual interests: 

 

The dialectic of the concept is that the invisible is presupposed as absent and nevertheless 
is simultaneously made present. That is not possible with just any type of being. Indeed, 
iW SUeVXSSRVeV a VSecial W\Se beiQg. («) WhaW VeUYeV RQl\ SUiYaWe affaiUV aQd RQl\ SUiYaWe 
interests can certainly be advocated. It can find its agents, attorneys, and exponents. 
However, it is not represented in a specific sense. It is either really present or executed 
by an instructed delegate, business manager, or deputy. In representation, by contrast, a 
higher type of being comes into concrete appearance. The idea of representation rests on 
a people existing as a political unity, as having a type of being that is higher, further 
enhanced, and more intense in comparison to the natural existence of some human group 
living together. If the sense for this peculiarity of political existence erodes and people 
give priority to other types of their existence, the understanding of a concept like 
representation is also displaced.415  
 

 
413 Schmitt, Verfassungslehre, 205; Constitutional Theory, 239.  
414 Schmitt, Die Diktatur, 24; Dictatorship 19.  
415 Schmitt, Verfassungslehre 209f; Constitutional Theory, 243. The methodology of this dialectical circularity deserves 
more attention than I am able to provide in this dissertation, so a few words will have to suffice. Schmitt here discloses 
his own metaphysics insofar as here he proposes that the fundamental logic that underlies the political is first posited 
as lack. The assumption that a higher form of Being given in the public realm is first produced in the form of its lack 
to justify a politics that is based on the very principle. We will encounter this performative circularity again in a moment 
iQ fRUm Rf hiV deciViRQiVW VRYeUeigQW\. FRU aQ iQWeUeVWiQg diVcXVViRQ Rf SchmiWW¶V UheWRUic Zhich WRXcheV RQ Whe 
cRQQecWiRQ WR hiV SRliWical SURjecW Vee T�Uk, JRhaQQeV. µAW Whe LimiWV Rf RheWRUic. AXWhRUiW\, CRmmRQSlace, aQd Whe 
Role of LiteUaWXUe iQ CaUl SchmiWW¶. The Oxford Handbook of Carl Schmitt, Oxford University Press, 2016, 751±75.  
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Hence, both political and legal liberal thought lacks a concept of representation. It neglects the 

political moment of institution of the constitutional state. The idea of the people as political 

subject, like the idea of the constitution, cannot translate itself into concrete form but instead relies 

on an auctoritas interpositio to become present. Both Weber and Schmitt were influenced by 

GeRUg JelliQek¶V Staatsrechtslehre Zhich SXW Whe VWaWe aW Whe ceQWUe Rf SRliWicV (³PRliWiVch´ hei�W 

³VWaaWlich.´)416 SchmiWW¶V defiQiWiRQ Rf Whe VWaWe aV ³Whe SRliWical XQiW\ Rf Whe SeRSle,´ hRZeYeU, 

mRdified aQd adaSWed JelliQek¶V accRXQW Rf SRliWicV iQ aQ imSRUWaQW Za\.417 For the state to be 

political, decisive, the political unity of the people needs to be posited by a political authority. 

This means that the state needs the mediation of a political authority to ascribe unity to a people 

WhaW mighW QRW RWheUZiVe SRVVeVV iW. SchmiWW heUe iV dedicaWed WR Whe idea Rf ³high SRliWicV´ aQd 

e[SliciWl\ cRQfiQeV ³SRliWical BeiQg´ WR Whe SXblic Uealm. HeQce, Whe SURceVV Rf UeSUeVeQWaWiRQ, Whe 

makiQg VRmeWhiQg ³publicly YiVible,´ VigQifieV Whe SUeVeQce Rf a ³higheU fRUm Rf BeiQg.´ 

Representation, according to Schmitt, is thus something existential: ³TR UeSUeVeQW meaQV WR make 

an iQYiVible beiQg YiVible aQd SUeVeQW WhURXgh a SXblicl\ SUeVeQW RQe.´418 

 

What we find in Schmitt, then, is a post-foundational understanding of the people in the sense 

that he recognises an unresolvable undecidability between the people as multitude, and the people 

as constituted subject, invoked by the constitution. Schmitt thereby locates a democratic excess 

at the very heart of constitutional politics. This complicates the idea of democratic legitimacy. 

The principle of plebiscitarian democracy demands that the people are the source of power but 

the people cannot exercise their power democratically, nor can they provide a coherent foundation 

for political authority. AQdUeaV Kal\YaV, aUgXeV WhaW SchmiWW¶V UecRgQiWiRQ Rf Whe demRcUaWic 

excess links his political theory with models of radical democracy.419 BecaXVe SchmiWW¶V 

understanding of the people locates a part of the constituent power next to the constitution, 

Kal\YaV XQdeUVWaQdV SchmiWW¶V aSSURach WR RSeQ XS a Za\ WR thinking democratic participation 

within the constitutional state. What Kalyvas and other constitutional thinkers overlook, however, 

is that Schmitt ties his radical reading of popular sovereignty to an anti-democratic theory of 

representation and political authority ± and he does so exactly on the basis of his post-foundational 

conceptualization of the people. Kalyvas merely notes that Schmitt is unable to bring together 

³Whe blaWaQW cRQWUadicWiRQ´ beWZeeQ Whe WZR: SchmiWW, RQ Whe RQe haQd, WheRUi]eV Whe SRSXlaU 

sovereign as capable of lucid, self-conscious political action, and on the other, paradoxically, 

pointV aW Whe fRUmleVV, diVRUgaQiVed, aQd fUacWiRQal SURSeUWieV Whe SeRSle aV ³XQRUgaQi]able 

 
416 Jellinek, Georg. Allgemeine Staatslehre. Julius Springer Verlag, 1921, 180. See Kelly, The State of the Political, 9-
11, also 93-108 
417 See Kelly, The State of the Political, 9-11, also 93-108.  
418 Schmitt, Verfassungslehre 209-210; Constitutional Theory, 234. Hannah Pitkin in her influential study on 
UeSUeVeQWaWiRQ XVeV a VimilaU fRUmXlaWiRQ: ³ReSUeVeQWaWiRQ meaQV Whe makiQg SUeVeQW Rf VRmething that is nevertheless 
QRW liWeUall\ SUeVeQW.´ PiWkiQ, HaQQa FeQichel. The Concept of Representation. University of California Press, 1967. 
144; Vee alVR Kell\, DXQcaQ. µCaUl SchmiWW¶V PRliWical TheRU\ Rf ReSUeVeQWaWiRQ¶. Journal of the History of Ideas, vol. 
65, no. 1, 2004, 113. 
419 Kalyvas, Politics of the Extraordinary, 181.  
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RUgaQi]eU´ (das unorganisierbar Organisierende), precluding the possibility of cogent and 

coherent collective intervention.420 Kal\YaV dReV QRW addUeVV SchmiWW¶V claim What the people, 

before their constitution as political entity, are not a subject able to act politically. Against 

Kal\YaV, ZhR bUXVheV HabeUmaV¶V cUiWiciVm aVide, iW iV m\ cRQWeQWiRQ WhaW HabeUmaV iV QRW 

cRmSleWel\ miVWakeQ ZheQ he SURblemaWi]eV SchmiWW¶V argument regarding the ability of the 

people to act as a popular sovereign, meaning in a coherent and consistent way. For Schmitt, such 

action does presuppose a form of homogeneity ± although, as Schmitt himself emphasizes, it does 

not need to be ethnic or racial.421 Chantal Mouffe correctly recognizes that what is at stake in 

SchmiWW¶V SRliWical WhiQkiQg iV ³Whe cUeaWiRQ Rf aQ ideQWiW\.´422 The establishment of identity is a 

political act which does not presuppose a community in a pre-political essential sense; instead, 

Whe ³Ze,´ MRXffe aUgXeV, iV posited through the political act in the first place. It is constituted 

through struggles, antagonisms, and the drawing of difference, or, for Schmitt, the decision of the 

sovereign.423  

 

Echoing Weber, Schmitt recognizes the significant implications of modern secularization. In the 

fRllRZiQg, I WXUQ WR SchmiWW¶V geQealRgical aQal\ViV Rf SRliWical aXWhRUiW\ iQ the institutional form 

of the Roman Catholic Church, to draw RXW Whe cRQceSW¶V WheRlRgical VWUXcWXUe. For Schmitt this 

points to a rift between the meaning carried by those concepts and our understanding and use of 

them in an age in which authority no longer holds significance.424 For him, authority is reliant on 

 
420 Kalyvas, Politics of the Extraordinary, 124; ³OQ Whe RQe haQd, he affiUmed WhaW Whe SRSXlaU VRYeUeigQ, WhRXgh 
external and prior to the established constituted reality, is capable of lucid and self-conscious political action. 
Paradoxically, on the other hand, following Hobbes, he pointed at the formless, disorganized, and factional properties 
Rf a SRZeU WhaW iV aQ ³XQRUgaQi]able RUgaQi]eU´ (das unorganisierbar Organisierende), and which precludes the 
SRVVibiliW\ Rf cRgeQW aQd cRheUeQW cRllecWiYe iQWeUYeQWiRQ.´ (123)  
421 ³The QRWiRQ Rf demRcUaWic ideQWiW\ iV a political notion and as all true political notions, it refers to the possibility of 
a distinction. Political democracy cannot rest on the absence of a distinction among all men, but only on the belonging 
to a particular community, and this belonging could be determined by very divergent factors ± the idea of a common 
race, a common faith, a common destiny and tUadiWiRQ,´ aQd a cRmmRQ VRcial claVV.´ SchmiWW, Verfassungslehre, 227; 
Constitutional Theory, 258. See alVR DaYid PaQ¶V aUgXmeQW WhaW SchmiWW¶V deciViRQiVm iV cXlWXUal iQVRfaU iW SUeVXSSRVeV 
a homogenous polis and thus a cultural understanding of sameness aQd RWheUQeVV. PaQ, DaYid. µAgaiQVW BiRSRliWicV: 
WalWeU BeQjamiQ, CaUl SchmiWW, aQd GiRUgiR AgambeQ RQ PRliWical SRYeUeigQW\ aQd S\mbRlic OUdeU¶. The German 
Quaterly, vol. 82, no. 1, Winter 2009, 56f. 
422 Mouffe, Chantal. On the Political. Routledge, 2005, 15.  
423 M\ cRQYicWiRQ iV WhaW MRXffe¶V aSSURSUiaWiRQ Rf SchmiWW¶V WhRXghW iV e[ceSWiRQal iQ WhaW Vhe UecRgQi]eV Whe 
ambiguous potential of the post-fRXQdaWiRQal aVSecWV Rf SchmiWW¶V WhRXghW. MRXffe cUiWicall\ deYelRSV SchmiWW¶V 
assertion that in order to enable the creation of political equality it needs to be possible to create an outside; this brings 
Schmitt to embrace his strict friend/enemy distinction as the basis for politics. Mouffe draws on post-structuralist 
vocabulary and, specificall\, JacTXeV DeUUida¶V QRWiRQ Rf différance to reconsider the us/they distinction in a way that 
remains open and is thus always only momentarily exclusionary (thereby insisting on liberalism as a necessary 
counterweight to democracy strictly understood). NRZ, RQe caQ TXeVWiRQ Whe VXcceVV Rf MRXffe¶V eQWeUSUiVe, Rf cRXUVe, 
but I would argue that her approach to Schmitt is the most consequential in regard to the discomforting parallels 
between the post-foundational position of Schmitt and contemporary radical left critique. See Mouffe, Chantal. The 
Democratic Paradox. Verso, 2009. Ricardo Camargo argues that not solely Mouffe but other thinkers associated with 
³Whe UeWXUQ WR Whe SRliWical” de facto aVcUibe WR SchmiWW¶V VSecific diVWiQcWiRQ iQ The Concept of The Political, including 
LaclaX ZhR deYelRSV hiV QRWiRQ Rf aQWagRQiVm ZiWhRXW VSecific meQWiRQ Rf SchmiWW. See CamaUgR, RicaUdR, µReWhiQkiQg 
Whe PRliWical: A GeQealRg\ Rf Whe ³AQWagRQiVm´ iQ CaUl SchmiWW WhURXgh Whe LeQV Rf LaclaX-Mouffe-äiåek¶, The New 
Centennial Review, Peace and War: From the Question of Memory to the New Forms of Global War, 13.1 (2013), 161±
88. 
424 FRU SchmiWW¶V XQdeUVWaQdiQg Rf Whe SRliWical VigQificaQce Rf liQgXiVWic aVSecWV Rf cRQceSWV Vee hiV cUiWiTXe iQ µNRmRV 
- Nahme - Name¶, 582 (346): ³IQ WhiV Za\, laQgXage WUaceV Whe effecWiYe aQd VXcceVViYe cRQVWiWXWiQg SURceVVeV aQd 
eYeQWV, eYeQ ZheQ meQ haYe fRUgRWWeQ Whem. IQ VXch caVeV, µlaQgXage kQRZV iW VWill,¶«´. 
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political foundationalism rendering the concept inoperative in modern democratic societies. The 

challenge of how to rethink political authority proper to a democratic regime, thus constitutes the 

hiQge beWZeeQ SchmiWW¶V RZQ SRVW-foundational critique of the demos and his anti-democratic 

theory of representation.  

 

4. SchmiWW¶V Sathos of authority 

 

IW iV SchmiWW¶V cRQWeQWiRQ WhaW Whe SRliWical VWUXcWXUe Rf eYeU\ Uegime UelieV WR a ceUWaiQ degUee RQ 

representation. Here, the connection between sovereignty and representation is critical. Modern 

democratic regimes rely, in their concrete existence as regimes, upon a monarchical image of 

personal sovereignty which stands in tension with the ideal of democratic legitimacy.425 Here, 

ChUiVWi¶V aQd KeQQed\¶V aUgXmeQWV WhaW ³a SaWhRV Rf aXWhRUiW\´ UXQV WhURXgh SchmiWW¶s writings 

and that Schmitt attempts to impose a monarchic principle upon the democratic age becomes 

more comprehensible.426 The previous section argued that the undecidability between the two 

forms in which the people appear in modern democratic constitution requires the mediation of a 

political authority to call the people as political subject and sovereign into existence. Liberal 

political and legal thought ignore this representational aspect, which Schmitt views as crucial to 

regimes (including parliamentary democracy). Schmitt points to the distortion of the notion of 

³UeSUeVeQWaWiYe´ gRYeUQmeQW Rf SaUliameQWaU\ demRcUac\, Zhich iV cRQceiYed iQ ecRQRmic UaWheU 

than political terms. In order to preserve the integrity of the state, and guarantee legality in the 

fiUVW Slace, iW iV QeceVVaU\ WR addUeVV Whe TXeVWiRQ, ³hRZ caQ Whe SeRSle be SURSeUl\ UeSUeVeQWed 

XQdeU a mRdeUQ demRcUaWic VWaWe baVed RQ SRSXlaU VRYeUeigQW\?´ SchmiWW iV cRQceUQed ZiWh Whe 

paralyzing effects of the principles of neutrality and faith offered by juridical and political 

formalism, which leaves contemporary parliamentary democracies rent apart by ever more 

explicit internal tensions and conflicts. Instead, Schmitt is looking for a certain capaciousness in 

the state able to house the plurality of interests and parties nonetheless united in their political 

representation:  

 

The simple meaning of the principle of representation is that the members of Parliament 
are representatives of the whole people and thus have an independent authority vis-à-vis 
the voters. Instead of deriving their authority from the individual voter, they continue to 
deUiYe iW fURm Whe SeRSle. ³The membeU Rf PaUliameQW iV QRW bRXQd b\ iQVWUXcWiRQV aQd 
cRmmaQdV aQd iV aQVZeUable WR hiV cRQVcieQce alRQe´. ThiV meaQV WhaW Whe 
personification of the people and the unity of the Parliament as their representative at 

 
425 ReQaWR CUiVWi VeeV iQ SchmiWW¶V deViUe WR maiQWaiQ VRmeWhiQg Rf Hegel¶V discussion of constitutional monarchy, by 
placing the Reichspräsident at the apex of the constitution. Carl Schmitt and Authoritarian Liberalism: Strong State, 
Free Economy. UQiYeUViW\ Rf WaleV PUeVV, 1998, 69; alVR µCaUl SchmiWW RQ LibeUaliVm, DemRcUac\ aQd CaWhRliciVm¶. 
History of Political Thought, vol. 14, no. 2, Summer 1993, 298. 
426 Kennedy, Constitutional Failure, 72.  
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least implies the idea of a complexio oppositorum, that is, the unity of the plurality of 
interests and parties.427 

 

What is required is political representation as it was realized by the Roman Catholic Church. In 

In Roman Catholicism and Political Form (1996), Schmitt explains that the Roman Catholic 

Church constitutes a truly political and authoritative institution that is able to oppose the technical 

rationality that dominates modern liberal democracy.428 Schmitt views the Catholic Church, 

against its perception as an unworldly other, as a concrete political structure that both escapes and 

interrupts the totalizing logic of rationalization and depoliticisation in modernity.429 Weber had 

recognised that the Church has its own ratio and rationalization; this rationalism is, according to 

Schmitt, juridical insofar as it represents a dimension of legitimacy that transcends formal 

legalism. The Roman Church manages to comprise political pluralism, even conflicting and 

antagonistic perspectives, for she does not represent them in the modern sense of direct 

representation, but instead subordinates them to its own its authoritative and personal dogmatism. 

In this form of political representation, it is not necessary to reconcile opposing views, according 

to the principle of complexio oppositorum: ³TheUe aSSeaUV QR aQWiWheViV iW dReV QRW embUace.´430  

The office of the Pope is ³liQked ZiWh Whe SeUVRQal maQdaWe aQd cRQcUeWe SeUVRQ Rf ChUiVW.´431 

The translation between the Church as an ideology and the Church brought into concrete being 

and materiality, required a personal representation of an idea. Flowing from a higher truth, the 

representative character of the Roman church hierarchy was absolute and authoritative as 

simultaneously personal yet ³cRmSleWel\ aSaUW fURm Whe cRQcUeWe SeUVRQaliW\ Rf Whe 

representative.´ AccRUdiQgl\, Whe PRSe¶V aXWhRUiW\ lieV iQ Whe dignity (Würde) of the 

representative, and not in their personal charisma:  

 

The pope is not the Prophet but the Vicar of Christ. Such a ceremonial function precludes 
all the fanatical excesses of an unbridled prophetism. The fact that the author is made 
independent of charisma signifies that the priest upholds a position which appears to be 
completely apart from his concrete personality. . . In contradistinction to the modern 
official, his position is not impersonal because his office is part of an unbroken chain 
linked with the personal mandate and concrete person of Christ.432 

 

 
427 Schmitt, Römischer Katholizismus, 44; Roman Catholicism, 29.  
428 Schmitt, Römischer Katholizismus, 14; Roman Catholicism, 8.  
429 See Kelly, The State of the Political, 188. SchmiWW fRllRZV WebeU¶V WheRUeWical VWeSV iQVRfaU aV WUaceV Whe 
cRQWemSRUaU\ deSRliWici]ed eUa WR Whe iQflXeQce Rf PURWeVWaQWiVm aV ³XQiQWeQded cRQVeTXeQce´ Rf iWV SURmRWiRQ. The 
Roman Church is posed by Schmitt as a counter-VWUXcWXUe. SchmiWW, CaUl. µThe Age Rf NeXWUali]aWiRQV aQd 
DeSRliWici]aWiRQV (1929)¶. Telos, translated by John P. McCormick and Matthias Konzett, vol. 1993, no. 96, July 1993, 
135; Vee alVR KeQQed\, ElleQ. µIQWURdXcWiRQ: CaUl SchmiWW¶V PaUlameQWaUiVmXV iQ IWV HiVWRUical CRQWe[W¶. The Crisis of 
Parliamentary Democracy, by Carl Schmitt, translated by Ellen Kennedy, MIT Press, 1985, xxxix. 
430 Schmitt, Römischer Katholizismus, 11; Roman Catholicism, 7.  
431 Schmitt, Römischer Katholizismus, 24; Roman Catholicism, 14. 
432 Schmitt, Römischer Katholizismus, 24; Roman Catholicism, 14. SchmiWW¶V accRXQW heUe UelieV RQ eaUlieU WheRUieV Rf 
UeSUeVeQWaWiRQ aQd VSecificall\ Whe idea Rf Whe ³WZR bRdieV´ Rf Whe VRYeUeigQ. See KaQWRURZic], EUQVW H. The King’s 
Two Bodies: A Study in Mediaeval Political Theology. Princeton University Press, 1997, 192f, 207-32. Also Kelly, 
µCaUl SchmiWW¶V PRliWical TheRU\ Rf ReSUeVeQWaWiRQ¶, 116.  
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This subtlety, overlooked in the thought of his contemporaries is linked to a general rejection of 

all forms of personal authority. The meaning of political representation thereby becomes 

distorted, if not lost altogether. The only principle valid in modern society is identity (of ruler and 

UXled). Recall heUe AUeQdW¶V aQal\ViV, e[SlicaWed iQ Whe fiUVW chaSWeU, WhaW iQ mRdeUQ VRcieW\ ZiWh 

its understanding of universal equality it is no longer possible to justify personal rule and the 

distinction between ruler and ruled.433 Schmitt condemns the rejection of body politic and 

personal authority in liberal constitutional theory as naiveté regarding the necessary moment of 

indifference and indeterminacy that always accompanies the application of law. These constitute 

moments that determine the boundary of law itself in the form of the legal exceptions. It is these 

moments of decision, which according to Schmitt, carry necessarily a personal character, that 

have been rejected by contemporary legal positivism.434 What liberal thinkers including Kelsen 

fail to recognize is the historical connection between personal authority ± in the form of the 

monarch or in the form of the commissioned dictator ± aQd ³aQ eVSeciall\ cleaU aZaUeQeVV Rf ZhaW 

the essence of the legal deciViRQ eQWailV.´435 Instead, they assume that by eliminating 

indeterminacy from law and political procedures the state can be purged of arbitrariness. Political 

and legal liberal thought both equate the personal, the decision, with the arbitrary and the 

irrational.  

 

The SURblem, Rf cRXUVe, iV WhaW Whe WheRlRgical VWUXcWXUe XQdeUl\iQg Whe RRmaQ ChXUch¶V mRdel 

of political representation, whereby authority is derived from a higher order, is no longer valid in 

diVeQchaQWed mRdeUQ VRcieW\: iW iV ³Whe SeRSle´ who in modern democracy have replaced 

traditional, transcendent VRXUceV Rf aXWhRUiW\. ThiV iV ZheUe SchmiWW¶V eaUl\ aWWemSW WR defeQd a 

commissarial understanding of dictatorship, and more generally the idea of a derived political 

authority able to act outside the legal framework, had failed. Duncan Kelly demonstrates that, 

RQce WhiV mRdel Rf UeSUeVeQWaWiRQ iV WakeQ RXW Rf ChUiVWiaQ WheRlRg\, SchmiWW¶V aUgXmeQW RQ 

representation is caught in a circular logic; the sovereignty of the people is the source of 

legitimacy, but it is only through political representation that the people as political subject come 

into presence. 

 

Sovereignty stems from the personal authority embodied in a ruler; sovereignty is tied to 
the political; the sovereign represents the political unity of a people; personalist 
representation therefore brings about the political unity.436 

 

 
433 See page 23 of this dissertation.   
434 ³«Whe idea Rf UeSUeVeQWaWiRQ iV VR cRmSleWel\ gRYeUQed b\ cRQceSWiRQV Rf SeUVRQal aXWhRUiW\ WhaW Whe UeSUeVeQWaWiYe 
as well as the person represented must maintain a personal dignity ± it is not a materialistic concept. To represent in an 
eminent sense caQ RQl\ be dRQe b\ a SeUVRQ, WhaW iV QRW VimSl\ a ³deSXW\´ bXW aQ aXWhRUiWaWiYe SeUVRQ RU aQ idea WhaW 
Zhich, if UeSUeVeQWed, alVR becRmeV SeUVRQified.´ SchmiWW, Römischer Katholizismus, 21; Roman Catholicism, 22; see 
also Verfassungslehre 214; Constitutional Theory, 247. 
435 Kennedy, Constitutional Failure, 84.  
436 Kell\, µCaUl SchmiWW¶V PRliWical TheRU\ Rf ReSUeVeQWaWiRQ¶, 132. 
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The recognition of this unresolvable circularity regarding modern political authority, no longer is 

derived as an impersonal quality (as it has been in the realms of the Roman Church), might offer 

an explanation for SchmiWW¶V chaQge iQ Wack ± bRWh iQ hiV WXUQ WR Whe cRQceSW Rf a ³cRmmiVVaU\ 

dicWaWRUVhiS,´ aQd iQ hiV laWeU deciViRQiVW WheRU\ Rf VRYeUeigQW\. In Political Theology the decision 

itself, understood by analogy as a moment of divine intervention, becomes the ground upon which 

the sovereign ± no longer the people but the person representing the unity of the people, i.e., the 

state ± claims his authority. Political action is never technological action, and so it must become 

mythical action ± mythical in the sense that it unifies the state, and provides a renewed sense of 

meaning in an otherwise disenchanted world.437 Between Dictatorship and Political Theology, 

the moment of exception together with the power of decision, gain a new significance for Schmitt. 

Instead of offering the systematic treatment promised in his previous work, Political Theology 

mythologizes the exception.438 It is here that it comes to describe the moment of divine 

intervention corresponding to the miracle;439 ³Whe e[ceSWiRQ cRQfRXQdV Whe XQiW\ aQd RUdeU Rf Whe 

UaWiRQaliVW Vcheme.´440 Schmitt now directly turns to the principles of the exception and sovereign 

dictatorial action seeking to redeem Whe libeUal RUdeU¶V WechQical, QeXWUal aQd QeXWUali]iQg 

cRUUXSWQeVV: ³IQ Whe e[ceSWiRQ, Whe SRZeU Rf Whe Ueal life bUeakV WhURXgh Whe cUXVW Rf a mechaQiVm 

WhaW haV becRme WRUSid b\ UeSeWiWiRQ.´441  

 

With this redemptive gesture, the meaning and scope of sovereign power, too, are transformed. 

In most of Dictatorship, Whe call WR µVRYeUeigQW\¶ RSeQV Whe dRRU WR aUbiWUaU\ claimV WR SRZeU WhaW 

cXlmiQaWe ZiWh Whe JacRbiQV¶ aQd Whe CRmmXQiVWV¶ UeYRlXWiRQaU\ actions. Schmitt, however, 

cannot answer the question as to why the existing constitutional order is in any way more 

legitimate than a new constitutional order proclaimed in the name of the people. For Schmitt it 

was a matter of clear conviction that an existing and concrete political order, together with the 

extent of legal regularity it provides, is preferable to the threats of chaos that accompanied the 

mRdeUQ UeYRlXWiRQV. JacRb TaXbeV heUe UemiQdV hiV UeadeUV Rf SchmiWW¶V jXUidical backgURXQd:  

 

SchmitW¶V iQWeUeVW ZaV iQ RQl\ RQe WhiQg: WhaW Whe SaUW\, WhaW Whe chaRV QRW UiVe WR Whe WRS, 
that the state remain.. No matter what the price. This is difficult for theologians and 
philosophers to follow, but as far as the jurist is concerned, as long as it is possible to find 
even one juridical form, by whatever hairsplitting ingenuity, this must absolutely be done, 

 
437 McCormick suggests that in a similar style to Nietzsche Schmitt argued that the political represents a transcendence 
Rf Whe ³dXaliW\ Rf Whe age Rf WechQRlRg\.´ He fXUWheU QRWeV WhaW SchmiWW SchmiWW¶V RZQ YalRUiVaWiRQ Rf SRliWical acWiRQ 
iV ³SUeciVel\ SRliWical URmaQWiciVm,´ Zhich cRQWUadicWV hiV RZQ eaUlieU diVmiVViYe cUiWiTXe Rf SRliWical URmaQWiciVm iQ 
Political Romanticism (2017, Politische Romantik (1998)). McCormick, John P. Carl Schmitt’s Critique of Liberalism: 
Against Politics as Technology. Cambridge University Press, 1999, 112. 
438 See Schmitt, Carl. Political Theology: Four Chapters on the Concept of Sovereignty. University of Chicago Press 
ed, UQiYeUViW\ Rf ChicagR PUeVV, 2005, 11; Vee alVR McCRUmick, µThe DilemmaV Rf DicWaWRUVhiS¶, 170. 
439 Schmitt, Political Theology, 36 
440 Schmitt, Political Theology, 14 
441 Schmitt, Political Theology, 15.  
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for otherwise chaos reigns. This is what he [Schmitt] later calls the katechon: The retainer 
[der Aufhalter] that holds down the chaos that pushes from below.442  

 

Kal\YaV¶V aSSURSUiaWiRQ Rf SchmiWW¶V idea Rf SRSXlaU VRYeUeigQW\ aSSeaUV WR cRmSl\ bliQdl\ ZiWh 

WhiV meWaSh\VicV Rf RUdeU aQd WR haUbRXU SchmiWW¶V cRQYicWiRQ WhaW SeRSle aUe aZaUe WhaW 

demRcUac\ UeTXiUeV a ³VWable, SUedicWable aQd secure political order, where laws guarantee 

UegXlaUiW\ aQd dimiQiVh iQdeWeUmiQac\.´ 443 He trusts people to appreciate the normalcy of 

established legal structures and procedures, which offer a time for them to rest and reserve their 

extra-ordinary constitutional power for moments of urgency.  

 

In contrast to Kalyvas and despite his personal inclinations, Schmitt himself had no such trust. 

With the dawn of democratic legitimacy, which for Schmitt was an inevitable sociological fact, 

the theological logic of sovereignty had become dysfunctional. Hence, the sovereignty of the 

people as turba ultimately necessitates a decision; a despotic element becomes inevitable in mass 

democracy.444 SchmiWW¶V WheRU\ Rf deciViRQiVW VRYeUeigQW\ aimV WR cRYeU XS Whe iQRSeUaWiYe 

moment of democratic politics instead of addressing the paradox at the heart of democratic 

regime, the undecidability between the two forms in which the people appear ± as multitude, and 

in its constituted and coherent form as political subject. Already towards the end of Dictatorship, 

Schmitt suggests an argument that deviated from the political project of commissary authority he 

had pursued up to that point. Now, he considers that what should confront the sovereign 

dictatorship proposed by revolutionaries on the ground is not, perhaps, a commissarial notion of 

dictatorship, but instead a counter-theory of sovereign dictatorship.445 A year later in Political 

Theology the argument gains full theoretical thrust when Schmitt relieves sovereignty of the 

constraints on it imposed by the mechanisms of the constitutional order, including the separation 

of powers: sovereignty is now sanctioned by the demands and the mythology of the exception.446 

Beyond restoring an existing constitutional order in times of emergency, the sovereign dictator is 

 
442 Taubes, Jacob. The Political Theology of Paul. Translated by Aleida Assmann, Stanford University Press, 2004, 
103.  
443 Kalyvas, Politics of the Extraordinary, 135.  
444 Pace Cristi, Kelly argues that although the decision per se has to be made, it also possesses a conceptual legitimacy, 
pace Cristi, which stemns from its basis in pouvoir constituant. Kell\ UeadV SchmiWW¶V diVcXVViRQ Rf deciViRQiVm iQ 
respect to the theories of Bonald and de Maistre as an attempt to legitimize dictatorial power in a way in which these 
³cRXQWeU-UeYRlXWiRQaU\´ WheRUieV Rf Whe state had not. Kelly, The State of the Political, 202; Cristi, Authoritarian 
Liberalism, 73. 
445 Schmitt cemented the link between the two works in the second edition of Dictatorship, which was published 1928, 
with an appendix of a thorough legal interpretation of Article 48 of the Weimar Constitution. The article provides the 
Reichspräsident with the ability to govern by way of a number of emergency decrees (Notverordnungen) when he 
deemed iW QeceVVaU\ ³fRU Whe UeVWRUaWiRQ Rf SXblic VecXUiW\ aQd RUdeU.´ McCRUmick ZUiWeV: ³PeUhaSV Whe SRSXliVW SRYieW 
state that can be directed to do almost anything by an all-powerful, unaccountable, historically-legitimate elite, should 
be engaged by a similarly defines German state directed by a charismatically-legitimated president. These are 
conclusions implicitly suggested, not explicitly argued, by the closing pages of Die Diktatur. Yet these pages serve as 
a signpost for his subsequent book, Political Theology, its infamous opening sentence and indeed the rest of the Weimar 
ZRUk.´ McCRUmick, µThe DilemmaV Rf DicWaWRUVhiS¶, 174. IQ Political Theology then the Reichspräsident is the one 
embodying a specific notion of sovereignty for he is authorized by the demands of a political exception, and not 
encumbered by constitutional constraints. 
446 See Schmitt, Political Theology, 11; alVR McCRUmick, µThe DilemmaV Rf DicWaWRUVhiS¶, 170. 
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now responsible for creating the unity of a people in the first place. As Kalyvas correctly notes, 

³IW iV WhiV bleQdiQg Rf VRYeUeigQW\ aQd dicWaWRUVhiS WhaW haV led maQ\ cUiWicV WR aUgXe WhaW SchmiWW 

advocated deformalized law and legal nihilism and endorsed the fiction of an arbitrary, irrational 

SeUVRQal deciViRQ.´447  

 

CUiVWi SRiQWV RXW WhaW alWhRXgh SchmiWW¶V Constitutional Theory discusses sovereignty in terms of 

the pouvoir constituant of the people, the book actually develops further his assessment of the 

primary role of the Reichspräsident as the true representative of the political unity of the nation.448 

That is to say, Schmitt elides his prior attribution of commissarial emergency powers to the 

Reichspräsident ZiWh aQ iQcUeaViQgl\ ³SeUVRQaliVW´ aQd VRYeUeigQ fRUm Rf dicWaWRUVhiS, ZhilVW 

couching the process in the language of representation and democracy. The Reichspräsident does 

not need checks and balances because the unity of the SeRSle¶V VRYeUeigQ Zill iV chaUiVmaWicall\ 

embodied in him. His emergency action is thus necessarily legitimate.449 McCormick (1997) 

XQdeUVWaQdV WebeU¶V iQflXeQce RQ SchmiWW aV a SRWeQWial e[SlaQaWiRQ fRU WhiV mRYe. WebeU had 

moved toward a radical endorsement of charisma as the solution to the instrumentalization and 

rationalization of modern politics, a positive source of vitality.450 The preservation of an element 

of recognition by the ruled had already been formalized to an extensive degree by Weber, as we 

have seen in the previous chapter. For Schmitt, this becomes basically dispensable. He takes 

WebeU¶V WheRU\ Rf chaUiVmaWic leadeUVhiS aV a SRiQW Rf deSaUWXUe fRU hiV deciViRQiVW WheRU\ Rf 

 
447 HabeUmaV, µThe HRUURUV Rf AXWRQRm\¶, 130-131. It is upon this gesture of merging the boundary concept of 
exception and the idea of sovereign dicWaWRUVhiS XSRQ Zhich GiRUgiR AgambeQ¶V iQflXeQWial UeadiQg UeVWV. AgambeQ 
SURblemaWi]eV SchmiWW¶V iQViVWeQce RQ Whe aUgXmeQW WhaW ZhaW makeV legaliW\ SRVVible iV Whe caSaciW\ Rf Whe VRYeUeigQ 
to guarantee the existence of law and political order. Giorgio Agamben in State of Exception draws out the fiction of 
the interrelatedness between anomie (auctoritas, the living law, or force of law) and the juridical order. He argues that 
SchmiWW¶V QRWiRQ Rf VRYeUeigQW\ cRYeUV XS laZ¶V RUigiQaU\ iQRSeUaWiYiW\ aQd hide the illegitimate groundlessness of state 
SRZeU. WhaW AgambeQ SRiQWV XV WR iV WhaW XQdeUl\iQg SchmiWW¶V WhRXghW iV a meWaSh\VicV Rf RUdeU ZheUeb\ aQ\WhiQg 
outside order is merely posed as the experience of its lack. Agamben here steps into the tradition of WalWeU BeQjamiQ¶V 
idea Rf diYiQe YiRleQce aV iQWeUYeQiQg iQWR SchmiWW¶V cUiWiTXe aW Whe mRVW fRXQdaWiRQal aVVXmSWiRQV. AgambeQ, GiRUgiR. 
State of Exception. University of Chicago Press, 2005; Benjamin, Walter. Toward the Critique of Violence: A Critical 
Edition. Translated by Peter D. Fenves and Julia Ng, Stanford University Press, 2021. 
448 HeUe, I diVagUee ZiWh CUiVWi ZhR cRQWeQdV WhaW iQ cRQWUaVW WR aQ eaUl\ ³haUd´ aQd SeUVRQaliVWic deciViRQiVm RQ Whe 
basis of the figure of the monarch, Constitutional Theory provides a new assessment of sovereignty under democratic 
decisions thereby formulating a rapprochement with liberalism. See Kelly, The State of the Political, 208.  
449 Schmitt, Carl. Der Hüter der Verfassung. Duncker & Humblot, 2016, especially 130-131, 116, 156-157. 
450 McCRUmick, µThe DilemmaV Rf DicWaWRUVhiS¶, 170-171. Also Kelly, The State of the Political, 185. Mehring points 
WR Whe diffeUeQce beWZeeQ SchmiWW¶V aQd WebeU¶V cRQceSWiRQ Rf SRliWical leadeUVhiS. WebeU¶V cRQceSWiRQ iV gURXQded 
in terms of vocation [Beruf] thus drawing on a specific code of conduct, whereas Schmitt gives a much more general 
account of politics. MehUiQg, ReiQhaUd. µPRliWiVche EWhik iQ Ma[ WebeU¶V ³PRliWik AlV BeUXf´ XQd CaUl SchmiWW¶V ³DeU 
BegUiff DeV PRliWiVcheQ´¶. Politische Vierteljahreszeitschrift, vol. 31, no. 4, 1990, 623.  
The differences between Weber¶V cRQceSWXaliVaWiRQ Rf chaUiVmaWic leadeUVhiS aQd SchmiWW¶V deciViRQiVW WheRU\ Rf 
sovereign leadership hold great significance in regard to contemporary debates around populist politics, especially 
democratic populism. José Luis Villacañas Berlanga critici]eV EUQeVWR LaclaX¶V idea Rf SRSXliVW UeaVRQ fRU iWV 
negligence toward a republican moment, which is necessary for the movement to become constructive rather than 
SeUSeWXaWiQg aQ iQVWiWXWiRQal cUiViV. (MiQd heUe AUeQdW¶V cUiWiTXe Rf Whe hiVWRUical WRWaliWarianisms taking the form of 
continuous movements.) He points to the republican virtues Weber specifically connects to leadership, e.g., as drawn 
out in his Vocation lectures, which remain overlooked in debates around populist leadership, but also, I would argue, 
iQ SchmiWW¶V UadicaliVaWiRQ Rf Whe m\Whical fRUce Rf chaUiVma. PleaVe QRWe WhaW aW WhiV SRiQW I heaYil\ Uel\ RQ m\ 
cRlleagXeV¶ VXmmaUieV aV Zell aV UeYieZV fRU m\ SSaQiVh VkillV aUe QRW VXfficieQW WR eQgage ZiWh Whe RUigiQal We[WV Rf 
Villacañas BerlaQga, Zhich aUe \eW WR be WUaQVlaWed. See fRU VimilaU cUiWiTXe VillacaxaV BeUlaQga, JRVp LXiV. µThe LibeUal 
RRRWV Rf PRSXliVm: A CUiWiTXe Rf LaclaX¶. The New Centennial Review, translated by Jorge Ledo, vol. 10, no. 2, Fall 
2010, 151±82.  
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sovereignty and then turns toward myth ± thereby radicalizing the messianic structures in his 

conceptualisation of a sovereign dictatorship that could confront rather than dissolve the 

sovereign movements that in Dictatorship he still frames as illegitimate.451  

 

Conclusion  

 

The preceding chapter explained how SchmiWW¶V WXUQ WR a deciViRQiVW WheRU\ Rf VRYeUeigQW\, Zhich 

ultimately paved the way for new forms of fascist regime, is indeed based upon the very post-

foundational understanding of popular sovereignty he offers in his earliest writings, and on a 

definitiRQ Rf ³Whe SeRSle´ Zhich AQdUeaV Kal\YaV, fRU e[amSle, celebUaWeV fRU SURYidiQg 

³QRUmaWiYe UeVRXUceV fRU a URbXVW, SXUe WheRU\ Rf demRcUaWic legiWimac\.´452 AgaiQVW Kal\YaV¶ 

cRQYicWiRQ WhaW iW iV SRVVible WR ³diVaVVRciaWe´ WheVe aVSecWV fURm hiV ³e[SliciW political motivations 

aQd RbjecWiYeV, iQWellecWXal cRQWe[W aQd ShilRVRShical aVVXmSWiRQV,´ I cRQWeQd WhaW iW iV cUXcial WR 

addUeVV meWicXlRXVl\ Whe UelaWiRQVhiS beWZeeQ SchmiWW¶V SRVW-fRXQdaWiRQal XQdeUVWaQdiQg Rf ³Whe 

SeRSle´ aQd hiV deciViRQiVW WheRU\ Rf sovereignty ± if our goal is to defend left post-

foundationalism against the conviction that anything but liberal constitutional theory means a 

UeWXUQ WR SchmiWW aQd ³Whe eQd Rf laZ.´453 

Although Schmitt exemplifies how the concern with political authority can lead to the justification 

of a despotic and anti-democratic theorization of sovereign rule, one cannot ignore the democratic 

concern that underlies his critique. His call for a strong political authority was not aimed at 

democratic politics, but instead at a form of legal-bureaucratic totalitarianism that he, like Weber, 

XQdeUVWRRd WR RbliWeUaWe SRliWical acWiRQ aQd SeUVRQal UXle. SchmiWW¶V cRQceUQ iV WhaW WhiV leaYeV 

the democratic regime defenceless against the violent performance of political rule that appears 

in moments of legal and, more broadly, representational indeterminacy. Examining the 

deYelRSmeQW Rf Whe QRWiRQ Rf aXWhRUiW\ iQ SchmiWW¶V ZRUk iQdicaWeV WhaW, ZhilVW SchmiWW¶V 

decisionism might not be the direct and necessary consequence of WebeU¶V chaUiVmaWic 

 
451 The publication of Legality and Legitimacy iQ 1932 ZaV aQ imSRUWaQW WXUQiQg SRiQW iQ Whe deYelRSmeQW Rf SchmiWW¶V 
iQVWiWXWiRQal WheRU\. McCRUmick VXmmaUi]eV Whe bRRk¶V VigQificaQce Zell: ³The SRVVibiliW\ Rf a cRmmiVVaUial 
dictatorship is no longer either as it was for substantive purposes in 1921 or as it was for cosmetic purposes in the mid-
twenties. The unlimited extent of power that was previously reversed for extra-ordinary moments is now invoked as 
the ordinary competence of an executive answerable only to acclamation of plebiscitary moments McCormick, John P. 
µFURm CRQVWiWXWiRQal TechQiTXe WR CaeVaUiVW PlR\: CaUl SchmiWW RQ DicWaWRUVhiS, LibeUaliVm, aQd EmeUgeQc\ PRZeUV¶. 
Dictatorship in History and Theory: Bonapartism, Caesarism, and Totalitarianism, by Peter Baehr and Melvin Richter, 
Cambridge University Press, 2004, 209. From here it was but a short theoretical step to justifying Nazi dictatorship and 
to the virulence of his racial institutionalism. 
452 I here agree with Matthew G. Specter who, in his critical review of recent Left appropriations of Schmitt, cautions 
Kal\YaV¶V aQd RWheUV ³abVWUacW´ UeadiQgV fRU Whe\ diVUegaUd Whe ceQWUaliW\ Rf ZhaW Kal\YaV bUXVheV aZa\ aV 
³aXWhRUiWaUiaQ SUefeUeQceV´. SSecWeU, MaWWheZ G. µWhaW¶V ³LefW´ iQ SchmiWW? FURm Aversion to Appropriation in 
CRQWemSRUaU\ PRliWical TheRU\¶. The Oxford Handbook of Carl Schmitt, edited by Jens Meierhenrich and Oliver 
Simons, Oxford University Press, 2016, 426±54, 444. 
453 Kalyvas, Politics of the Extraordinary, 96.  
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conceptualization of authority, it still constitutes a logical response to Weberian premises and the 

crisis of authority in modernity.454  

Schmitt therefore leaves us with a serious challenge as yet unmet: can we imagine political 

authority that is proper to modern liberal democracies, that avoids the anti-democratic paths that 

SchmiWW himVelf ³YeQWXUed´ iQWR?455 We cannot forget that at the time Schmitt chose this path  

 
The ZRUld did QRW kQRZ WhaW ³eYeU\WhiQg ZaV SRVVible.´ Even Schmitt, who read the 
circumstances of the time through Hobbes, did not imagine the total horror possible 
through the modern Leviathan, only that its command, and therefore his obedience, was 
total.456  

 

The fRllRZiQg chaSWeU UeWXUQV WR AUeQdW¶V cUiWiTXe of authority and her conviction that authority 

³YaQiVhed fURm Whe mRdeUQ ZRUld.´457Against that, I read her critique of the Platonic theorisation 

of authority as an indication that Arendt was very much aware that the theological structures and 

anti-political sentiment, that was inaugurated by the Greek concept of authority, still haunts 

Western political thinking. Indeed, it lies at the very heart of the charismatic formulation of 

aXWhRUiW\ WhaW dUiYeV SchmiWW¶V WXUQ WR deciViRQiVm. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
454 The UelaWiRQ beWZeeQ WebeU¶V chaUiVmaWic cRQceSWXali]aWiRQ Rf aXWhRUiW\ aQd SchmiWW¶V WXUQ WR deciViRQiVW 
sovereignty has been the matter of long-standing and often emotionally loaded debates. Here, I generally agree with 
Ra\mRQd AURQ¶V YieZ, ZhR ZaV aVked for an authoritative judgement on the issue at the Heidelberg congress. For him, 
CaUl SchmiWW¶V deciViRQiVm WRgeWheU ZiWh hiV WheRU\ Rf SlebiVciWaUiaQ leadeUVhiS mXVW be VeeQ aV a Uadical cRQVeTXeQce 
Rf WebeUiaQ SUemiVeV. (See AURQ, Ra\mRQd. µMa[ WebeU and Power-PRliWicV¶. Max Weber and Sociology Today, 
edited by Otto Stammer, Harper & Row, 1971, 83±100.) At the same congress, Jürgen Habermas claimed that Schmitt 
ZaV a ³QaWXUal VRQ´ Rf WebeU. In Max Weber and German politics, 1890-1920 (1990), Wolfgang J. Mommsen draws 
out nationalistic and imperialistic convictions, to the dismay of those who held Weber high as the father of liberal 
YalXeV, WhaW bUiQg WebeU mXch clRVeU WR Whe SRViWiRQ Rf CaUl SchmiWW. MRmmVeQ, hRZeYeU, alVR QRWeV WhaW SchmiWW¶V 
decisionism actively negated ethical premises of Weber, especially certain moral obligations of political leadership. 
See Mommsen, Wolfgang J. The Political and Social Theory of Max Weber: Collected Essays. Polity, 1992, 171. 
455 See Balakrishnan, The Enemy, 256.  
456 Kennedy, Constitutional Failure, 90. 
457 AUeQdW. µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\?¶, 91. 
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Chapter 4: Hannah Arendt. Resistibility and De-authorization  

 

IQ Whe SUeYiRXV chaSWeU, I highlighWed a mRmeQW iQ SchmiWW¶V WhRXghW ZheUe he argues that 

the consideration of political authority is crucial for the possibility of resistance against tyrannical 

forms of rule. He suggests that it is the disorientation and negligence of personal rule that leaves 

the regime without resources and the people without reference for resistance. In this chapter, I 

argue that Hannah Arendt allows us to rethink authority iQ a Za\ WhaW UeVSRQdV WR SchmiWW¶V 

concerns without falling back into a decisionist account of sovereignty that, again, aims to disable 

democratic negotiation and contestation of personal authority.  

As I argued in the previous chapter, it is with the intention of stabilizing political affairs that 

Schmitt develops his theory of decisionist sovereignty, hoping that it will provide its own source 

of authority, ready to supress the waywardness and flux of the unorganizable mass. He does so 

for he contends political authority to be incompatible with plebiscitarian legitimacy because it is 

RQl\ ZiWh Whe iQWeUYeQWiRQ Rf a SeUVRQal aXWhRUiW\ WhaW ³Whe SeRSle´ cRme iQWR SUeVeQce aV 

constitutive subject. With decisionist sovereignty Schmitt turns to a last resort: posing 

authoritarian leadership against the totalitarian rule of nobody that threatens to eradicate any form 

authoritative politics that could provide a sense of unity in a society by political friction and social 

divisions ± not knowing yet that exactly the coincidence of both would allow for unprecedented 

fRUmV Rf YiRleQW RSSUeVViRQ aQd dRmiQaWiRQ. IQ Whe VhadRZ Rf WebeU¶V figXUe Rf Whe chaUiVmaWic 

leader capable of miraculous intervention, authority is abandoned and the people are abandoned 

completely foU ³Whe SURZeVV Rf SURfeVViRQalV.´458 I demonstrate in the following that Arendt 

comes to the same impasse regarding modernity. The demise of the Roman trinity of tradition, 

religion, and authority means, according to Arendt, that we have lost those pillars that have 

provided Western politics with permanence and stability for so long. Instead, we are now faced 

with the challenge of our own freedom, the ability to begin anew, whereby everything that arises 

from political action is first and foremost fleeting. Her concern with the volatility of absolute 

freedom ± which, she argues, has already opened the door to new, totalitarian forms of violence 

± haV led VchRlaUV WR Uead heU eVVa\ µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\?,¶ cRllecWed iQ heU YRlXme Between Past 

and Future, as bemoaning a past principle. I argue, however, that Arendt is more ambiguous and 

also authority celebrates the demise of a foundationalist notion of authority, which for her had 

been based upon deeply antipolitical premises. Indeed, her performative critique of this Platonic 

rendering of authority opens the door to a post-foundational reconceptualization of both authority 

and politics SUeSaUed WR leaYe behiQd ³Whe aUURgaQce Rf Whe AbVRlXWe.´459  

Scholars further haYe UaiVed cRQceUQV abRXW AUeQdW¶V aQd SchmiWW¶V VhaUed faVciQaWiRQ ZiWh 

extraordinary constitutional founding and groundless politics; together with their insistence on 

 
458 Honig, Bonnie. Emergency Politics: Paradox, Law, Democracy. Princeton University Press, 2011, 66.  
459 HeideggeU ciWed b\ AUeQdW, iQ ³CRQceUQ ZiWh PRliWicV.´ See YRXQg-Bruehl, Elisabeth. Hannah Arendt. For the Love 
of the World. Yale University Press, 1982, 303. 
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Whe SXUiW\ Rf Whe SRliWical, Whe\ bUiQg AUeQdW daQgeURXVl\ clRVe WR SchmiWW¶V deciViRnism. Bonnie 

Honig and Andreas Kalyvas, however, draw out how for Arendt the notion of sovereignty itself 

is deeply embedded in an antipolitical tradition that seeks the origin for all action in an absolute 

source, the region of absolute One-ness. Based upon her critique of sovereignty, Arendt turns to 

the American revolution and specifically the Declaration of Independence as a rare moment in 

history in which a collective political act was great enough to erect its own monument, and 

inaugurated itself as authoritative foundation, without relying for legitimation on transcendent 

grounds or on the idea of an omnipotent popular will. She thereby attempts to reconceptualise 

authority based on her fabulist reading of this founding moment as a collective act, based upon 

and furthering plurality and collective action. I argue, however, that with this gesture Arendt falls 

into the same metaphysical logic she so vehemently criticises: the recourse to a (fabulist) pure 

moment of politics, free from the sediments of human interaction and the paradoxical tensions of 

democratic politics, and thus deriving its authority from outside the worldly realm. The authority 

of such a political act is not guaranteed to remain open to negotiation and democratic contestation, 

but can potentially lay claim to a similarly irresistible validity as when it is derived from an 

absolute. I argue that this contradicts the resistibility aW Whe heaUW Rf AUeQdW¶V XQdeUVWaQdiQg Rf 

authority that Honig emphasizes and that I identified above as an eVVeQWial feaWXUe Rf AUeQdW¶V 

definition of authority, which distinguishes it from violence and domination.460 This urges us to 

WhiQk aXWhRUiW\ ZiWh RQe fRRW iQ iWV demRcUaWic cRQWeVWaWiRQ. IQ WhiV lighW, I Uead AUeQdW¶V 

performative critique of Platonic authority as an example of such a moment of contestation. A 

post-foundational understanding of authority, then, begins with the practice of deauthorization 

and by posing the question of how practises of authorising can be rendered in a way that fosters, 

rather than suppresses, their own resistibility.  

 

The chaSWeU iV VWUXcWXUed aV fRllRZV. I begiQ b\ SlaciQg AUeQdW¶V cUiWiTXe Rf aXWhRUiW\ iQ heU 

broader project of dismantling the remnants of what she considers a deeply anti-political tradition 

of Western metaphysics. Following from here, I read her critique of Plato as a performative 

gesture of de-authorizing an understanding of authority that continues to assert itself in 

contemporary political theory. I investigate three political transformations upon which the 

introduction of a philosophical concept of authority into the polis relies: the displacement of truth 

into the philosophical realm; the subordination of the worldly realm (politics); and the framing of 

the philosopher as an expert. By revealing the contingency and historicity of this three-fold 

transformation, Arendt lays the ground for her reconceptualization of authority. Next, I turn to 

AUeQdW¶V chaUacWeUi]aWiRQ Rf Whe AmeUicaQ ReYRlXWiRQ aV a XQiTXe aQd glRUiRXV mRmeQW iQ Zhich 

authority is derived from a purely political act, thus escaping the violent turmoil of the French 

UeYRlXWiRQ aQd iWV aSSeal WR (SRSXlaU) VRYeUeigQW\. DeYelRSiQg HRQig¶V cUiWiTXe Rf AUeQdW¶V 

 
460 See pages 43-44 of this dissertation.  
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³fabXliVW UeQdeUiQg´ Rf Whe AmeUicaQ UeYRlXWiRQ, I aUgXe WhaW AUeQdW heUVelf UeiWeUaWeV the 

metaphysical abandonment of the paradoxical tensions within human affairs in order to derive a 

concept of authority from an event she construes as a pure political moment. I contend that taking 

AUeQdW¶V cUiWiTXe Rf Whe iUUeViVWibiliW\ Rf PlaWR¶V QRWiRn of authority as derived from absolutes 

seriously, we need to begin in the midst of human affairs, but taking account of the sediments of 

past and present power relations and forms of domination. I argue that a post-foundational 

understanding of authority for democratic politics, then, must begin from the possibility of 

contestation.  

 

1. The breakdown of authority: learning to live with ghosts 

 

AUeQdW begiQV heU iQTXiU\ iQ ³WhaW iV AXWhRUiW\?´ ZiWh a UecWificaWiRQ Rf Whe WiWle. ³IQ RUdeU 

to avoid misunderstanding, it would have actually been wise to ask: What was ± and not what is 

± aXWhRUiW\?´ ThiV iV a SX]]liQg VWaUW WR aQ eVVa\ dedicaWed WR aXthority, for it raises this question: 

if the understanding of authority was irrevocably lost, as Arendt claims, why go through the effort 

of reminding ourselves of what authority was?461 As I suggested in the first chapter of this 

dissertation, Arendt is very clear on the detrimental consequences of the loss of authority: 

modernity has been left devoid of those common values and standards upon which judgements of 

politics and power had relied for so long. Indeed, it is the breakdown of authority and the various 

³mRdeUQ deaWhV´ (Whe deaWhV Rf GRd, meWaSh\VicV, ShilRVRSh\, aQd b\ imSlicaWiRQ, SRViWiYiVm) 

that SaYed Whe Za\ fRU mRdeUQ WRWaliWaUiaQiVm, Zhich fed XSRQ Whe mRdeUQ e[SeUieQce Rf ³world 

alieQaWiRQ.´ IQ UeVSRQVe WR Whe ShilRVRSheU HaQV JRQaV, AUeQdW VWaWeV WhaW Vhe ZaV ³SeUfecWl\ VXUe 

that this whole totalitarian catastrophe would not have happened if people still had believed in 

God, or in hell rather ± that is, if there were still XlWimaWeV.´462 CRQVideUiQg AUeQdW¶V cRQceUQ ZiWh 

the political consequences of the demise of authority, her critique of authority, it seems, should 

be read as an attempt to resurrect the authority of traditional foundation and an investigation into 

ultimate grounds for modernity. This, together with her idealized narratives of ancient politics, 

specifically Greek politics, provided her critics with the needed ammunition to accuse Arendt of 

nostalgia for a premodern social order in which tradition, religion, and authority worked together 

to provide a stable foundation for politics.463 It is just too reminiscent of communitarian efforts to 

salvage the roots that would provide modern political associations with something lasting.464 

 
461 See FUiedmaQ, RichaUd B. µOQ Whe CRQceSW Rf AXWhRUiW\ iQ PRliWical PhilRVRSh\¶. Concepts in Social and Political 
Philosophy, by Richard E Flathman, Macmillan, 1973. I noted this in a previous draft of the chapter, but was not able 
WR geW hRld Rf FUiedmaQ¶V aUWicle again prior to submission to check the page number. 
462 Hill, Melvyn A., editor. Hannah Arendt: The Recovery of the Public World. SW. MaUWiQ¶V PUeVV, 1979, 313±314. 
463 GeRUge KaWeb, fRU iQVWaQce, SRUWUa\V AUeQdW aV ³gUeaW aQWimRdeUQiVW´ iQ Whe VeQVe Rf a cultural critic who wishes to 
see modernity undone. Kateb, George. Hannah Arendt: Politics, Conscience, Evil. Rowman & Allanheld, 1983, 183.  
464 As thinkers including Dana Villa and Bonnie Honig have demonstrated, it is wildly inaccurate to accuse Arendt of 
QRVWalgia fRU aXWhRUiW\. FRU Villa, AUeQdW¶V diagQRViV Rf Whe lRVV Rf aXWhRUiW\ iV ³SRZeUfXl´ aQd ³fUXVWUaWiQgl\ fiQal´ 
(which is why he understands her as an antimodernist). Villa, Dana Richard. Arendt and Heidegger: The Fate of the 
Political. Princeton University Press, 1996, 158; Bonnie Honig, on the other hand, demonstrates that Arendt by no 
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Bonnie Honig, however, correctl\ emShaVi]eV WhaW AUeQdW¶V eVVa\ dReV QRW aW all VimSl\ mRXUQ 

the disappearance of authority in modernity; quite the opposite: she also celebrates it.465 

FRllRZiQg HRQig¶V UeadiQg, I aUgXe WhaW fRU AUeQdW Whe demiVe Rf WUadiWiRQ aQd Whe ZeakeQiQg Rf 

religion mark the new possibilities for a conceptualization of post-foundational authority for 

modernity that is based in political action and the human capacity for worldbuilding. This directly 

contradicts the imposition of absolutes for it signifies the immobilization of human plurality and 

Rf Whe flX[ Rf SRliWical SRZeU. AUeQdW¶V XSURRWiQg Rf SRliWical acWiRQ aQd jXdgemeQW WhURXghRXW 

her work reflects her dismissal of the idea that reason or theory could secure an extra-political 

ground from which these activities could be derived. The pursuit for such grounds, for Arendt, 

URRWV iQ Whe deViUe WR be UelieYed Rf Whe ³bXUdeQ´ Rf mRdeUQ fUeedRm aQd Whe Qeed WR WhiQk aQd 

jXdge fRU RXUVelYeV. FRU AUeQdW, iW iV e[acWl\ Whe UeliaQce RQ VXch ³baQQiVWeUV´ iQ RXU WUadiWiRQ that 

has led to the sacrifice of political freedom and the positing of a simple deductive relation between 

³\aUdVWickV´ RQ acWiRQ.466 JRQaV¶V call fRU a UeYiYiQg iQYeVWigaWiRQ Rf XlWimaWe gURXQdV, WheUefRUe, 

is refuted by Arendt. Seeking comfort in old bannisters or questing for new ones might be a human 

WhiQg WR dR, bXW bRWh aUe a fRUm Rf WheRUi]iQg iQ ³bad faiWh.´ AUeQdW UeVSRQdV WR JRQaV¶V imSliciW 

appeal: 

 

« \RX cRXld Va\ WhaW WhRVe ZhR ZeUe VWill fiUml\ cRQYiQced Rf Whe VR-called old 
values were the first to be ready to change their old values for a new set of values, 
provided they were given one. And I am afraid of this, because I think that the moment 
you give anybody a new set of values ± RU WhiV famRXV ³baQQiVWeU´ ± you can immediately 
exchange it. AQd Whe RQl\ WhiQg Whe gX\ geWV XVed WR iV haYiQg a ³baQQiVWeU´ aQd a VeW Rf 
values, no matter. I do not believe we can stabilize the situation in which we have been 
ViQce Whe VeYeQWeeQWh ceQWXU\ iQ aQ\ fiQal Za\. . . We ZRXldQ¶W haYe WR bRWheU abRXW WhiV 
ZhRle bXViQeVV if meWaSh\VicV aQd WhiV ZhRle YalXe bXViQeVV hadQ¶W falleQ dRZQ. We 
begin to question because of these events.467 

 

 
means leave authority behind, but instead attempts a reconstruction. Honig, Bonnie. Political Theory and the 
Displacement of Politics. Cornell UniversiW\ PUeVV, 1993, 76, 109, alVR HRQig, BRQQie. µDeclaUaWiRQV Rf IQdeSeQdeQce: 
AUeQdW aQd DeUUida RQ Whe PURblem Rf FRXQdiQg a ReSXblic¶. The American Political Science Review, vol. 85, no. 1, 
1991, 97.  
465 HRQig, µDeclaUaWiRQV Rf IQdeSeQdeQce¶, 97. 
466 As Villa dUaZV RXW, iW iV becaXVe Rf WhiV cRQYicWiRQ WhaW AUeQdW¶V aSSURach YehemeQWl\ diffeUV fURm HabeUmaV¶V, 
deVSiWe bRWh VchRlaUV caQ be XQdeUVWRRd WR fRllRZ WebeU¶V cUiWiTXe Rf mRdeUQiW\. PURcedXUal RU QRW, AUeQdW XQdeUVWaQdV 
the quest for common and absolute grounds misled. Villa, Arendt and Heidegger, 99, 205. Rather fittingly, Passerin 
d¶EQWUqYeV (1994, 28), fRllRZiQg Se\la BeQhabib diVWiQcWiRQ Rf Whe SRleV Rf QRUm aQd XWRSia, Rf fXlfillmeQW aQd 
transfiguration, describes Habermas future-oriented approach aV ³belRQgiQg belRQgV mRUe WR Whe QRUmaWiYe SRle Rf Whe 
distinction, in the sense that it operates on the assumption that modernity is an incomplete project in need of fulfillment. 
AUeQdW¶V SaVW- oriented thinking, by contrast, would appear to belong to the utopian pole, to the idea that the redemption 
Rf mRdeUQiW\ UeTXiUeV a WUaQVfigXUaWiRQ Rf iWV cXlWXUal heUiWage.´ PaVVeUiQ d¶EQWUqYeV, MaXUi]iR. The Political Philosophy 
of Hannah Arendt. Routledge, 1994, 28. See also Benhabib, Seyla. Critique, Norm, and Utopia: A Study of the 
Foundations of Critical Theory. Columbia Univ. Press, 1986, 327-329.  
467 Arendt cited in Hill, The Recovery of the Public World, 314. See alVR AUeQdW, HaQQah. µThiQkiQg aQd MRUal 
CRQVideUaWiRQV.¶ Social Research, vol. 38, no. 3, 1971, 417±46, ZheUe Vhe addUeVVeV Whe cRQVeTXeQceV Rf Whe ³mRdeUQ 
deaWhV´ fRU RXU abiliW\ WR WhiQk: ³TheVe mRdeUQ "deaWhV" Rf GRd, Rf meWaSh\VicV, Rf aQd, b\ imSlicaWiRQ, Rf SRViWiYiVm 
may be events portance, but they are after all thought events, and concern most intimately our ways of thinking, they 
dR RXU abiliW\ WR WhiQk, Whe VheeU facW WhaW maQ iV a WhiQkiQg beiQg.´ (421) 
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HeQce, Whe cUiViV Rf aXWhRUiW\ caQQRW be cRmbaWed b\ Whe UeVWRUaWiRQ Rf Rld ³baQQiVWeUV´ ± or worse 

yet ± the rehabilitation Rf WUadiWiRQal YalXeV (Whe FaVciVW iV a ³gRRd famil\ maQ´)468. The question 

remains whether there is still a place for authority in modern politics, since there is no longer an 

³aXWheQWic aQd XQdiVSXWable´ e[SeUieQce Rf aXWhRUiW\ WhaW iV cRmmRQ WR XV.469  

DaQa Villa XQdeUVWaQdV AUeQdW WR SURSRVe a ³SRVWaXWhRUiWaUiaQ cRQceSW Rf Whe SRliWical.´470 He, 

WRR, VXggeVWV WhaW AUeQdW¶V SRliWical WhRXghW caQ ³ZiWhRXW e[aggeUaWiRQ´ be deVcUibed aV aQ 

³e[WeQded mediaWiRQ XSRQ Whe SURblem Rf acWiRQ aQd jXdgemeQW after metaSh\VicV,´ aQd WhaW heU 

³ceQWUal dUiYe´ iV WR WhiQk SRliWicV ³ZiWhRXW gURXQdV.´471 FRU Villa, aXWhRUiW\ iQ AUeQdW¶V WhRXghW 

³iV QR lRQgeU SRVVible´472 and indeed he no longer concerns himself with the concept in his critique 

of Arendt. Yet his reading, I argue, is too quick for if this were the case it would not be possible 

to give a satisfactory response to the question as to why Arendt then dedicates so much attention 

to this concept. What is commonly overlooked by most thinkers ± Honig is a notable exception ± 

iV WhaW Whe QRWiRQ Rf aXWhRUiW\ AUeQdW declaUeV WR haYe YaQiVhed iV ³QR VXch aXWhRUiW\ iQ geQeUal,´ 

bXW iQVWead ³a YeU\ VSecific fRUm Zhich had beeQ Yalid WhURXghRXW Whe WeVWeUQ ZRUld RYeU a lRQg 

SeUiRd Rf Wime.´473 Over the course of her essay on authority, Arendt distinguishes two renderings 

of the concept. First, the Roman political experience of auctoritas, sustained by tradition and 

religion, is, Arendt argues, what drove the interest in the notion of authority in light of growing 

tensions in Europe of the 20th century; and as we will see in a moment, Roman auctoritas still 

serves Arendt as an important point of reference for her fabulist rendering of the American 

revolution as a modern example of authoritative politics. The Greek theorization of authority, on 

the other hand, amalgamated the concept of authority with a foundationalist claim whereby 

authority came to be grounded in absolutes. For Arendt, then, our theoretical understanding of 

authority, which was compounded of the Roman and the Greek and which was valid for so long 

bXW haV QRZ ³YaQiVhed fURm Whe mRdeUQ ZRUld,´474 was influenced by a desire for domination that 

dramatically altered the notion of authority. Arendt celebrates the loss of this understanding of 

authority for it already constituted an unpolitical, even anti-political, deviation from the Roman 

auctoritas. Hence Arendt proclaims that ³Ze aUe WemSWed aQd entitled to raise this question [of 

 
468 Villa, DaQa R. µThe BaQaliW\ Rf PhilRVRSh\: AUeQdW RQ HeideggeU aQd EichmaQQ¶. Hannah Arendt. Twenty Years 
Later, edited by Jerome Kohn and Larry May, MIT Press, 1997, 185.  
469 AUeQdW, HaQQah. µWhaW IV AXWhRUiW\?¶ BeWZeeQ PaVW aQd FXWXUe: EighW E[eUciVeV iQ PRliWical ThRXghW, PeQgXiQ, 
2006, 91.  
470 Villa, Arendt and Heidegger, 158. ThiV haV led VRme Rf AUeQdW¶V cUiWicV WR UeSURach heU cRQceSt of political action 
for promoting a purely aesthetic notion of politics, a politique pour la politique. See Jay, Martin. Permanent Exiles: 
Essays on the Intellectual Migration from Germany to America. Columbia University Press, 1985. Specifically, Martin 
Jay (1985) suspects Arendt to suspend all instrumental and normative constraints for autonomous action culminating 
iQ Whe XQWeQable glRUificaWiRQ Rf acWiRQ fRU Whe Vake Rf acWiRQ. Ja\ heUe meQWiRQV Whe ³e[iVWeQWialiVW´ AUeQdW iQ Whe Vame 
breath than Alfred Bäumler, Ernst Jünger, and Carl Schmitt. See Ja\, MaUWiQ. µThe PRliWical E[iVWeQWialiVm Rf HaQQah 
AUeQdW¶. Permanent Exiles: Essays on the Intellectual Migration from Germany to America, Columbia University 
Press, 1985, 237±56. Kateb also criticizes Arendt for the lack of moral grounding of her concept of action. Kateb, 
George. Hannah Arendt: Politics, Conscience, Evil. Rowman & Allanheld, 1983. 
471 Villa, Arendt and Heidegger, 116. 
472 Villa, Arendt and Heidegger, 158. 
473 AUeQdW, µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\?¶, 92.  
474 AUeQdW. µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\?¶, 91. 
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aXWhRUiW\]´ aQeZ.475 I aUgXe WhaW AUeQdW¶V cUiWiTXe UefUameV Whe cUiViV Rf aXWhRUiW\ iQ mRdeUQiW\ aV 

a moment of opportunity to reimagine authority from a post-foundational perspective, based on 

the political principle of human plurality. Honig and Kalyvas focus their reading on  AUeQdW¶V 

interpretation of the American revolutionary experience as her attempt to reconceptualise 

authority. Before I turn to that, however, I first ZaQW WR dZell a liWWle lRQgeU RQ AUeQdW¶V cUiWiTXe 

of the Greek theorisation of authority. Her discussion Rf PlaWR¶V iQWURdXcWiRQ Rf Whe idea iQ The 

Republic at the beginning her essay has not been given much attention by scholars. This is not 

surprising considering that Arendt proclaims this understanding of authority to have vanished 

and, more so, as she understands it to be already an inauthentic conceptualization. Exactly for 

these reasons, however, we should be intrigued as to why Arendt gives such great attention to this 

WheRUi]aWiRQ. IQdeed, Vhe aUgXeV WhaW iW iV ³imSeUaWiYe WR cRQceUQ RQeVelf ZiWh WhRVe feaWXUeV Rf 

GUeek SRliWical ShilRVRSh\ Zhich haYe VR deciViYel\ iQflXeQced [Whe cRQceSW¶V] VhaSiQg.476 

AccRUdiQg WR heU, ³Whe eVVeQWial chaUacWeUiVtic of specifically authoritarian forms of government 

± that the source of their authority, which legitimates the exercise of power, must be beyond the 

sphere of power and, like the law of nature or the commands of God, must not be man-made ± 

goes back to WhiV aSSlicabiliW\ Rf Whe ideaV iQ PlaWR¶V SRliWical ShilRVRSh\.´477 The modern longing 

fRU a UeVXUUecWiRQ Rf ³Rld baQQiVWeUV´ iQdicaWeV WhaW WhiV VSecific XQdeUVWaQdiQg Rf aXWhRUiW\ ZiWh 

its reference to extra-political grounds is still operative in Western politics. What continues to 

aVVeUW iWVelf iQ Yia Whe cRQceSW Rf aXWhRUiW\ iV Whe idea WhaW hXmaQ affaiUV mXVW ³be VXbjecWed WR Whe 

dRmiQaWiRQ Rf VRmeWhiQg RXWVide WheiU Uealm.´478 FRU WhiV UeaVRQ, I Uead AUeQdW¶V declaUaWiRQ WhaW 

this specific understanding of authority is gone aV a SeUfRUmaWiYe geVWXUe WhaW iV SaUW Rf AUeQdW¶V 

gUeaWeU eQWeUSUiVe Rf diVmaQWliQg a ³YiRleQW aQWi-PlaWRQiVm´ aW Whe baViV Rf meWaSh\Vical WhRXghW. 

This allows us to understand why she devotes such considerable space in her critique of authority 

to (something like) a deconstructive UeadiQg Rf PlaWR¶V cRQceSWXali]aWiRQ Rf aXWhRUiW\: SRliWici]iQg 

this specific conceptualisation of authority renders it contingent and thus resistible. (As for the 

lRaded WeUm ³decRQVWUXcWiRQ´: DaQa Villa (1996) argues that Arendt follows in the footsteps of 

Heidegger (and thus also in the wake of Nietzsche) and his enterprise of deconstruction (Abbau) 

and repetition VkeWched iQ Whe IQWURdXcWiRQ WR HeideggeU¶V Being and Time.479) In her late return 

to philosophy, Arendt herself remarks: 

 
I have clearly joined the ranks of those who for some time now have been attempting to 
dismantle metaphysics, and philosophy with all its categories, as we have known them 

 
475 AUeQdW, µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\?¶, 104, emShaViV m\ RZQ.  
476 AUeQdW, µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\?¶, 106. 
477AUeQdW, µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\?¶, 110. AccRUdiQgl\, AUeQdW SicWXUeV Whe authoritarian government in this metaphysical 
understanding in the shape of a pyramid, whereby authority lies outside the government, but whose seat of power lied 
aW Whe WRS. ThiV image caQ be XVed ³RQl\ fRU Whe ChUiVWiaQ W\Se Rf aXWhRUiWaUiaQ UXle aV iW developed through and under 
Whe cRQVWaQW iQflXeQce Rf Whe ChXUch dXUiQg Whe Middle AgeV.´ (98) IQ cRQWUaVW WR WhaW, Whe RRmaQ XQdeUVWaQdiQg Rf 
aXWhRUiW\ ³iW iV aV WhRXgh Whe Seak Rf Whe S\Uamid did QRW Ueach iQWR Whe heighW Rf a Vk\ abRYe (RU, iQ ChUiVWiaQity, 
be\RQd) Whe eaUWh, bXW iQWR Whe deSWh Rf aQ eaUWhl\ SaVW.´ (124) 
478 AUeQdW, µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\?¶ 115.  
479 Villa, Arendt and Heidegger, 85, 114. 
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from their beginning in Greece until today. Such dismantling is possible only on the 
assumption that the thread of tradition is broken and that we shall not be able to renew it. 
Historically speaking, what actually has broken down is the Roman trinity that for 
WhRXVaQdV Rf \eaUV XQiWed UeligiRQ, aXWhRUiW\, aQd WUadiWiRQ« WhaW haV beeQ lRVt is the 
continuity of the past as it seemed to be handed down from generation to generation, 
deYelRSiQg iQ Whe SURceVV iWV RZQ cRQViVWeQc\« WhaW \RX WheQ aUe lefW ZiWh iV VWill Whe 
past, but a fragmented past, which has lost its certainty of evaluation.480  

 
FRU AUeQdW, Whe UemembUaQce Rf SaVW cRQceSWV aQd eYeQWV (ZhaW Vhe callV ³fRUgRWWeQ WUeaVXUeV´), 

and more so their selective reappropriation, holds the purpose of illuminating what we are doing 

in the present.481 Arendt herself wonderfully describes this state of affairs in her depiction of 

WalWeU BeQjamiQ¶V fUagmeQWaU\ hiVWRUiRgUaSh\, aQ aSSURach ZiWh Zhich BeQjamiQ VRXghW WR 

identify moments of rupture, displacement, and the dislocation of history:   

 

And this thinking, fed by the present, works with the ³WhRXghW fUagmeQWV´ iW caQ ZUeVW fURm 
the past and gather about itself. Like a pearl diver who descends to the bottom of the sea, 
not to excavate the bottom and bring it to light but to pry loose the rich and the strange, the 
pearls and the coral in the depths and to carry them to the surface, this thinking delves into 
the depths of the past ± but not in order to resuscitate it the way it was and to contribute to 
the renewal of extinct ages. What guides this thinking is the conviction that although the 
living is subject to the ruin of the time, the process of decay is at the same time a process 
of crystallization, that in the depth of the sea, into which sinks and is dissolved what once 
ZaV aliYe, VRme WhiQgV ³VXffeU a Vea-chaQge´ aQd VXUYiYe iQ QeZ cU\VWallized forms and 
shapes that remain immune to the elements, as though they waited only for the pearl diver 
who one day will come down to them and bring them up into the world of the living ± as 
³WhRXghW fUagmeQWV´, aV VRmeWhiQg ³Uich aQd VWUaQge´, aQd SeUhaps even as everlasting 
Urphänomene.482  

 
This pearl diving allows the recovery of lost potentials of the past in the hope that, when looking 

at them with fresh eyes, they might find a new actualization in the present.483 In the case of 

authority, as we will see, Arendt aims to reveal its phenomenological experience before it was 

tainted by its Greek philosophical theorization, and she does so ± as I will show in a moment ± 

b\ WU\iQg WR diVVRlYe Whe WUadiWiRQ¶V RQWRlRgical SUejXdiceV (fRU HeideggeU, iQ faYRXU Rf ³WUXe´ 

Being) and by refuting its translation from the political into the teleology of making. Villa closely 

SaUallelV WhiV SURjecW WR Whe ³deVWUXcWiRQ Rf Whe hiVWRU\ Rf RQWRlRg\´ Zhich ZaV aQQRXQced, bXW 

continuously delayed, in Being and Time. I argue WhaW Whe VigQificaQce Rf AUeQdW¶V QaUUaWiYe Rf 

Plato, therefore, does not lie in its historical instruction; it is not concerned with mere recollection, 

 
480 Arendt, The Life of the Mind (Thinking), 212.  
481 PaVVeUiQ d¶EQWUqYeV RSSRVeV WhiV WR HabeUmaV, ZhR iQVWead VWUeVVeV Whe cUiWical fXQcWiRQ Rf a ³fXWXUe-orientated 
analysis of the present which highlights its pathologies and indicated the communicative potential that still awaits 
Ueali]aWiRQ.´ Political Philosophy, 28.  
482 AUeQdW, HaQQah. µWalWeU BeQjamiQ: 1892±1951¶. Men in Dark Times, Harcourt Publishers Ltd, 1968, pp. 153±206, 
153±206, 205f.   
483 PaVVeUiQ d¶EQWUqYeV iQYeVWigaWeV Whe meWhRdRlRgical liQk WR bRWh HeideggeU aQd BeQjamiQ. He SRiQWV RXW WhaW AUeQdW 
WakeV Whe idea Rf ³fUagmeQWaU\ hiVWRUiRgUaSh\´ fURm BeQjamin. Political Philosophy, 4.5.  
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even less so with the preservation of it. Instead, I argue, it constitutes a performative gesture of 

de-aXWhRUi]aWiRQ. BRQQie HRQig¶V (1991, 1993) UeadiQg Rf AUeQdW, WR Zhich I Zill WXUQ iQ a 

moment in more detail, admits to the significance of past beginnings that provide politics with a 

sense of permanence and stability. Honig, however, emphasises the (agonistic) performativity 

WhaW lieV aW Whe YeU\ heaUW Rf AUeQdW¶V XQdeUVWaQdiQg Rf acWiRQ. M\ UeadiQg heUe fRllRZV HRQig¶V 

argument that for Arendt it is never merely about the legacy of past beginnings, but instead of 

how we make these beginnings our own through practises of augmentation, amendment, and 

resistance. I argue that exorcising the concept of authority from its Platonic spectre allows Arendt 

to rethink authority in a way that is grounded in human plurality, which for her is the very 

condition of political action and freedom.  

 

AUeQdW¶V cUiWiTXe Rf PlaWR¶V cRQceSWXali]aWiRQ Rf aXWhRUiW\ WhXV cRQVWiWXWeV a gesture of 

conjurement, iQ JacTXeV DeUUida¶V VeQVe Rf a ³magical incantation destined to evoke, to bring 

forth with the YRice [RU iQ WhiV caVe Whe ZUiWiQg], WR cRQYRke a chaUm RU a VSiUiW´484 Derrida 

describes the exercise of conjuration in Specters of Marx (1994) as a disappointed and 

melancholic attempt to evoke a spectre in order to assert power over it. So did Marx, for instance, 

evoke use-value in an attempt to force into presence what actually has a spectral character, for 

RQl\ WheQ ZRXld iW be SRVVible WR cRQWURl iW: ³MaU[ ZaQWV WR kQRZ aQd make kQRZQ ZheUe, aW ZhaW 

precise moment, at what instant the ghost comes on stage, and this is a manner of exorcism, a 

Za\ Rf keeSiQg iW aW ba\: befRUe WhiV limiW, iW ZaV QRW WheUe, iW ZaV SRZeUleVV.´485 Arendt, too, 

retells the story of how Plato first introduced authority to Greek political thought in order to 

provide our understanding of authority with an origin story. How does this origin story persist, 

how does it work on us, on the living, today? Derrida argues that we are required ³WR leaUQ VSiUiWV´ 

iQ RUdeU ³WR leaUQ WR liYe. FiQall\.´486 Throughout his work, Derrida concerns himself with the 

spectral, (as différance, trace«), XQdeUVWRRd aV WhaW Zhich iV QRW SUeVeQW iQ fRUmal dichRWRmieV, 

as what escapes ontology.487 Not an ontology, but an hauntology488 is required for the inquiry of 

that which undermines the dichotomies through which we structure our thinking and political life. 

AUeQdW¶V UeadiQg Rf PlaWR¶V cRQceSWXaliVaWiRQ Rf aXWhRUiW\, WRR, iQWeQdV WR de-ontologize the 

concept, in the sense that she wants to strip it of its appearance of self-evidence, but exactly 

 
484 Derrida, Jacques. Specters of Marx. Routledge, 1994, 58.  
485 Derrida, Specters of Marx, 202.  
486 Derrida, Specters of Marx, xvi. 
487 ³[H]aXQWiQg iV . . . QeiWheU SUeVeQW QRU abVeQW, QeiWheU SRViWiYe QRU QegaWiYe, QeiWheU iQVide QRU RXWVide´ Derrida, 
JacTXeV. µµTR DR JXVWice WR FUeXd¶: The HiVWRU\ Rf MadQeVV iQ Whe Age Rf PV\chRaQal\ViV¶. Resistances of 
Psychoanalysis, by Jacques Derrida, Stanford University Press, 1998, 88.  
488 The WeUm haXQWRlRg\ RQl\ aSSeaUV WhUee WimeV iQ DeUUida¶V Specters of Marx, yet it has become catchphrase that has 
become popular, especially in popular culture. See Wh\maQ, TRm. µThe GhRVWV Rf OXU LiYeV. FURm CRmmXQiVm WR 
Dubstep, Our Politics and Culture HaYe BeeQ HaXQWed b\ Whe SSecWUeV Rf FXWXUeV ThaW NeYeU Came WR PaVV.¶ The New 
Statesman, https://www.newstatesman.com/politics/2019/07/the-ghosts-of-our-lives. Accessed 23 Nov. 2021. 
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through conjuring its political origin story and thereby laying it to rest. As she herself reminds us, 

³Whe heiU aQd SUeVeUYeU XQe[SecWedl\ WXUQV iQWR a deVWUR\eU.´489  

 

IQ Whe fRllRZiQg VecWiRQ, I demRQVWUaWe WhaW b\ SRliWiciViQg PlaWR¶V WheRUi]aWiRn of authority, 

Arendt demonstrates its contingency. Doing so allows Arendt to excavate the notion of authority 

from its metaphysical rendering, which has become its self-evident structure. She thereby opens 

the possibility for an alternative reconceptualization of authority proper to post-foundational 

modernity and based on human plurality and the political faculty of world-bXildiQg. AUeQdW¶V 

cRQjXUaWiRQ Rf PlaWR¶V cRQceSWXaliVaWiRQ Rf aXWhRUiW\ WhXV deVcUibeV aQ emaQciSaWRU\ fRUm Rf 

resistance against the authority of the philosopher-king, a gesture of de-authorization, a 

regicide.490 

 

 

2. AUeQdW¶V Uegicide: disenchanting the philosopher king 

 

Criticism spelled the death of kings. (Kritik ist der Tod des Königs.) 

Reinhardt Koselleck ± Critique and Crisis491  

 

AUeQdW begiQV heU cUiWical iQYeVWigaWiRQ b\ SRiQWiQg RXW WhaW PlaWR¶V mRWiYe iQ iQWURdXciQg 

aXWhRUiW\ WR Whe SRliWical Uealm ZaV alUead\ ³e[clXViYel\ SRliWical´.492 It was an attempt to secure 

the position of the philosopher after experiencing the hostility of the polis toward philosophy. 

This hostility had probably existed for a time, but the rejection and execution of Socrates brought 

WhiV hRVWiliW\ iQWR VhaUS aQd XQaYRidable fRcXV. IQdeed, AUeQdW aUgXeV, PlaWR¶V VeaUch fRU Whe beVW 

form of government, which constitutes the objective of The Republic, ³UeYealV iWVelf WR be Whe 

search for the best government for philosophers, which turns out to be a government in which 

philosophers have become the rulers of the city ± a not too surprising solution for people who had 

ZiWQeVVed Whe life aQd deaWh Rf SRcUaWeV.´493 PlaWR¶V iQWeQWiRQ, WheQ, ZaV WR VecXUe Whe SRViWiRQ Rf 

the philosopher in the polis by rendering him its natural ruler. The first challenge Plato faced in 

his enterprise, however, was that authority, and hierarchical relations in general, were unknown 

to the political space in Greek society. Indeed, throughout her reading, Arendt reiterates that Plato 

 
489 AUeQdW, µWalWeU BeQjamiQ¶, 153±206, 199.   
490 HeUe, I fRllRZ BRQQie HRQig¶V UeadiQg Rf Whe Bacchae¶V Uegicide iQ A Feminist Theory of Refusal (2021). The 
Uegicide, accRUdiQg WR HRQig, iV cRmmiWWed lRQg befRUe AgaYe killV Whe kiQg: ³IW iV Uegicide when the women refuse the 
kiQg¶V RUdeUV WR ZRUk (iQRSeUaWiYiW\) aQd ZheQ Whe\ VeW XS a SaUapolis outside the city in which they rehearse new 
comportments and inaugurate new temporalities (inclination). These more or less nonviolent acts are regicidal in that 
they deny recogQiWiRQ WR Whe kiQg aQd UefXVe hiV aXWhRUiW\.´ (11) I WheUefRUe Uead AUeQdW¶V cUiWiTXe Rf PlaWR aV SaUW Rf a 
greater regicide against the philosopher king and the metaphysical two-world theory upon which his rulership is 
founded.  
491 Koselleck, Reinhart. Critique and Crisis: Enlightenment and the Pathogenesis of Modern Society. MIT Press, 1988, 
116; Koselleck, Reinhart. Kritik Und Krise: Eine Studie Zur Pathogenese Der Bürgerlichen Welt. Suhrkamp, 1976, 97. 
492 AUeQdW, µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\¶, 107.  
493 AUeQdW, µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\¶, 114.  
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alZa\V RQl\ came ³clRVe´ WR a cRQceSW Rf aXWhRUiW\ iQ hiV gUeaW miVViRQ WR aVVXUe YRlXQWaU\ 

obedience, that is, to establish a sound foundation for authority, which was only experienced in 

Roman society. There was no equivalent political experience of authority in Greek society.494 

Those who could enter the political realm ± male Greek citizens of a particular standing ± 

appeared as equals and regulated their affairs by means of argument and persuasion. Rule was 

e[ecXWed e[clXViYel\ iQ Whe SUiYaWe Uealm Rf RQe¶V hRXVehRld.495 AW Whe heaUW Rf PlaWR¶V VeaUch fRU 

authority thus lies the aspiration to escape the frailties of politics springing from a frustration with 

action and human plurality that became, according to Arendt, the very root for a Western 

ShilRVRShical WUadiWiRQ: ³IW iV iQ accRUdaQce ZiWh Whe gUeaW WUadiWiRQ Rf WeVWeUQ WhRXghW WR WhiQk 

along these lines: to accuse freedom of luring man into necessity, to condemn action, the 

spontaneous beginning of something new, because its results fall into a predetermined set of 

relationships, invariably dragging the agent with them, who seems to forfeit his freedom the very 

mRmeQW he makeV XVe Rf iW.´496 IW iV WhiV VeQWimeQW WhaW UeVXUfaceV iQ WebeU¶V (aQd eYeQ mRUe 

SeUWiQeQW iQ SchmiWW¶V) aQ[ieW\ ZiWh Whe iUUaWiRQal aQd daQgeURXV imSXlVeV Rf Whe mXlWiWXde WhaW 

threatens social cohesion and political order. And like Weber and Schmitt after him, Plato put his 

hope on the emergency of a leader that could manoeuvre society through troubled waters and 

therefore quiet the contingency and disorder of human plurality. When Plato began to consider 

the introduction of authority into the handling of public affairs iQ Whe SRliV, ³he kQeZ he ZaV 

seeking an alternative to the common Greek way of handling domestic matters, which was 

persuasion (ʌİȓșİȚȞ) as well as to the common way of handling foreign affairs, which was force 

and violence (ȕȓĮ).´497 He was looking for a form of rule based on voluntary obedience whereby 

men retain their freedom and political capacity: only then, Plato believed, could rule be 

UecRgQi]ed aV legiWimaWe iQ Whe GUeek SRliV. ³WhaW he ZaV lRRkiQg fRU´, AUeQdW Va\V, ³ZaV a 

 
494 In fact, when Dio Cassius wrote history of Rome, he was unable to translate the Roman concept of auctoritas: 
³NeiWheU Whe GUeek laQgXage QRU Whe YaUied e[SeUieQceV iQ GUeek hiVWRU\ VhRZV aQ\ knowledge of authority and the 
kiQd Rf UXle iW imSlieV.´ AUeQdW, µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\?¶, 104. 
495 The household head was free insofar as he had the ability to leave his private realm for the agora, the public space 
where he would move freely amongst other household heads. While he was moving amongst his slaves at home, the 
deVSRW himVelf ZaV QRW fUee Rf UXle. FRU Whe GUeek ciWi]eQV ZhR, aV AUeQdW WellV XV, ZeUe VWill ³bliVVfXll\ XQaZaUe Rf 
HegeliaQ dialecWicV´, aQ\ ³SRZeU WR cReUce ZaV iQcRmSaWible QRW RQl\ ZiWh Whe fUeedRm Rf RWheUV bXW ZiWh [Whe UXleU¶V] 
RZQ fUeedRm aV Zell.´ LeaYiQg Whe SXblic WR a UXleU WhXV iQViVWiQg WhaW Whe VXbjecWV WR hiV UXle VRlel\ fRcXV RQ WheiU RZQ 
private business signified the destruction of the polis altogether as it deprived them the faculty that constitutes the very 
eVVeQce Rf WheiU fUeedRm: ³a SRliV belRQgiQg WR RQe maQ iV QR SRliV´. SRShRcleV, AQWigRQe, aV ciWed iQ AUeQdW, µWhaW iV 
AXWhRUiW\?¶, 105. 
496 Arendt, Hannah. The Human Condition. Edited by Danielle S. Allen and Margaret Canovan, The University of 
Chicago Press, 1998, 234. 
497 AUeQdW, µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\?¶, 93. PlaWR ZaV gXided b\ YaUiRXV mRdelV, iQ Zhich he fRXQd VXch UelaWiRQ, VXch aV 
between the shepherd and his sheep, between the helmsman of a ship and the passengers, between the physician and 
the patient, and most significantly, between the master and the slave. In some of these instances the expert is totally 
confident in his commands, so that he does not need to persuasion or force for the other to comply, in the other instances, 
Whe UXleU aQd Whe UXled belRQg WR alWRgeWheU diffeUeQW caWegRUieV Rf beiQgV, ³RQe Rf Zhich iV alUead\ b\ imSlicaWiRQ 
VXbjecW WR Whe RWheU, aV iQ Whe caVeV Rf Whe VheSheUd aQd hiV flRck RU Whe maVWeU aQd hiV VlaYeV.´ (109) The e[amSleV fRU 
these kinds of relationships, which he repeatedly employs throughout his great political dialogues (The Republic, the 
Stateman, and the Laws), were all taken from instances of the private realm. For this reason, Arendt imagines, Plato 
himself must have found them QRW fXll\ VaWiVf\iQg. (³PlaWR himVelf iURQicall\ cRQclXdeV WhaW QR maQ, RQl\ a gRd, cRXld 
UelaWe WR hXmaQ beiQgV aV Whe VheSheUd UelaWeV WR hiV VheeS´.) AQd \eW, he UeWXUQed WR Whem Wime aQd agaiQ iQ hiV 
jXVWificaWiRQ fRU Whe UXle Rf Whe ShilRVRSheU, ³because only in these instances of glaring inequality could rule be exerted 
ZiWhRXW Vei]XUe Rf SRZeU aQd Whe SRVVeVViRQ Rf Whe meaQV Rf YiRleQce.´ (109)  
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relationship in which the compelling element lies in the relationship itself and is prior to the actual 

iVVXaQce Rf cRmmaQdV.´498 What needed to be established was the authority of the philosopher, a 

legitimate position of power in hierarchy that was recognized both by the ruler and the ruled.  

 

AUeQdW highlighWV WhaW Whe ShilRVRSheU¶V SRViWiRQ Rf aXWhRUiW\ iV QRW aW all a maWWeU Rf cRXUVe, bXW 

requires Plato to modify, first his own philosophy, and second, his account of the public realm.499 

Arendt emphasizes that most prominently in the Symposium and the Phaedrus, and even at the 

beginning of The Republic, the highest idea is the Beautiful (kalon) and the philosopher is defined 

as a lover of Beauty.500 With that, neither the ideas, nor the philosopher, have anything ³ZhaWeYeU 

to do with politics, political experience, and the problem of action, but pertain exclusively to 

ShilRVRSh\, Whe e[SeUieQce Rf cRQWemSlaWiRQ, aQd Whe TXeVW fRU Whe ³WUXe beiQg Rf WhiQgV.´501 For 

this reason the return of the philosopher in the parable of the cave in The Republic appears as a 

strange break with the otherwise progressive and ascending linearity of the narrative. The 

teleological structure of the parable until then indicates that with the exit from the cave and the 

perception of the highest form of truth, that which illuminates and shines forth in itself, the 

adventure of the philosopher is concluded. The philosopher, however, remains a mixed being and, 

Arendt reminds us, a great part of him still belongs to the commonly shared humaniW\: ³he iV µa 

maQ amRQg meQ, a mRUWal amRQg mRUWalV, aQd a ciWi]eQ amRQg ciWi]eQV¶´502. And so he returns to 

his fellow men. However, qua philosopher he struggles to readapt to life in the cave and is not 

able to communicate to his fellows what he had encountered during his adventurous journey. In 

The Republic, Arendt points out, Plato modifies the highest idea as the Good (agathon) in order 

to tackle the political irrelevance of his own teaching. The idea of the Good allowed his ideas to 

becRme XVefXl, aV gRRd iQ Whe GUeek YRcabXlaU\ iV alZa\V XQdeUVWRRd aV ³gRRd fRU´ RU ³fiW fRU«´:   

 
If the highest idea. In which all other ideas must partake in order to be ideas at all, is that 
of fitness, then the ideas are applicable by definition, and in the hands of the philosopher, 
the expert in ideas, they can become rules and standards or, as later in the Laws, they can 
become laws.  

 

 
498 AUeQdW, µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\?¶, 109.  
499 AUeQdW, µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\?¶, 109. 
500 AUeQdW, µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\?¶, 112. 
501 Arendt, µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\?¶, 112-114. ³IQVRfaU aV Whe ShilRVRSheU iV QRWhiQg bXW a ShilRVRSheU, hiV TXeVW eQdV ZiWh 
the contemplation of the highest truth, which, since it illuminates everything else, is also the highest beauty; but insofar 
as the philosopher is a man among men, a mortal among mortals, and a citizen among citizens, he must take his truth 
and transform it into a set of rules, by virtue of which transformation he then may claim to become an actual ruler ± the 
king-ShilRVRSheU.´ (214) AUeQdW e[SlicaWeV WhaW Whe idea WhaW WheUe iV ³a VXSUeme aUW Rf meaVXUemeQW´ aQd WhaW Whe 
philosopher qua philosopher is in the position to measure does not run through the whole of PlaWR¶V ShilRVRSh\, iW iV 
specific to his political theory. (283, footnote 11) 
502 AUeQdW, µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\¶, 114. AUeQdW WakeV XS Whe Wheme Rf Whe VSliW beiQg Rf Whe ShilRVRSheU agaiQ iQ The Life 
of the Mind (1981), this time focusing on the vocabulary of body and mind. According to this, the philosopher qua 
philosopher aims to leave behind all worldly things including his own body. For Arendt, this is a misguided imaginary 
as it is only in death that we can rid ourselves from our bodily existence. This is why for her metaphysical thought 
constitutes a philosophy of death, which she aims to resist by putting the notion of birth at the very center of her thought. 
See Hannah Arendt, The Life of the Mind, One-volume ed, A Harvest Book (San Diego: Harcourt, Inc, 1981), 79-85. 
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With WhiV ³Vl\´ VXbVWiWXWiRQ Rf BeaXW\ ZiWh GRRd iQ Whe Vi[Wh bRRk Rf The Republic, the ideas now 

are understood as standards that are valid not only for the philosophical realm, but for human 

affairs in general. Determined to stabilize the public for the safety of the philosopher, Plato 

iQWeQded WR VXbmiW Whe ZRUldl\ Uealm WR WheVe abVRlXWe VWaQdaUdV, ³Whe WUXWh abRXW WhRVe WhiQgV 

which in their very nature were everlasting and from which, therefore, principles could be derived 

WR VWabili]e hXmaQ affaiUV.´503 The challenge that remained for Plato was therefore to find a way 

to transfer the compelling force of truth from the sphere of theoretical insight or logical 

demonstration to the realm of human affairs.  

 

In order to provide the ideas with an authoritative force, Plato further transforms the meaning of 

WUXWh iWVelf. IQ a leWWeU WR KaUl JaVSeUV, AUeQdW ZUiWeV WhaW ³iQ Whe SUeVeQWaWiRQ Rf Whe caYe Vimile, 

WUXWh iV WUaQVfRUmed RQ Whe Vl\ iQWR cRUUecWQeVV, aQd cRQVeTXeQWl\, ideaV iQWR VWaQdaUdV.´504 Here, 

Arendt acknowledges her debt to her teacher Martin Heidegger, who detects this sly substitution 

iQ hiV ³gUeaW´ UeadiQg, Plato’s Doctrine of Truth (1998; Platons Lehre von der Wahrheit, 2018).  

In his influential reading, Heidegger discloses how Plato transforms the original meaning of truth 

as unconcealment (ਕȜȒșİȚĮ) until it becomes identical with correctness (ੑȡșȩĲȘȢ). According to 

the idea of unconcealment, eYeU\ ³RSeQ UegiRQ´ RU cleaUiQg Rf WUXWh SUeVXSSRVeV a daUkQeVV WhaW 

surrounds it ± a realm that is concealed or hidden ± which means that all disclosure of truth is 

necessarily partial or, at least, relational. Correctness, on the other hand, presupposes that truth is 

already accessible and thus implies the availability of an all-enlightened perspective, a realm of 

fXll aQd fiQal SUeVeQce. HeideggeU WUaceV hRZ, deVSiWe VSeakiQg Rf ³ਕȜȒșİȚĮ´ WhURXghRXW Whe 

simile, Plato effaces the struggle that necessarily precedes any unconcealment and instead poses 

correctness as the guiding principle from the very beginning of the narrative. Plato describes the 

unconcealed in the realm of ideas as more un-concealed (ਕȜȒșȑıĲİࢫ)505 thus truer-than, as the 

artificially illuminated things within the cave are truer than their shadows. The unconcealed that 

is reached by exiting the cave becomes the most un-concealed (Unverborgenste): Ĳ੹ 

ਕȜȒșȑıĲĮĲĮ.506 The transit of the philosopher from the cave into the realm of ideas, accordingly, 

is by no means an aimless wandering; it is a progressive movement, an ascent that is driven by 

the experience of truth in its superior form within the cave and culminates when the philosopher 

exits the cave and steps into the brightness of the sun, where he finds truth present in its absolute 

 
503 AUeQdW, HaQQah. µTUXWh aQd PRliWicV¶. Between Past and Future. Eight Exercises in Political Thought, Penguin, 
2006, 228.  
504 Arendt in a letter to Jaspers, cited in MigXel AbeQVRXU aQd MaUWiQ BUeaXgh, µAgaiQVW Whe SRYeUeigQW\ Rf PhilRVRShy 
RYeU PRliWicV: AUeQdW¶V ReadiQg Rf PlaWR¶V CaYe AllegRU\¶, SRcial ReVeaUch 74, QR. 4, HaQQah AUeQdW'V CeQWeQaU\: 
Political and Philosophical Perspectives, Part II (Winter 2007): 955±82, 956. 
505  HeideggeU, MaUWiQ. µPlaWR¶V DRcWUiQe Rf TUXWh¶. PaWhmaUkV, edited by William McNeill, Cambridge University 
PUeVV, 1998, 170. HeideggeU, MaUWiQ. µPlaWRQ¶V LehUe YRQ DeU WahUheiW¶. WegmaUkeQ, KlRVWeUmaQQ, 2013, 221. 
Subsequently, I will reference the English text and add the page number of the German in brackets, as I worked on the 
basis the original text.  
506 HeideggeU, µPlaWR¶V DRcWUiQe Rf TUXWh¶, 170 (221). Heidegger adds that Plato does not utilize Ĳ੹ ਕȜȒșȑıĲĮĲĮ in the 
We[W Rf Whe caYe VimilaU bXW iQVWead ³iQ Whe cRUUeVSRQdiQg aQd eTXall\ eVVeQWial e[amiQaWiRQ at the beginning of the VI. 
BRRk Rf Whe PRliWeia.´  
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form. This means that inside the cave, truth is also experienced as the truth of ideas; however, it 

is merely present in the inferior, relative form of the merely truer-than, that is, as shadows and 

the artificial light of the fire, which are described by Plato as being nurtured by the sun. Shadows 

and fire are thus ontologically the subsidiary off-spring of the sun, and the truth is, first and 

foremost, experienced as lack.507 Plato reiterates this relationship through his depiction of the 

difficulty the philosopher experiences upon his return into the cave from the realm of ideas: the 

adYeQWXUeU¶V VighW abideV WR Ue-adapt to the shadows. After experiencing the brightness of the sun 

and the stars, shadows are now perceived as exactly that, the mere reflection of the sun (truth) 

aQd WhXV aV chimeUical. The VWilWed liQeaUiW\ Rf PlaWR¶V QaUUaWiYe echReV ZhaW HeideggeU deVcUibeV 

aV Whe PlaWRQic ³\RkiQg Rf WUXWh WR ideaV´508, which provokes a straightening out and aligning of 

the whole of Western philosophy.509 HeideggeU VWUeVVeV Whe hiVWRUiciW\ Rf PlaWR¶V degUadaWiRQ Rf 

appearances, a devaluation he sees as a turning point in Greek thought which implicated the 

deVWiQ\ Rf Whe WeVW: ³IW ZaV iQ Whe SRShiVWV aQd PlaWR WhaW aSSearance was declared to be mere 

appearance and thus degraded. At the same time being, as idea, was exalted to a supersensory 

realm. A chasm, chorismo, was created between the merely apparent being here below and real 

beiQg VRmeZheUe RQ high.´510 Heidegger himself did not recognize the momentous political 

consequences of this transformation, Arendt notes:  

 

CRUUecWQeVV iQdeed, aQd QRW WUXWh, ZRXld be UeTXiUed if Whe ShilRVRSheU¶V kQRZledge iV Whe 
ability to measure. Although he explicitly mentions the risks the philosopher runs when he 
is forced to return to the cave, Heidegger is not aware of the political context in which the 
parable appears.511  

 

The introduction of a philosophical concept of authority to politics, as Arendt reveals in her 

reading, was possible through the reversal of the hierarchy between the worldly realm of 

appearances and the philosophical realm of ideas and absolute truths, and with that the 

transformation of the worldly realm itself. Hence, what is most fateful for Arendt is that PlaWR¶V 

transformation of truth deprives human affairs, the results of speech and action, of any dignity of 

their own and instead subordinates them to a superior truth which exists outside their realm.512 

Again, Plato recurs to imagery:  

 
507 Against that, Heidegger points out that the cave in itself constitutes a realm of unconcealed truth. The German term 
³H|hle”, Zhich deQRWeV VRmeWhiQg WhaW iV ³hRllRZ´, VigQifieV Whe ambigXRXV Velf-containment of space as the cave 
refers to what is outside itself (außerhalb); it is a space which is at once closed toward another and open in itself. See 
EilaQd, HRZaUd. µThe PedagRg\ Rf ShadRZ: HeideggeU aQd PlaWR¶. Boundary 2, vol. 16, no. 2/3, 1989, 26. 
508 HeideggeU, µPlaWR¶V DRcWUiQe Rf TUXWh¶, 176 (230). With Platonism, correctness becomes the sole determination of 
truth in the Western thought (fRU HeideggeU, WhiV maUkV Whe eQd Rf ShilRVRSh\.) See EilaQd, µThe PedagRg\ Rf ShadRZ¶, 
29. 
509 EilaQd, µThe PedagRg\ Rf ShadRZ¶, 30.  
510 ³IQ WhaW chaVm ChUiVWiaQiW\ VeWWled dRZQ, aW Whe Vame Wime UeiQWeUSUeWiQg Whe lRZeU aV cUeaWed aQd Whe higheU aV 
creator. These refashioned weapons it turned against antiquity (as paganism) and so disfigured it. Nietzsche was right 
iQ Va\iQg WhaW ChUiVWiaQiW\ iV PlaWRQiVm fRU Whe SeRSle.´ Heidegger, Martin. Introduction to Metaphysics. Translated by 
Gregory Fried and Richard Polt, Yale University Press, 2014, 106. See also Villa, Arendt and Heidegger, 153.  
511 AUeQdW, µWhat is Authorit\¶, 284 (footnotes). 
512 AUeQdW, µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\?¶, 115.  
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Plato depicts the lives of the inhabitants as though they too were interested only in seeing: 
first the images on the screen, then the things themselves in the dim light of the fire in the 
cave, until finally those who want to see truth itself must leave the common world of the 
cave altogether and embark upon their new adventure all by themselves.513  

 

The realm of human affairs (cave dwelling) comes to be defined according to philosophical 

standards as if the interest of the philosopher and the interest of man qua man perfectly coincide. 

But throughout her work Arendt resists both this privileging of philosophy and the insistence that 

aSSeaUaQceV RU ³VXUfaceV´ aUe Whe imSortant and meaningful mode of being. Arendt instead argues 

that it is the doxastic dimensions of the public realm, which Plato dismisses as mere shadowy 

reflection of the truth, that are meaningful for the perception of ourselves and reality. The political 

realm ± contingent, composed of appearance and a plethora of perspectives that are exchanged 

and enlarged in the interaction with others ± stands directly opposed to the idea of absolute truths, 

which is why Plato understood that it was first imperative to deprive opinions of their legitimacy: 

³[T]R Whe ciWi]eQV e[chaQgiQg RSiQiRQV abRXW hXmaQ affaiUV Zhich ZeUe WhemVelYeV iQ a VWaWe Rf 

constant flux, the philosopher opposed the truth about those things which in their very nature were 

everlasting and from Zhich, WheUefRUe, SUiQciSleV cRXld be deUiYed WR VWabili]e hXmaQ affaiUV.´514 

With the intention to escape the frailty of human affairs, Plato attempted to rid politics of its very 

condition: human plurality. Human affairs, the results of speech and action, are deprived of any 

dignity of their own and instead become subjected to the domination of something outside their 

realm.515 If, fRllRZiQg Michael HaaU, QihiliVm iV XQdeUVWRRd aV Whe cRQYicWiRQ WhaW ³WhiV ZRUld iV 

worth nothing and nothing is worth anythiQg´ fURm ZheUe RQe WheQ SURceedV WR cRQceiYe a ³WUXe 

ZRUld´ Zhich, iQ cRQWUaVW WR Whe ZRUld maUked b\ hXmaQ SlXUaliW\, SRVVeVVeV VWabiliW\ (XQiW\, 

ideQWiW\, eWeUQiW\), WheQ ³Whe diYiViRQ Rf Whe WZR ZRUldV, Whe feaW XQdeUWakeQ b\ PlaWR, cRQVWiWXWeV 

the nihiliVWic acW SaU e[celleQce.´516 

 

Plato hoped to have found a form of coercion that promised to be more effective than persuasion, 

whilst at the same time needing no violence. Early in his search Plato discovered that truth, in 

being self-evident, compels the mind, making persuasion no longer necessary. This kind of rule 

therefore promised obedience to be voluntary, and not forced. With the displacement of truth from 

the realm of human affairs, where truth as the product of political deliberation and the exchange 

 
513 AUeQdW, µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\?¶, 114.  
514 AUeQdW, HaQQah. µTUXWh aQd PRliWicV¶. Between Past and Future. Eight Exercises in Political Thought, Penguin, 
2006, 233. 
515 See AUeQdW, µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\?¶, 115.  
516 Michael Haar, cited in Villa, Arendt and Heidegger, 98. Villa highlights the parallel between Nietzsche and Arendt 
for both turn to the aesthetic aspect of action as a way to resist what they consider to be truly nihilist, namely the 
devaluation of worldliness that stretches all the way from Plato to the present. In this regard, Arendt is similarly 
suspicious of the belief in a future state driving modern revolutionary thought, whereby authority, too, is understood in 
theological terms. See Arendt, µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\?¶, 135. ReiQhaUdW KRVelleck¶V highlighWV iWV URle fRU a cRXQWeU-theory 
Rf aXWhRUiW\: ³BRXUgRiV maQ, cRQdemQed WR a QRQ-political role, sought refuge in Utopia. It gave him security and 
power. It was the indirect political power par excelleQce iQ ZhRVe Qame Whe AbVRlXWiVW SWaWe ZaV RYeUWhURZQ.´ 
Koselleck, Critique and Crisis, 184.  
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of opinion is always contestable and negotiated, truth in itself becomes authoritative ± endowed, 

however, with an authoritarian force: 

 

Authority implies an obedience in which men retain their freedom, and Plato hoped to 
have found such an obedience when, in his old age, he bestowed upon the laws that quality 
which would make them undisputable rulers over the whole public realm. Yet the 
rulership of these laws was construed in an obviously despotic rather than authoritarian 
manner, the clearest sign of which is that Plato was led to speak of them in terms of 
private household affairs, and not in political terms.517 

 

As Plato depoliticizes truth, it is no longer dependent on negotiation, but also no longer 

negotiable. The validity of philosophical truths is absolute. 

 

This transvaluation of the truth also affects the authority of the philosopher qua expert. Plato 

transformed truth in a way that it is no longer a cosmic manifestation. Instead, it is always already 

accessible, and its perception now merely hinges upon the correct gaze.518 Seeing and seen 

knowledge become the only decisive factors; the question is now how the realm of human affairs 

is ordered accordingly. With that, the way is paved for the philosopher to step into the position of 

authority, because even though truth is theoretically accessible to everyone, he is the only one to 

have perceived these standards and is thus equipped to share them with his fellow men. Plato 

intended to establish a relationship in which the philosopher qua philosopher is evidently in the 

position Rf aXWhRUiW\, aV Whe e[SeUW ZhR kQRZV hRZ WR ³Vee´; fRU WhaW he VhRXld be UecRgQi]ed aV 

Whe RQe ³cRmSelled WR lifW XS Whe UadiaQW lighW Rf WheiU [hiV fellRZ meQ¶V¶] VRXlV´, WhXV eTXiSSed 

to rule and order the polis accordingly.519 The philosopher returns as a king. His authority, 

however, is directly derived from truth itself, and it was truth, not the philosopher strictly 

speaking, which would rule: 

 

Here, it is true, the compelling power does not lie in the person or in the inequality as 
such, but in the ideas which are perceived by the philosopher. These ideas can be used as 
measures of human behavior because they transcend the sphere of human affairs in the 
same way that a yardstick transcends, is outside and beyond, all things whose length it 
can measure. In the parable of the cave in The Republic, the sky of ideas stretches above 
the cave of human existence, and therefore can become its standard.520 

 
517 AUeQdW, µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\¶, 105-106. Arendt notes that the mere exchange of personal opinion is, of course, not 
VXfficieQW: ³The mRmeQW WhiV VSeech becRmeV VeSaUaWed fURm Whe VeeQ eYideQce, fRU iQVWaQce, ZheQ RWheU SeRSle¶V 
opinions or thoughts are repeated, it acquires the same inauthenticity that for Plato characterizes the image as compared 
WR Whe RUigiQal.´ AUeQdW, The Life of the Mind (Thinking), 112. 
518 ThiV iV ZhaW leWV HeideggeU cRQcede WhaW ³if RQe aVkV fRU Whe eVVeQce Rf WUXWh Whe TXeVWiRQ iV alUead\ aQVZeUed´. 
Heidegger, Grundfragen der Philosophie: Ausgewählte Probleme der Logik (Basic Questions of Philosophy: Selected 
Problems of Logic), cited in GeRUg R|mSS, µWeVeQ DeU WahUheiW UQd WahUheiW DeV WeVeQV. hbeU DeQ 
ZXVammeQhaQg YRQ WahUheiW UQd UQYeUbRUgeQheiW Im DeQkeQ HeideggeUV¶, ZeiWVchUifW F�U PhilRVRShiVche 
Forschung 40, no. 2 (June 1986): 181±205, 188, translation my own.  
519 Plato. The Republic. Indianapolis: Hackett Pub. Co, 1992, 540a. 
520 AUeQdW, µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\?¶, 109.  
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The fact that the source of authority in The Republic is neither a group nor an individual, but 

instead the set of transcendent standards was promising, and it became paradigmatic for the 

Western concept of authority.521 For the transformation of the ideas of measures, Plato is guided 

b\ allegRUieV fRUm Whe aUWV aQd cUafWV, fRU WheVe ³aUe alVR gXided b\ ³ideaV,´ («) YiVXali]ed b\ Whe 

iQQeU e\e Rf Whe cUafWVmaQ, ZhR WheQ UeSURdXceV Whem iQ UealiW\ WhURXgh imiWaWiRQ.´522 For 

HeideggeU, PlaWR¶V deSicWiRQ Rf Whe ideaV aV laVWiQg blXeSUiQWV iQYRked Whe VXbjecW Rf mRdeUQ 

philosophy who produces by (re)presenting and setting before. The philosopher king, like the 

cUafWVmaQ, ³VeeV´ Whe idea Rf Whe SURdXcW he ZaQWV WR cUeaWe, ³iQ Whe Vame VeQVe WhaW Whe µidea¶ Rf 

a bed in general is the standard for making and judging the fitness of all particular manufactured 

bedV.´523 Any form of action that follows is thereby merely derived, it merely executes whatever 

is necessary for the achievement of a determined end. With the substitution of action with making 

and the analogies relating to fabrication and craft, Plato finds an opportunity to justify the 

otherwise dubious parallels to those examples of expert knowledge and specialization.524  

 

Here the concept of the expert enters the realm of political action for the first time, and 
the statesman is understood to be competent to deal with human affairs in the same sense 
as the carpenter is competent to make furniture or the physician to heal the sick.525 

 

For Arendt, analogies like these allow Plato to be carried away, slipping into a dangerous 

preference for tyrannical forms of governing. This is most significant when contemplating the 

proper way to found new communities, for it is here that foundation is seen in light of the 

³makiQg´ SURceVV: ³If Whe UeSXblic iV WR be made b\ VRmebRd\ ZhR iV Whe SRliWical eTXiYaleQW Rf 

a craftsman or artist, in accordance with an established ĲȑȤȞȘ [tékhnƝ] and the rules and 

meaVXUemeQWV Yalid iQ WhiV SaUWicXlaU ³aUW,´ Whe W\UaQW iV iQdeed iQ Whe beVW SRViWiRQ WR achieYe Whe 

SXUSRVe.´526 

 

Arendt, however, argues that Plato here entangles himself in a contradiction between the self-

evidence of truth, which is necessary to assure that obedience is voluntary, and the insistence that 

only the few are able to perceive the truth: 

 

Closely connected with this choice of examples and analogies (of making) is the element 
Rf YiRleQce, Zhich iV VR glaUiQgl\ eYideQW iQ PlaWR¶V XWRSiaQ UeSXblic aQd acWXall\ 

 
521 AUeQdW, µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\?¶, 110. See heUe AUeQdW¶V aUgXmeQW WhaW Whe diffeUeQce beWZeeQ Whe SeUVRQal UXle Rf Whe 
philosopher-kiQg, ³Whe e[SeUW Rf ideaV,´ RU Whe UXleV Rf laZ (aV laWeU iQ PlaWR¶V Laws) iV ³Qegligible.´ The UeaVRQ fRU WhiV 
iV WhaW, ³The acWXal cRQVeTXeQce if WhiV SRliWical iQWeUSUeWaWiRQ Rf Whe dRcWUiQe Rf ideaV ZRXld be WhaW QeiWheU maQ QRU a 
gRd iV Whe meaVXUe Rf all WhiQgV, bXW Whe gRRd iWVelf.´ (113) 
522 AUeQdW, µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\?¶, 110. 
523 AUeQdW, µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\?¶, 110. 
524 AUeQdW, µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\?¶, 111. 
525 AUeQdW, µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\?¶, 111. 
526 AUeQdW, µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\?¶, 112. 
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constantly defeats his great concern for assuring voluntary obedience, that is, for 
establishing a sound foundation for what, since the Romans, we call authority.527 

 

The contemplation of truths is done in silent solitude. Platonic truth, which carries throughout the 

metaphysical tradition in terms of the immediacy between the object and its perception, or the 

self-evidence and immediate authority of the true, is ineffable by definition. It relies on the same 

self-evidence that forces us to admit the identity of an object the moment it is before the eyes.  

Plato is now caught in a paradox: the only way that philosophical truth can truly acquire authority 

in the worldly realm is when each and every citizen sees it for themselves. It would be complete 

aQd XWWeU VileQce WhaW cRXld ³cRmmXQicaWe´ WhiV agUeemeQW, aV QR delibeUaWiRQ ZRXld be QeceVVaU\. 

In Philosophy and Politics (1990), AUeQdW SRiQWV WR PlaWR¶V cRQVSicXRXV VileQce regarding 

political life in the cave which deprives it of any of the characteristics of human affairs:  

 
It belongs to the puzzling aspects of the allegory of the cave that Plato depicts its inhabitants 
as frozen, chained before a screen, without any possibility of doing anything or 
communicating with one another. Indeed, the two politically most significant words 
designating human activity, talk and action (lexis and praxis), are conspicuously absent 
from the whole story.528  
 

AUeQdW aUgXeV WhaW ³YiRleQce begins where speech ends;´ it is ³mXWe.´529 Truth as derived from 

the philosophical realm is silent and silencing, despotic and disempowering, for it does not arise 

from negotiation and deliberation but demands lone acquiescence.  

 

Arendt highlights that the hierarchy between men, the difference between those who see and those 

who do not, the hierarchy upon which the authority of the philosopher is justified, is not at all a 

lRgical cRQVeTXeQce Rf PlaWR¶V ShilRVRShical ideaV. IW iV UaWheU mRVW fRUcefXll\ e[SUeVVed iQ Whe 

parable of the cave, which iV Zh\ iW iV WemSWiQg WR aWWUibXWe WR iW Whe VWaWXV Rf aQ idea. YeW, ³iW ZaV 

QRW deSeQdeQW XSRQ acceSWaQce Rf WhiV dRcWUiQe, bXW deSeQded mXch mRUe XSRQ aQ aWWiWXde´, 

Qamel\ Whe idea WhaW RQl\ Whe feZ aUe caSable Rf ³Whe VXUSUiVed ZRQdeU´ (șĮȣȝȐȗİȚȞ) and thereby 

haYe acceVV WR WUXWh. ThiV agaiQ iV caSWXUed iQ Whe VWRU\liQe Rf PlaWR¶V SaUable. FRU PlaWR, edXcaWiRQ 

cannot be the craft of inducing knowledge into the soul, but instead it is a transformative process 

in which the whole soul is redirected towards the perception the highest ideas: ³PaWieQWl\, VWeS-

by-step, the soul engages, enowns, indwells the strange realm of beings to which it is exposed 

 
527 AUeQdW, µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\?¶, 111. AQRWheU Za\ iQ Zhich PlaWR aWWemSWed WR UeVRlYe WhiV dilemma ZeUe ³UaWheU 
lengthy tales about the hereafter with rewards and punishments, which he hoped would be believed literally by the 
many and whose usage he therefore recommended to the attention of the few at the close of most of his political 
dialogues. In view of the enormous influence these tales have exerted upon the images of hell in religious thought, it is 
of some importance to note that they were originally designed for purely political purposes. In Plato they are simply an 
ingenious device to enforce obedience upon those who are not subject to the compelling power of reason, without 
acWXall\ XViQg e[WeUQal YiRleQce.´ (111) 
528 AUeQdW, HaQQah. µPhilRVRSh\ aQd PRliWicV¶. Social Research, vol. 57, no. 1, Spring 1990, 96.  
529 AUeQdW, HaQQah. µUQdeUVWaQdiQg aQd PRliWicV. (The DifficXlWieV Rf UQdeUVWaQdiQg)¶. Essays in Understanding, 1930-
1954: Formation, Exile, and Totalitarianism, edited by Jerome Kohn, Schocken Books, 2005, 308; also Arendt, On 
Revolution, 9.  
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(ausgesetzt, here chiming with versetzt, WUaQVSRUWed, diVSlaced).´530 The transformation of the 

philosopher becomes manifest in the painful experience of the philosopher, whose gaze has 

adapted to the bright sunlight of the ideas, when he returns to the cave and is unable to re-adapt 

to life in shadowy existence, to which his fellow men are still detained. (Indeed, he is so estranged 

from his fellow man that his life becomes threatened.) It is as if he becomes a different category 

of man, at the least a mixed being, and an expert in truth whose authority is thereby legitimized 

just as a doctor is authorized to cure by his expertise in medicine. The only time the inhabitants 

act in the cave parable, is when they rise up against the philosopher, threatened by his 

incomprehensible words, which for them are a sign of mere lunacy. Here, it becomes clear that 

the philosopher qua philosopher holds no authority over his fellow men. In the philosophical 

realm language loses its meaning for there is nothing to communicate. Everything would already 

be present. In fact, any form of language acts against metaphysical truth: language is a medium, 

it is wild; it translates, transforms, disseminates.531 Language both communicates and produces 

difference, it therefore always only communicates semblances of truth rather than truth itself. 

 

[PlaWR] WellV Rf Whe ShilRVRSheU¶V lRVV Rf RUieQWation in human affairs, of the blindness 
striking the eyes, of the predicament of not being able to communicate what he has seen, 
and of the actual danger to his life which thereby arises. It is in this predicament that the 
philosopher resorts to what he has seen, the ideas, as standards and measures, and finally, 
in fear of his life, uses them as instruments of domination.532 
 

Here, Arendt argues, Plato expresses a deep ambivalence toward the political realm. Indeed, this 

is what for her constitutes the true content of the simile in The Republic, ³Zhich afWeU all iV WRld 

in the context of a strictly political dialogue searching fRU Whe beVW fRUm Rf gRYeUQmeQW.´533  

 

One cannot understand Plato without bearing in mind both his repeated empathic 
insistence on the philosophic irrelevance of [the worldly] realm, which he always warned 
should not be taken too seriously, and the fact that he himself, in distinction to nearly all 
philosophers who came after him, still took human affairs so seriously that he changed 
the very center of his thought to make it applicable to politics.534 

 

AUeQdW highlighWV WhaW Whe aXWhRUiW\ Rf ³hXmaQ affaiUV´ aV XQdeUVWRRd iQ WeVWeUQ SRliWicV afWeU 

PlaWR fiQdV iWV URRWV aQd iWV demiVe iQ Whe iQceSWiRQ aQd Whe decliQe Rf meWaSh\VicV. IWV ³backbRQe´, 

 
530 EilaQd, µThe PedagRg\ Rf ShadRZ¶, 25. Heidegger captures with his reference to Whe GeUmaQ idea Rf ³BildXQg´ 
(education) which incorporates a double meaning of image and thus the idea of guidance through an image, and 
secondly it refers to the notion of the minting of the soul, i.e., the transformation of the human being in their totality 
(Prägung). Heidegger, Plato’s Doctrine of Truth, 165, 166 (215, 217).   
531 FRU Whe UelaWiRQVhiS beWZeeQ laQgXage aQd WUXWh Vee alVR HeideggeU¶V lecWXUe Language (2009, Die Sprache, 2018) 
532AUeQdW, µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\¶, 109-110. In The Life of the Mind, Arendt elaborates this ambiguity arguing that the 
hieUaUchi]aWiRQ Rf ³WUXe beiQg´ RYeU ³meUe aSSeaUaQce´ caQQRW be XSheld: ³IW dReV lRRk aV WhRXgh BeiQg, RQce made 
manifest, overruled appearances ± except that nobody so far has succeeded in living in a world that does not manifest 
iWVelf Rf iWV RZQ accRUd.´ (Thinking, 26)  
533 AUeQdW, µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\¶, 113.  
534 HaQQah AUeQdW, µPhilRVRSh\ aQd PRliWicV¶, SRcial ReVeaUch 57, QR. 1 (SSUiQg 1990): 73±103, 96. 
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as Reiner Schürrmann calls it, is the idea of a ground of authority beyond the realm of human 

affairs.535 Only then is it possible to separate knowing from doing and thus reconstitute the realm 

of human affairs as one of hierarchy and rule, whereby ruler and ruled are posited, rather than 

negotiated, according to principles of superior virtue, reason, or knowledge.  

 

AUeQdW¶V cUiWiTXe Rf Whe GUeek cRQceSWXaliVaWiRQ Rf aXWhRUiW\ demRQVWUaWeV WhaW iW ZaV QRW aW all a 

WheRUiVaWiRQ Rf a SRliWical e[SeUieQce, aV Whe RRmaQ¶V had iQ Whe fRUm Rf auctoritas that was part 

and parcel of their politics life. Instead, it was a political gesture of imposing rule and hierarchy 

on the polis that was marked by the contingency of human plurality and the interaction between 

equals. Behind there stands a deeply anti-political sentiment: the immobilization of political 

action, which promises the possibility of ever new beginnings, for the preservation of stability 

and order. By demonstrating that this specific conceptualisation of authority was not only political 

in motive, but also entailed the strategic transformation of philosophical truth into a standard for 

human affairs that holds absolute validity, Arendt demonstrates that this specific understanding 

of authority itself is not absolute but contingent. It is for this reason that she can claim that only 

WhiV ³YeU\ VSecific fRUm Zhich had beeQ Yalid WhURXghRXW Whe WeVWeUQ ZRUld RYeU a lRQg SeUiRd 

Rf Wime´ haV YaQiVhed fURm WhiV ZRUld, aQd ³QR VXch aXWhRUiW\ iQ geQeUal.´536 In the following, I 

WXUQ WR AUeQdW¶V fabXliVW UeQdeUiQg Rf Whe American experience of founding, which according to 

Honig (1991, 1993) and also Kalyvas (2008), which constitutes an attempt to construct a 

replacement, an understanding of authority that departs from the premise of human plurality and 

freedom. In On Revolution (2016), Arendt indeed turns to two very different revolutionary 

experiences of modernity, the French and the American Revolution, for it was in these instances 

that men were directly challenged to begin something in modernity. Arendt poses the question of 

how this beginning could turn into something more stable, how it could gain an authoritative 

thrust that provides the new body politic with stability and permanence, rather than being swept 

away again by the same revolutionary forces from which it sprang ± all this, without the ability 

WR UeWXUQ WR Whe ³Rld baQQiVWeUV´ Rf meWaSh\Vical abVRlXWeV. I agUee ZiWh HRQig WhaW AUeQdW 

ultimately is not able to provide an understanding of authority that is free from essentialist claims. 

However, I shift the focXV WRZaUd aQ eYeQ mRUe VeUiRXV SURblemaWic Rf AUeQdW¶V aWWemSW WR gURXQd 

authority in what she renders to be a pure political and extraordinary event: it risks reiterating the 

metaphysical gesture of abandoning the paradoxical tensions within human affairs for an 

understanding of authority that is safe from democratic contestation.  

 

 

 

 
535 Schürmann, Reiner. Heidegger on Being and Acting: From Principles to Anarchy. Translated by Christine-Marie 
Gros, Indiana University Press, 1987, 6; see also Villa, Arendt and Heidegger, 116.  
536 AUeQdW, µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\?¶, 92.  
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3. The limits of extraordinary authority 
 

Both the French and American revolutionaries were eager to revive the foundations that were lost 

in the form of a new body SRliWic, RQe WhaW ZaV able WR ³UeQeZ Whe bURkeQ WhUead Rf WUadiWiRQ´ aQd 

³UeVWRUe ZhaW fRU VR maQ\ ceQWXUieV had eQdRZed Whe affaiUV Rf meQ ZiWh VRme meaVXUe Rf digQiW\ 

aQd gUeaWQeVV.´537 The task of foundation, according to Arendt, was coupled with the task of the 

cRQVWiWXWiRQ aQd legiWimaWiRQ Rf laZ, Rf ³deYiViQg aQd imSRViQg XSRQ meQ a QeZ aXWhRUiW\, Zhich, 

however, had to be designed in such a way that it would fit and step into the shoes of the old 

absolute that derived from a God-giYeQ aXWhRUiW\,´ aQd WhXV ZaV WhRXghW WR ³VXSeUVed[e] aQ 

earthly order whose ultimate sanction had been the commands of an omnipotent God and whose 

fiQal VRXUce Rf legiWimac\ had beeQ Whe QRWiRQ Rf aQ iQcaUQaWiRQ Rf GRd RQ eaUWh.´538 The problem 

the revolutionary faced was that those who come together to found a new body politic are 

WhemVelYeV ³XQcRQVWiWXWiRQal, WhaW iV, Whe\ haYe QR aXWhRUiW\ WR dR ZhaW Whe\ haYe VeW RXW WR 

achieYe.´539 What they set out is exactly to lay down the fundamental law, i.e., the legal 

framework which VeUYeV aV a ³higheU laZ´ fURm ZheUe all VXbVeTXeQW acWiRQV cRXld deUiYe WheiU 

legitimacy and which can act as a source of authority in itself.  

The great problem of politics, which compare to the problem of squaring the circle in 
geRmeWU\ « [iV]: HRZ WR fiQd a fRUm Rf gRYeUQmeQW Zhich SXWV Whe laZ abRYe maQ.¶ 
Theoretically, Rousseau's problem closely resembles Sieyes's vicious circle: Those who 
get together to constitute a new government are themselves unconstitutional, that is, they 
have no authority to do what they set out to achieve. The vicious circle in legitimazing is 
present not in ordinary lawmaking, but in laying down the fundamental law.... The trouble 
was ± to quote Rousseau once more ± that to put the law aboye man and thus to establish 
the validity of man- made laws, il faudrait des dieux, µRQe ZRXld acWXall\ Qeed gRdV.540 

If unresolved, this circle would infinitely regress, leaving any political act of founding arbitrary 

and without the possibility of ever constituting a higher ground of authority and legitimacy. 

Avoiding it, on the other hand, would come at the cost of returning to des dieux, the resurrection 

of extra-political grounds and a foundationalist position that contradicts political freedom and 

human plurality. The main challenge for the revolutionaries was, therefore, to find a way through 

which the new constitution gains authority without the recourse to ultimate grounds.  

Arendt is evidently captivated by the dynamic of radical breaks and evolutionary changes 

exemplified by the modern revolutions. She presents specifically the founding act as 

 
537 AUeQdW, µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\?¶, 140.  
538 Arendt, On Revolution, 31.  
539 Arendt, On Revolution, 183-184. 
540 Arendt, On Revolution, 183-184. This problem is also addressed by Derrida in his reading of the Declaration of 
Independence, whereby he focuses on the chicken-egg SURblemaWic iQ Whe acW Rf VigQiQg: ³The\ [Whe SeRSle, Whe VigQeU] 
do not exist as an entity, it does not exist, before this declaration, not as such. If it gives birth to itself, as free and 
independent subject, as possible signer, this can hold only in the act of the signature. The signature invents the signer. 
This signer can only authorize him- or herself to sign once he or she has come to the end [parvenu au vout], if one can 
Va\ WhiV, Rf hiV RU heU RZQ VigQaWXUe, iQ a VRUW Rf fabXlRXV UeWURacWiYiW\.´ DeUUida, JacTXeV. µDeclaUaWiRQV Rf 
IQdeSeQdeQce¶. New Political Science, vol. 7, no. 1, 1986, 10.  
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³h\SRVWaWi]iQg Whe mRmeQW Rf fRXQdaWiRQ aV Whe SaUadigm Rf iQiWiaWRU\ acWiRQ,´ DaQa Villa aUgXeV, 

aQd ³aV Whe SRliWical SUacWice SeU Ve.´541 The revolutionary experience is thereby celebrated as the 

highest manifestation of freedom and political action. Arendt also argues that nowhere before had 

power and authority come as close as in the modern revolutions. The significance of carefully 

examining the relationship between those two concepts, power and authority, is, for Arendt, 

³eVSeciall\ VWUikiQg ZheQ Ze cRQVideU Whe eQRUmRXVl\ aQd diVaVWURXVl\ diffeUeQW acWXal RXWcRmeV 

of the one tenet the men of the two eighteenth-century revolutions held in common: the conviction 

WhaW VRXUce aQd RUigiQ Rf legiWimaWe SRZeU UeVideV iQ Whe SeRSle.´542  

 

The French revolutionaries thought that by locating the popular legislator in a state of 
QaWXUe, Whe\ cRXld VeWWle Whe SURblem Rf begiQQiQgV, becaXVe ³Whe problem of beginnings 
is solved through the introduction of a beginner whose own beginnings are no longer 
subject to question.543  

 

The French revolutionaries placed authority upon the people in the form of the popular sovereign, 

a demiurgic entity laying new foundations by virtue of an absolute will. The popular will, 

formulated as self-originating and supreme legislator, became itself the ultimate ground of 

SRliWicV. AccRUdiQg WR AUeQdW, WhiV ³Qeed fRU e[SlaQaWiRQ´ aQd fRU aQ abVRlXWe begiQQiQg aV Whe 

reference point to deterministic explanation sprang from the experience of the event itself: 

 
To the extent that the universe and everything else in it can be traced back to the region 
of this absolute One-ness, the One-ness is rooted in something that may be beyond the 
reasoning of temporal men but still possesses a kind of rationale of its own: it can 
explain, give a logical account of, the existentially inexplicable. And the need for 
explanation is nowhere stronger than in the presence of an unconnected new event 
breaking into the continuum, the sequence of chronological time.544 
 

AUeQdW VXggeVW WhaW iW iV ³Whe age-old thought-cXVWRmV Rf WeVWeUQ meQ,´ Zhich VXSSRVe WhaW eYeU\ 

new beginning needs an absolute from which it springs in order for it to find explanation, that 

provoked the men of the revolution into the search for an absolute in the very moment they were 

overthrowing the absolute force of the Ancien Régime.545 The experience of freedom, for Arendt, 

is intimately related to the creative powers of man and the originating power that established the 

new political order, yet it also relies on its justification. 546  

 
541 Villa, Arendt and Heidegger, 76±77. 
542 Arendt, On Revolution, 179.  
543 Arendt, On Revolution, 115; also The Human Condition, 17.  
544 Arendt, The Life of the Mind (Willing), 208. 
545 Arendt, On Revolution, 207.  
546 Arendt, On Revolution, 182.  AV AUeQdW VWaWeV heUe, ³aQ acW can only be called free if it is not affected or caused by 
anything preceding it and yet, insofar as it immediately turns into a cause of whatever follows, it demands a justification 
which, if it is to be successful, will have to show the act as the continuation of a preceding series, that is, renege on the 
YeU\ XVXall\ VXmmRQed WR jXVWif\ Whe iQVWiWXWiRQ Rf VRcieW\.´ 
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Schmitt and Arendt share the concern about the violent homogenization of plurality necessary for 

the people to form a political subject with the intend to act, as Kalyvas describes it, ³a VXUURgaWe 

for the personal properties of the fallen monarch.´547 The reasons for her concern, however, are 

political rather than juridico-logical. The idea of popular sovereignty for Arendt eradicates human 

plurality and thus the sine qua non for politics, that which makes possible new beginnings and 

acts of founding so special in the first place. It carries at its heart a totalitarian kernel, if 

WRWaliWaUiaQiVm iV XQdeUVWRRd, accRUdiQg WR AUeQdW, WR ³[VXbVWiWXWe] fRU Whe bRXQdaUieV aQd chaQQelV 

of communication between individual men a band of iron which holds them so tightly together 

that it is as though their plurality had diVaSSeaUed iQWR OQe MaQ Rf gigaQWic dimeQViRQV.´548 

SchmiWW aQd AUeQdW¶V cUiWiTXeV Rf SRSXlaU VRYeUeigQW\ SRiQW WR Whe Vame imSaVVe: the problem that 

Whe cRQceSW Rf VRYeUeigQW\ SUeVXSSRVeV a SeUVRQaliVWic fRUm WhaW ³Whe SeRSle´ caQQRW SURYide. 

Even though this conceptual shift of authority to the people quenched the need to justify the 

institution of a new beginning, a new foundation, it also bequeathed them the legacy of theological 

conceptualisation of the Christian rendering of absolute Will in the form Rf a ³deificaWiRQ Rf Whe 

SeRSle iQ Whe image Rf GRd ZhRVe Will iV LaZ.´549 Arendt traces the notion of sovereignty to its 

roots in a Judeo-Christian tradition of the will.550 In the will, conceived as liberum arbitrium, the 

experience of arbitrary choice among predetermined options conflicts with the phantasmagoria 

of the divine creator, the absolute, transcendental creative power.551 According to her, the will 

was only elevated to an independent capacity in the writings of Paul, when humans were 

confURQWed ZiWh Whe mRUal TXeVWiRQ Rf ZheWheU WR Rbe\ GRd¶V laZ b\ WheiU RZQ Zill aQd WR 

voluntarily choose good over evil, giving the faculty of the will a new relevance. In Christianity, 

the demiurgical power to create and begin ex nihilo turned inwards as the wilful decision without 

external factors of determination. The faculty of the will travels from early Christianity through 

its institutional form in the Church and the pope to the absolute monarch and reached modern 

body politic in form of popular sovereignty. Accordingly, in the French Revolution the will was 

caUUied b\ Whe SeRSle Zhich cXlmiQaWed iQ Whe aSSeaUaQce ³Rf a mXlWiheaded mRQVWeU, a maVV WhaW 

mRYeV aV RQe bRd\ aQd acWV aV WhRXgh SRVVeVVed b\ RQe Zill.´552 Like Schmitt, Arendt thus 

understands the idea of popular sovereignty to replicate, rather than challenge, the theological 

structures of a Judeo-Christian monarchical form of authority. Indeed, Arendt here might have 

had iQ miQd SchmiWW¶V WheViV abRXW Whe WheRlRgical RUigiQ Rf VecXlaU SRliWical concepts, according 

WR Zhich Whe JacRbiQ ³belief WhaW all SRZeU cRmeV fURm Whe SeRSle WakeV RQ a meaQiQg VimilaU WR 

 
547 Kalyvas, Andreas. Democracy and the Politics of the Extraordinary: Max Weber, Carl Schmitt, and Hannah Arendt. 
Cambridge University Press, 2008, 212. 
548 Arendt, On Totalitarianism, 465±466.  
549 Arendt, On Revolution, 183, also 156, 94.  
550 Arendt, On Violence, 138.  
551 Arendt, The Life of the Mind (Willing), 68, 83: The SUice Said fRU Whe Will¶V RmQiSRWeQce iV high; Whe ZRUVW, WhaW 
from the viewpoint of the thinking ego, could happen to the two-in-RQe, Qamel\, WR be ³aW YaUiaQce ZiWh \RXUVelf,´ haV 
become, Arent argues, part and parcel of the human condition. (105-106)  
552 Arendt, On Revolution, 94.  
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Whe belief WhaW all aXWhRUiWaWiYe SRZeU cRmeV fURm GRd.´553 For Arendt it is clear that the idea of 

sovereignty allowed for the revolutionary politics new beginning and founding to be swept away 

into violent currents. Similarly, when the drivers of the French revolution say that the power 

UeVideV iQ Whe SeRSle, Whe\ XQdeUVWaQd SRZeU aV a ³QaWXUal´ fRUce, WhXV RSeQiQg XS Whe SRliWicV WR 

the naWXUal fRUce Rf Whe mXlWiWXde, aQd Whe\ ZeUe VZeSW aZa\ b\ a fRUce ³Zhich iQ iWV YeU\ YiRleQce 

had been released by the revolution and like a hurricane had swept away all institutions of the 

ancien regime [beforehand].554 The idea of sovereignty, even in its popular conceptualization, 

remains trapped in the phantasmatic narrative of omnipotence, which was intertwined with a 

hiVWRU\ Rf cRQcealed imSRWeQce: ³XQUegXlaWed aQd faced ZiWh QR limiWaWiRQ, XQVhaSed aQd 

boundless, the sovereign is vulnerable to its own transient, fluid disposition to plunge finally into 

WeUURU.´555 FRU SchmiWW, WheUe iV QR RWheU Za\ RXW Rf Whe ³YiciRXV ciUcle´ WhaQ a YiRleQW iQVeUWiRQ Rf 

order, the moment of decision. Accordingly, he posits his decisionist theory of sovereignty as a 

counter-theory against a (for him inoperative) popular form of sovereignty, thereby opposing the 

totalitarian tendency of a multi-headed sovereign with the much more reliable and stable if 

authoritarian rule of a decisive leader.556 AUeQdW ackQRZledgeV WhaW ³CaUl SchmiWW iV Whe mRVW able 

defender of the notion of sovereignty. He recognizes clearly that the root of sovereignty is the 

Zill: SRYeUeigQ iV ZhR ZillV aQd cRmmaQdV.´557 Scholars have further correctly emphasized that 

the common fascination with the extra-ordinary and groundless political act together with a 

similar narrative of the autonomy and purity of the political, brings Arendt dangerously close to 

SchmiWW¶V deciViRQiVW VRYeUeigQW\.558 However, what for Schmitt comes to be the political itself, 

the sovereign ability to decide and to rule, is for Arendt, of course, profoundly anti-political. 

Kal\YaV QRWeV WhaW ³IQ adYaQciQg heU RZQ YeUViRQ Rf e[WUaRUdiQaU\ SRliWicV, Vhe became fXll\ 

aware of the dangers inherent in sovereignty and, unlike Schmitt, realized that a politics of the 

e[WUaRUdiQaU\ ZRXld be faWall\ jeRSaUdi]ed b\ Whe SUeVeQce Rf a VRYeUeigQ.´559 The challenge, for 

Arendt, is to offer an account of authority that is derived from the moment of founding itself, but 

based upon and furthering plurality and collective action. This account must respond to the call 

for a post-foundational understanding of authority, whilst at the same time avoiding the dangerous 

paths taken by Schmitt in his conceptualization of decisionist sovereignty. In On Revolution 

 
553 Schmitt, Carl. The Crisis of Parliamentary Democracy. Translated by Ellen Kennedy, MIT Press, 1985, 31.   
554 Arendt, On Revolution, 181.  
555 Kalyvas, Politics of the Extraordinary, 220. 
556 In The Origins of the German Trauerspiel (2019), Uead aV a cUiWical dialRgXe ZiWh SchmiWW¶V ZRUk RQ dicWaWRUVhiS, 
Walter Benjamin criticizes this fantasy of the powerful sovereign by drawing the imagery of the faltering tyrant who, 
unable to act decisively, turns insane. 
557 ArendW, HaQQah. µWhaW IV FUeedRm?¶ Between Past and Future: Eight Exercises in Political Thought, Penguin, 
2006, 296, footnote 21. 
558MaUWiQ, µThe PRliWical E[iVWeQWialiVm Rf HaQQah AUeQdW,¶ 237±256. GeRUge KaWeb aUgXeV WhaW AUeQdW¶V WheRU\ Rf 
political action haV a ³daUk XQdeUVide´ fRU deaWh iV SRUWUa\ed aV Whe mRVW aXWheQWic fRUm Rf iQdiYidXal Velf-sacrifice for 
the community. See KaWeb, GeRUge. µDeaWh aQd PRliWicV: HaQQah AUeQdW¶V ReflecWiRQV RQ Whe AmeUicaQ CRQVWiWXWiRQ¶. 
Social Research, vol. 54, no. 3, 1987, 612±613.Others are insistent that Arendt actually constitutes indeed an antipode 
WR SchmiWW. See fRU e[amSle, Vee MaXUi]iR PaVVeUiQ d¶ EQWUqYeV, The Political Philosophy of Hannah Arendt, London: 
Routledge, 1994, 86±87; Villa, Arendt and Heidegger, 115±117.  
559 Kalyvas, Politics of the Extraordinary, 213.  
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(2016) Arendt poses the question again, can we imagine a way in which political action itself can 

become the source of authority without relying on transcendent ground of legitimation, including 

the idea of an omnipotent will? 

As Honig (1991,1993) highlights, Arendt seems to have found one political event in modern 

history that could serve her as a point of departure for such as post-foundational, political 

understanding of authority. The men of the American Revolution were, according to Arendt, able 

to avoid the fatal recourse to sovereignty. Instead, the success of the American Revolution lay in 

³Whe gUeaW aQd, iQ Whe lRQg UXQ, SeUhaSV Whe gUeaWeVW AmeUicaQ iQQRYaWiRQ iQ SRliWicV aV VXch« Whe 

consistent abolition of sovereignty within the body politic of the republic, the insight that in the 

realm of human affairs sovereignty and W\UaQQ\ aUe Whe Vame.´560 For the American 

UeYRlXWiRQaUieV, AUeQdW aUgXeV, ³The ZRUd µSeRSle¶ UeWaiQed fRU Whem Whe meaQiQg Rf maQ\QeVV, 

Rf Whe eQdleVV YaUieW\ Rf a mXlWiWXde ZhRVe majeVW\ UeVided iQ iWV YeU\ SlXUaliW\.´561 The 

Declaration of Independence WRgeWheU ZiWh Whe SUacWice Rf cRQVWiWXWiRQal makiQg WhaW ³SUeceded, 

accRmSaQied, aQd fRllRZed´ iW iQ all WhiUWeeQ cRlRQieV ³UeYealed all Rf a VXddeQ WR ZhaW aQ e[WeQW 

an entirely new concept of power and authority, an entirely novel idea of what was of prime 

importance in the political realm had already developed in the New World, even though the 

iQhabiWaQWV Rf WhiV ZRUld VSRke aQd WhRXghW iQ Whe WeUmV Rf Whe Old WRUld.´562 Honig emphasises 

that, for Arendt, it is the acts of promising, such as the act of commitment set out in the 

Declaration of Independence, that can provide a source of authority because, unlike the totalizing 

command-obedience strategy of sovereignty, it creates limited areas of stability in the in-between 

of human affairs and interaction.563 The Constitution remembered and augmented the original act 

of founding, which lived on in this written document. The source of law, then, came to be the 

CRQVWiWXWiRQ, ³aQ eQdXUable RbjecWiYe WhiQg, Zhich, WR be VXUe, RQe cRXld aSSURach fURm maQ\ 

different angles and upon which one could impose many different interpretations, which one 

could change and amend in accordance with circumstances, but which nevertheless was never a 

VXbjecWiYe VWaWe Rf miQd, like Whe Zill.´564 The American Declaration of Independence, the written 

dRcXmeQWaWiRQ Rf WhiV mRmeQW Rf fRXQdiQg, cRQVWiWXWeV ³RQe Rf Whe UaUe mRmeQWV iQ hiVWRU\ ZheQ 

SRZeU Rf acWiRQ iV gUeaW eQRXgh WR eUecW iWV RZQ mRQXmeQW.´565  

 
560 Arendt, On Revolution, 153. IW iV Zell kQRZQ aQd cUiWiciVed WhaW AUeQdW blameV Whe eQWUaQce Rf ³Whe VRcial TXeVWiRQ´ 
to be one of the main causes for the failure of the French Revolution. However, Arendt also she conceded that in the 
AmeUicaQ ReYRlXWiRQ ³Whe abVeQce Rf Whe VRcial TXeVWiRQ ZaV, afWeU all, TXiWe deceSWiYe, aQd WhaW abjecW aQd degUadiQg 
miVeU\ ZaV SUeVeQW eYeU\ZheUe iQ Whe fRUm Rf VlaYeU\ aQd NegUR labRXU´ (70) ± implying that poverty could not be 
maiQ caXVe Rf Whe FUeQch failXUe. Kal\YaV QRWeV WhaW ZhaW iV RfWeQ miVVed b\ VchRlaUV fRcXViQg RQ WhiV aVSecW iV AUeQdW¶V 
critique of sovereignty as a crucial another crucial political aspect in which the two revolutions differed. See Kalyvas, 
Political of the Extraordinary, 213.  
561 Arendt, On Revolution, 93.  
562 Arendt, On Revolution, 165.  
563 Honig, Displacement of Politics, 85, 101-104.  
564 Arendt, On Revolution, 156.  
565 Arendt, On Revolution, 127. 
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The facXlW\ Rf SURmiViQg ³cRUUeVSRQdV e[acWl\ WR Whe e[iVWeQce Rf a fUeedRm Zhich was given 

under the condition of non-VRYeUeigQW\´566 and is directly related to speech and action. Whilst it 

respects differences and plurality (in fact, they emerge out of plurality and egalitarian forms of 

action), it at the same time constitutes a binding force between its witnesses and yields a certain 

amRXQW Rf SeUmaQeQce aQd iQVWiWXWiRQal RUdeU. ³FRU WhiV UeaVRQ,´ Kal\YaV aUgXeV, ³AUeQdW 

considered the faculty of promises as one of the most important practices for counteracting the 

abyss of freedom and the risks of arbitrariness involved in action, especially in those risky, 

iQdeWeUmiQaWe mRmeQWV Rf QeZ cRQVWiWXWiRQal begiQQiQgV.´567 Arendt writes that 

«iW ZaV Whe aXWhRUiW\ Zhich Whe acW Rf fRXQdaWiRQ caUUied ZiWhiQ iWVelf, UaWheU WhaQ Whe 
belief in an Immortal Legislator, or the promises of reward and threats of punishment in 
a 'future state,' or even the doubtful self-evidence of the truths enumerated in the preamble 
to the Declaration of Independence, that assured stability for the new republic.568 

Onl\ WhiV ZRXld make WhiV fRUm Rf aXWhRUiW\ Yiable fRU mRdeUQiW\ fRU iW UeVWed iQ Whe ³aXWhRUiWaWiYe 

SUacWice Rf SURmiViQg´ UaWheU WhaQ Whe belief iQ a WUaQVceQdeQW VRXUce Rf aQ abVRlXWe (GRd, NaWXUe, 

or myth).569 Arendt concedes that the quest for a new absolute to replace divine authority is 

insoluble because power under the conditions of human plurality never amounts to omnipotence 

(as assumed by sovereign will), whereby the authority of human power, too, is never absolute.570  

For Arendt, it was with mutual promises, collective action, and constitution-making that the 

fRXQdeUV Rf Whe AmeUicaQ UeSXblic ZeUe able WR eUecW ³iVlaQdV Rf VecXUiW\´ iQ aQ ³RceaQ Rf 

cRQWiQgeQc\´ WhaW aUiVe diUecWl\ fURm Whe SlXUaliW\ Rf iWV SaUWiciSaQW.  

AUeQdW¶V aUgXmeQW WhaW mXWXal promises and the contractual document of the Declaration can 

WUXl\ bUeak Whe ³YiciRXV ciUcle´ Rf fRXQdiQg aQd SURYide Whe QeceVVaU\ SRliWical RbligaWiRQ aQd a 

stable constitution remains incomplete, and rather unconvincing. Kalyvas argues that one might 

wonder whether the condition of being bound by mutual promises and compacts that remain just 

aV UeVWleVV aV Whe flX[ Rf Whe Zill, iV ³QRW alVR bXilW RQ TXickVaQd.´571 Honig, too, raises doubts 

abRXW Whe YiabiliW\ Rf AUeQdW¶V accRXQW aQd iQViVWV WhaW ³If AUeQdt's performatives are to work in 

Whe Za\ Vhe e[SecWV Whem WR, if Whe\ aUe WR cRQWUibXWe WR Whe cUeaWiRQ Rf µZRUldl\ SeUmaQeQce aQd 

UeliabiliW\,¶ WheQ Vhe haV WR accRXQW fRU WheiU VWabili]iQg SRZeU aQd WheiU dXUabiliW\ ZiWh VRmeWhiQg 

 
566 Arendt, The Human Condition, 244, 245. 
567 Kalyvas, Politics of the Extraordinary, 233.Arendt argues that one reason why the conflict between king and 
SaUliameQW iQ FUaQce had VXch a diffeUeQW RXWcRme ZaV becaXVe iW WhUeZ Whe ZhRle FUeQch QaWiRQ iQWR a ³µVWaWe Rf 
QaWXUe¶; iW diVVRlYed aXWRmaWically the political structure of the country as well as the bonds among its inhabitants, 
which had not rested on mutual promises but on the various privileges accorded to each order and estate of 
VRcieW\.´(180, emShaViV m\ RZQ.) IQ Whe NeZ WRUld, RQ Whe RWheU haQd, ³Whe SeRSle, Zhile UeQRXQciQg WheiU allegiaQce 
to a king, felt by no means released from their own numerous compacts, agreements, mutual promises, and 
³cRQVRciaWiRQV.´ AUeQdW, On Revolution, 181.  
568 Arendt, On Revolution, 200.  
569 HRQig, µDeclaUaWiRQV Rf IQdeSeQdeQce¶, 102. 
570 Arendt, On Revolution, 32.  
571 Kalyvas, Politics of the Extraordinary, 240; Vee alVR KeeQaQ, AlaiQ. µPURmiVeV, PURmiVeV. The Ab\VV Rf FUeedRm 
aQd Whe LRVV Rf Whe PRliWical iQ Whe WRUk Rf HaQQah AUeQdW¶. Political Theory, vol. 22, no. 2, 1994, 309-320. 
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more than the stories tRld b\ VSecWaWRUV.´57 And that, Honig notes, Arendt does not do sufficiently. 

Arendt did not seem all too confident herself in the authoritative power and political obligation 

of such a contractual foundation. Following her considerations of the role of promises, she 

concedes that whilst extraordinary political acts, rising from a people that bound themselves 

WhURXgh mXWXal SURmiVeV, ZeUe eQRXgh ³WR gR WhURXgh a UeYRlXWiRQ´ (ZiWhRXW XQleaVhiQg Whe Vame 

violence seen in the French Revolution), it is not, however, enough to establiVh a ³SeUSeWXal 

XQiRQ,´ WhaW iV, WR fRXQd a QeZ aXWhRUiW\.572 HRQig aUgXeV WhaW ³AUeQdW caQ dR QR beWWeU WhaQ WhiV 

becaXVe [Rf] heU cRQYicWiRQ WhaW Whe µUealm Rf hXmaQ affaiUV¶ iV µUelaWiYe b\ defiQiWiRQ.¶´573 Only 

WhiV fRUm Rf aXWhRUiW\, UeVWed iQ Whe ³aXWhRUiWaWiYe SUacWice Rf SURmiViQg´ UaWheU WhaQ Whe belief iQ 

a transcendent source of an absolute  (God, Nature, or myth), could be viable for modernity. 

Arendt thought that with the addition of promises it was possible to hold up the Declaration of 

Independence as a purely performative act, which did not rely on the recourse to a higher order 

aQd abVRlXWeV. WhaW HRQig¶V UeadiQg demRQVWUaWeV iV WhaW, fRU What, Arendt must disambiguate it: 

³She [AUeQdW] diVmiVVeV iWV cRQVWaWiYe mRmeQWV aQd hRldV XS Whe declaUaWiRQ aV aQ e[amSle Rf a 

uniquely political act, an act available uniquely to human beings, an authoritative exemplification 

of human power and worldlineVV.´574 In the preamble for the laws of the new body politics, there 

aUe acWXall\ WZR WUaQVceQdeQW aSSealV: Whe aSSeal WR ³QaWXUe¶V gRd´ aQd Whe aSSeal WR Velf-evident 

WUXWhV. HeUe, Whe fRXQdiQg faWheUV, keeQ RQ VWaUWiQg ³VRmeWhiQg SeUmaQeQW aQd eQdXUiQg,´575 yield 

WR Whe allXUe Rf Whe VWabiliW\ Rf abVRlXWeV. IQ Whe UecRXUVe WR aQ ³higheU RUdeU,´ XSRQ Zhich Whe QeZ 

political order should be placed, the American founders sought a way to replicate the command 

structure:  

 

The authority of self-evident truth may be less powerful than the authority of an 
³aYeQgiQg GRd,´ bXW iW ceUWaiQl\ VWill beaUV cleaU VigQV Rf diYiQe RUigiQ; VXch WUXWhV aUe, aV 
JeffeUVRQ ZURWe iQ Whe RUigiQal dUafW Rf Whe DeclaUaWiRQ Rf IQdeSeQdeQce, ³VacUed aQd 
undeniable.576 

The founding fathers invoked God and the self-evidence of truth because they believed that the 

³eVVeQce Rf VecXlaU laZ ZaV cRmmaQd.´ The SURblem ZaV, accRUdiQg WR AUeQdW, WhaW Whe SRliWical 

SheQRmeQRQ Rf UeYRlXWiRQaU\ fRXQdiQg ³ZaV QRZheUe maWched b\ aQ adeTXaWe deYelRSmeQW of 

new thought´ aQd WheUefRUe ³WheUe ZaV QR aYRidiQg Whe SURblem Rf Whe abVRlXWe.´577 Unable to 

 
572 Arendt, On Revolution, 182, emphasis my own. 
573 Honig, Displacement of Politics, 104.  
574 HRQig, µDeclaUaWiRQV Rf IQdeSeQdeQce¶, 101. 
575 Arendt, On Revolution, 235. Arendt laments that the revolutionaries, in France but also in America, sought to tie 
back the source of their laws and fountain of legitimacy for the new body politics to the Gods, back to same foundations 
Whe\ VRXghW WR WeaU dRZQ a mRmeQW agR: ³IW ZaV SUeciVel\ Whe UeYRlXWiRQV, WheiU cUiViV aQd emeUgeQcy, which drove the 
very 'enlightened' men of the eighteenth century to plead for some religious sanction at the very moment when they 
were about to emancipate the secular realm from the influences of the churches and to separate politics and religion 
once aQd fRU all.´ AUeQdW, On Revolution, 185-86. 
576 Arendt, On Revolution, 194, emphasis my own.  
577 See Arendt, On Revolution, 197, also Honig, Displacement of Politics, 107.  



 139 

find an alternative way to approach the problem of authority, the American revolutionaries, too, 

continued the theological structures that had sustained the question of legitimacy throughout the 

history of Western politics framing secular law as divine command.  

The appeal to external principles, Arendt notes, has severe consequences for the political 

community, for it negates exactly the experience of novelty and freedom so unique to the 

revolutionary event. According to Arendt, however, these consequences are mitigated by the 

fRUmXlaWiRQ Rf ³We hRld´ WhaW fRUegReV Whem. JeffeUVRQ¶V famRXV ZRUdV, ³We hRld WheVe WUXWhV 

to be self-eYideQW,´ cRmbiQe iQ a XQiTXe maQQer a mutual agreement between those who 

SaUWiciSaWed iQ Whe UeYRlXWiRQ, ³aQ agUeemeQW QeceVVaUil\ UelaWiYe becaXVe UelaWed WR WhRVe ZhR 

enter it, with an absolute, namely with a truth that needs no agreement since, because of its self-

evidence, it compels ZiWhRXW aUgXmeQWaWiYe demRQVWUaWiRQ RU SRliWical SeUVXaViRQ.´578 Against 

WhaW, HRQig aUgXeV WhaW AUeQdW miVVeV WhaW heU UeYeUed SeUfRUmaWiYe µWe hRld,¶ iWVelf cRQWaiQV a 

constative utterance.579 Here we come back full circle to the problem that it is not clear whether 

Whe ³Ze,´ Whe cRllecWiYe Rf SeRSle aV SRliWical VXbjecW, iV VWaWed aQd SUeVXSSRVed, RU SURdXced, iQ 

Whe DeclaUaWiRQ Rf IQdeSeQdeQce. HRQig, fRllRZiQg DeUUida¶V UeadiQg Rf Whe Vame dRcXmeQW, 

demonstrates that Arendt cannot escape essentialist claims for it is a structural feature of language 

that it always refers outside itself, to an external and systematically illegitimate source, to 

legiWimi]e iWVelf: ³QR VigQaWXUe, SURmiVe, SeUfRUmaWiYe ± no act of foundation ± possesses 

resources adequate to gXaUaQWee iWVelf.´580 The American revolutionaries somehow, through more 

fortune than ratio, negotiated the impasse of founding , however, the trace of this undecidability 

and the traces of the various violences remain.  

TheUe iV, hRZeYeU, a deeSeU iVVXe aW VWake WhaQ Whe iQWegUiW\ Rf AUeQdW¶V UeadiQg Rf Whe fRXQdiQg 

dRcXmeQW. HRQig¶V cUiWiTXe UaiVeV aQ imSRUWaQW TXeVWiRQ: why is Arendt so adamant to render the 

moment of founding in the form of the Declaration of Independence as a purely performative act, 

free from any essentialist claim? Her fabulist rendering of the American experience together with 

her gesture of disambiguating it, eradicating from it any constative aspects, attempts to bridge the 

impasse of her own instiWXWiRQ Rf a diffeUeQW XQdeUVWaQdiQg Rf aXWhRUiW\. HRQig VhRZV: ³AUeQdW 

resists this undecidability because she seeks in the American Declaration and founding a moment 

Rf SeUfecW legiWimac\.´581 The fabulist rendering of the founding act takes the place of a constative 

in order for Arendt to theorize a politics, not born of violence but of power, a nonfoundational 

politics that is legitimate, authoritative, stable, and durable, whilst also being viable for modernity. 

Hence, whilst Arendt criticizes the founding fathers for not being able to conceive the moment of 

 
578 Arendt, On Revolution, 192-193.  
579 Honig, Displacement of Politics, 104.  
580 Honig, Displacement of Politics, 108: ³AQd iWV UheWRUical fRUce deUiYeV iQ laUge meaVXUe fURm WhiV XQclaUiW\, fURm 
Whe facW WhaW RQe caQQRW decide Zhich VRUW Rf XWWeUaQce iW iV, cRQVWaWiYe RU SeUfRUmaWiYe.´ 
581 Honig, Displacement of Politics, 107.  
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foundation as a beginning in itself, as an event that was fully present, she herself takes part in an 

authoritative practice of fabulation to provide her reconceptualization of authority with ± well ± 

authority. She claims to recover and memorialize the origins of the American revolutionary spirit, 

but for that she attempts to eradicate any aspect of violence and ambiguity that marked the original 

acW Rf fRXQdiQg (aQd, fRllRZiQg DeUUida¶V cUiWiTXe, marks any act of founding.) The intent of 

AUeQdW¶V fabXliVW UeadiQg, HRQig UemaUkV, iV WheUefRUe WR cRQVeUYe iW aV a SXUe SRliWical mRmeQW, 

³WR SURhibiW fXUWheU iQTXiU\ iQWR Whe RUigiQV Rf Whe V\VWem aQd SURWecW iWV ceQWeU fURm illegiWimac\ 

from scrutiny of SU\iQg e\eV.´582 The idea to derive authority via the recourse to an extra-ordinary 

moment logically re-enacts the metaphysical gesture of abandoning the worldly realm, in order 

to escape the sediments of human interactions that are marking the world in which we find 

ourselves: Arendt seeks a moment and place in time that is untainted from the sediments of 

politics, i.e., any trace of violence, hierarchies, exclusion. But what do we leave behind when 

leaving behind the realm of human affairs that is always already tainted by claims of authority, 

and instead attempt to think authority from a conceptually purified realm or fabulist moment? 

Arendt herself has already given us the answers in her critique of Plato: we give up human 

plurality and thus the sine qua non for politics, the human condition of ever new beginnings, or, 

aV HRQig SXWV iW elVeZheUe, ³Whe Za\ZaUdQeVV Rf Whe SeRSle (WheiU mXlWiWXdiQRXV 

character.)583Arendt herself recognizes the problem that the authority held by the moment of 

founding, even though it might derive from the political event, is not guaranteed to embrace the 

revolutionary spirit and encourage future political intervention, but instead can have a fossilising 

effecW RQ Whe SXblic Uealm. She Va\V WhaW,  ³PV\chRlRgicall\ VSeakiQg, Whe experience of foundation 

combined with the conviction that a new story is about to unfold in history will make men 

³cRQVeUYaWiYe´ UaWheU WhaQ ³UeYRlXWiRQaU\,´ eageU WR SUeVeUYe ZhaW haV beeQ dRQe aQd WR aVVXUe 

its stability rather than open for new things, QeZ deYelRSmeQWV, QeZ ideaV.´584 Arendt casts doubt 

on the success of the American constitution of providing a source of authority that nourishes 

political innovation, that acts authoritative rather than authoritarian. In On Revolution, she speaks 

Rf aQ ³XQdiVcUimiQaWiQg aQd bliQd ZRUVhiS´ ZiWh Zhich Whe SeRSle Rf Whe UQiWed SWaWeV lRRk XSRQ 

their constitution. The remembrance of the event ± a people acting together to found a new body 

political ± continues to give life to the written document; however, it haV beeQ VhURXded ³iQ aQ 

atmosphere of reverent awe which has shielded both event and document against the onslaught 

Rf Wime aQd chaQged ciUcXmVWaQceV.´585 Does this not mean that the event of founding constitutes 

 
582 Honig, Displacement of Politics, 109. AUeQdW deVcUibeV WhaW Whe UeYRlXWiRQaUieV Uelied RQ fableV WheiU RZQ: ³Whatever 
we may find out about the factual truth of such legends, their historical significance lies in how the human mind 
attempted to solve the problem of the beginning, of an unconnected, new event breaking into the continuous sequence 
Rf hiVWRUical Wime.´ Arendt, On Revolution, 206.  
583 HRQig, BRQQie. µBeWZeeQ DeciViRQ aQd DelibeUaWiRQ: PRliWical PaUadR[ iQ DemRcUaWic TheRU\¶. The American 
Political Science Review, vol. 101, no. 1, Feb. 2007, 8.  
584 Arendt, On Revolution, 34.  
585 Arendt, On Revolution, 205.  
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iWV RZQ ³abVRlXWe´ iQ a Za\ WhaW SURYideV iW with the same sense of irresistibility than transcendent 

sources of authority (God, reason, nature, etc.)?586  

AUeQdW¶V emShaViV RQ hXmaQ SlXUaliW\ aQd heU UeViVWaQce WR Whe abaQdRQmeQW Rf Whe UealiW\ Rf 

human affairs driven by the metaphysical tradition of Western political thought urge us to derive 

our understanding of political concepts, including authority, from all that is and takes place in 

media res and from within the paradoxical relationships of democratic life.587 It is tempting to 

read Arendt as a thinker of the extraordinary and of new beginnings, of the glorification of the 

American founding moment. Doing so, however, constrains us to the antipolitical gesture of 

deriving a concept of authority from a pure moment or place from where it gains universalizability 

and absolute validity. This tendency of stepping outside the paradoxical tensions of human affairs 

and impurity of political interaction is indeed something that theories of popular sovereignty, 

whether decisionistic or deliberative accounts, share.588  

 

4. Resistibility and the practise of authority 

 

AUeQdW¶V ZRUk iQaXgXUaWeV aQ XQdeUVWaQdiQg Rf aXWhRUiW\ iQ WeUmV Rf SUacWice WhaW accRUdV ZiWh a 

democratic thinking beginning within a world that is always already marked by authoritative acts 

and the drawing of political boundaries. Arendt is clear that what distinguished the American 

revolution from the French experience was that the American revolutionaries never found 

themselves in an extra-SRliWical Uealm, a VWaWe Rf QaWXUe. She aUgXeV WhaW ³Whe gUeaW gRRd fRUWXQe´ 

was that the people of the new colonies have already been organised in self-governing bodies 

before the conflict with England materialised. The pouvoir constituent of those drafting the 

constitution of the state, which eventually became the Constitution of the United States, was never 

 
586 AUeQdW¶V UemaUk WhaW ³iW iV futile to search for an absolute to break the vicious circle in which all beginning is 
iQeYiWabl\ caXghW, becaXVe WhiV µabVRlXWe¶ lieV iQ Whe YeU\ acW Rf begiQQiQg iWVelf´ heUe iV WelliQg. AUeQdW, On Revolution, 
205.  
587 Many of her readers have draws out a cRQceSWXal WeQViRQ iQ AUeQdW¶V WhRXghW beWZeeQ heU iQViVWeQce RQ fUeedRm 
and extraordinary politics on the one hand, and her emphasis on the significance of democratic institutions and 
republicanism on the other: Seyla Benhabib (2003), therefore, speaks of AUeQdW¶V µUelXcWaQW mRdeUQiVm,¶ MaUgaUeW 
CaQRYaQ (1995) Rf µUeSXblicaQ e[iVWeQWialiVm.¶ Kal\YaV aUgXeV WhaW heU fRcXV RQ begiQQiQg iV alVR UemiQiVceQW Rf 
Weber, for it introduced the extraordinary against the ossification of Western society brought about by instrumental 
rationalization, scientific reason, and the rise of positivism. Kalyvas, Politics of the Extraordinary, 206. Kalyvas also 
QRWeV WhaW AUeQdW¶V ZRUk, hRZeYeU, iV mRUe WeQWaWiYe WR Whe RUdiQaU\ aVSecWV Rf SRliWical life.  
The challenge Arendt leaves us with, however, is to think from within this tension ± fURm ZiWhiQ Whe µSRliWical SaUadR[¶ 
as Honig (2007, 2011) coins it ± UaWheU WhaQ meUel\ ZeighWiQg WheVe aVSecWV XS agaiQVW each RWheU. AUeQdW¶V SURSRViWiRQ 
in the Introduction to the Human Condition UemaiQV SRZeUfXl: ³WhaW I SURSRVe, WheUefRUe, iV YeU\ VimSle: iW iV QRWhiQg 
mRUe WhaQ WR WhiQk ZhaW Ze aUe dRiQg.´ The Human Condition, 5. In their biographies of Arendt, both Young-Bruehl 
(1982) aQd SamaQWha RRVe Hill (2021) emShaViVe WhaW a majRU aVSecW Rf AUeQdW¶V ZRUk ZaV WR WhiQk WhURXgh Whe WeQViRQ 
of political events and life around her.  
588 The urge to anchor political institutions and forms of ordering in democratic regimes in an absolute, to render their 
aXWhRUiW\ WR be abVRlXWe, VWemV fURm Whe deViUe WR UeVRlYe ZhaW HRQig callV Whe ³demRcUaWic SaUadR[,´ Whe aQWagRQiVWic 
tension between the ever wild and wayward demos (the multitude, the plebs) and the static and limited representation 
of the institutional framework, that can never fully attentive to the unorganizable movements of democratic interaction. 
Schmitt recognized the insolubility of this paradox in modern democracy, which is why he took recourse in the realm 
of exception, a lawless realm, to justify the suppression of this tension by the sovereign intervention. In Emergency 
Politics (2011), HRQig, WheUefRUe, VhedV dRXbW RQ Whe YalXe Rf VXch µVWaWe Rf e[ceSWiRQ¶ QaUUaWiYeV iQ contemporary 
democratic theory.  
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under question and directly reconstituted.589 The Declaration of Independence, then, was not a 

SXUe mRmeQW Rf fRXQdiQg; iQVWead, iW deVcUibeV ³a cRiQcideQce Rf fRXQdaWiRQ aQd SUeVeUYaWiRQ.´590 

This description of Arendt, as Honig rightly remarks, carries in it the spirit of the Roman 

understanding of auctoritas.  Recall that although the founding of the Roman city itself was a 

SRliWical, WhXV hXmaQ, acW, iW RQl\ gaiQed a ³QeaUl\ VXSeUhXmaQ´ chaUacWeU aQd WhXV diYiQe 

significance through religious cultivation and remembrance. Religion is here to be understood in 

the distinct Roman sense, Arendt argues. In contrast to Greek piety, which relied on the immediate 

presence of gods in moments of revelation, Romans took religare591 TXiWe liWeUall\: ³WR be Wied 

back, obligated, to the enormous, almost superhuman and hence always legendary effort to lay 

Whe fRXQdaWiRQV, WR bXild Whe cRUQeUVWRQe, WR fRXQd fRU eWeUQiW\.´592 The original foundation in its 

mythical form, therefore, marked the starting point of a thread that was continuously reiterated 

by all following political activities. Indeed, for the Romans, the idea of the divine was not 

something that lay beyond human affairs, as it did for the Greeks and later in Judeo-Christian 

religion. The divine was greater than a human life, but it was not separate from humanity.593 

HRQig highlighWV AUeQdW¶V aUgXmeQW that the very concept of Roman authority suggests that the 

act of foundation inevitably developed its own stability and permanence.594 However, it is exactly 

not the act of foundation that guarantees its continuous relevance and significance ± its authority 

± but it is instead those practices of augmentation that, retrospectively, recognize its authoritative 

significance.595 Authority, in contrast to sovereignty, therefore depends on plurality and repeated 

acWV Rf UecRgQiWiRQ Rf RWheUV WhaW bXild a ³cRmmXQiW\ Rf memRU\´ aQd acWiYe UemembUaQce.596 

The Roman notion of auctoritas, Arendt emphasises, describes authority as something that is 

always only recognised retrospectively. There is, therefore, a certain arbitrariness in the 

performance of authority, which success is out of the hand of the one claiming it. It is this 

 
589 Arendt, On Revolution, 164. 
590 Honig, Displacement of Politics, 113. 
591 IQ Whe cRUUeVSRQdiQg fRRWQRWe, AUeQdW ZUiWeV: ³The deUiYaWiRQ Rf religio from religare occurs in Cicero. Since we 
deal here only with the political self-interpretation of the Romans, the question whether this derivation is etymologically 
cRUUecW iV iUUeleYaQW.´ µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\?¶, 285, fRRWQRWe 27.  
592 AUeQdW, µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\?¶, 121. AUendt refers in this context to Livy, whose work famously recorded the history 
of the Roman empire and who himself understood himself as being held by religio Zhile he ZaV ZUiWiQg: ³Mihi YeWXVWaV 
res scribendi nescio quo pacto antiquus fit animus et quaedam UeligiR WeQeW´ (³While I ZUiWe dRZQ WheVe aQcieQW eYeQWV, 
I do not know through what my connection my mind grows old and some religio holds [me]´) LiY\, ciWed aQd WUaQVlaWed 
by Arendt.  
593 This reflects in the Roman understanding that the Gods dwell together with humans in the world. The (nearly) 
eternal city and its temples offered a permanent home to its deities who in return act as their guardians. The Greek 
gods, in contrast, dwelled in their own home on Mount Olympus, beyond the sphere of human abode, and only descend 
occasionally to protect the cities of man. 
594 Honig, Displacement of Politics, 113. 
595 ³IQheUeQW iQ Whe RRmaQ cRQceSW Rf fRXQdaWiRQ Ze fiQd, VWUaQgel\ eQRXgh, Whe QRWiRQ WhaW QRW RQl\ all deciViYe 
political changes in the course of Roman history were reconstitutions, namely, reforms of the old institutions and the 
retrievance of the original act of foundation, but that even this first act had already been a re-establishement, as it were, 
a UegeQeUaWiRQ aQd UeVWRUaWiRQ.´AUeQdW, µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\?¶, 209. IQ Whe laQgXage Rf ViUgil Whe fRXQdaWiRQ Rf RRme 
was the re-establishment of Troy. 
596 ArendW¶V QRWiRQ Rf aXWhRUiW\ UeTXiUeV aQ audience, iQ Whe VeQVe Rf a ³SRliWical cRmmXQiW\ ZhRVe QaWXUe iV WR be a 
cRmmXQiW\ Rf UemembUaQce,´ aV SheldRQ WRliQ deVcUibeV iW. WRliQ, SheldRQ. µHaQQah AUeQdW aQd Whe OUdiQaQce Rf 
Time¶. Social Research, vol. 44, no. 1, 1977, 95. See alVR WRliQ, SheldRQ. µCRQWUacW aQd BiUWhUighW¶. Political Theory, 
vol. 14, no. 2, 1986, pp. 179±93. 
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UelaWiRQal aVSecW, Whe deSeQdeQc\ RQ Whe UecRgQiWiRQ Rf RWheUV, WhaW WebeU¶V QRWiRQ Rf chaUiVma 

obliterated and which Schmitt attempts to eradicate altogether by grounding the legitimacy of 

sovereignty in the act of decision itself.      

 

Democratic theory that begins from within the worldly realm that is always already marked by 

power relations and forms of exclusion and subjugation, must assume that authority is always 

already at play in human interaction. It therefore can neither deny authority (recall Engels¶V ZRUdV 

about the danger of doing so),597 nor is the solution to seek an outerworldly realm ± factual, 

historical, or fabulous ± from where authority is to be derived in an absolute form. As defined in 

the first chapter of this dissertation, authority is a relational concept whose very existence is 

dependent on the recognition of others: authority derives its force from its resistibility.  In 

UeVSRQVe WR Se\la BeQhabib¶V aUgXmeQW WhaW Vhe ZaV QeglecWiQg VWaWe SRliWicV, HRQig aUgXeV WhaW 

even though the state is always the addressee, democratic theory must not begin from the state: 

³To focus on institutions of governance without a foot in movement politics and critique is 

perforce to perform juridical politics differently than would otherwise be the case, without the 

balaQciQg SeUVSecWiYe Rf a life liYed RWheUZiVe.´598 In this spirit, an understanding of practices of 

authority, too, must begin (again) with one foot in their democratic contestation. 

 

Honig emphasizes that what makes claims to authority illicit for Arendt is their claims to absolute 

validity, hence to irresistibility: authority claimed in the name of God, self-evident truths, and 

natural law are not authoritative but authoritarian insofar as their demand for obedience is non-

QegRWiable: ³ReViVWibiliW\ iV Whe ViQe TXa QRQ Rf AUeQdW¶V SRliWicV (heQce heU cRQfiQemeQW Rf Whe 

irresistible body tR Whe SUiYaWe Uealm).´599 This does not necessarily mean that authoritative 

SRliWicV mXVW be fUee Rf cRQVWaWiYeV (WhRXgh fURm abVRlXWeV), bXW WhaW iW cRmmiWV XV WR ³Whe 

insistence that we treat absolutes as an invitation for intervention, that we declare ourselves 

UeViVWaQW WR iW, WhaW Ze UefXVe iWV claim WR iUUeViVWibiliW\ b\ deaXWhRUi]iQg iW.´600 The project of 

deaXWhRUi]aWiRQ, Rf VeekiQg UeViVWibiliW\, bUiQgV XV back WR AUeQdW¶V cUiWiTXe Rf PlaWR: when the 

philosopher returns to the worldly realm, enlightened, eager to share the truth he has seen and 

found to be self-evident, his fellow men rise against him ± they declare themselves resistant to 

his authority as derived from a realm that lies outside negotiation and deliberation. The ability to 

resist is derived from our own natality, and our ability to begin.  When Arendt argues that our 

capacity for political action is the capacity to begin, she hRZeYeU haV iQ miQd AXgXVWiQe¶V 

depiction of man as an initium, a new beginning himself: ³WiWh maQ, cUeaWed iQ GRd¶V RZQ image, 

a being came into the world that, because it was a beginning running toward an end, could be 

 
597 See page 32 of this dissertation. 
598 Honig, Emergency Politics, 135. 
599 Honig, Displacement of Politics, 110.  
600 Honig, Displacement of Politics, 115.  
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eQdRZed ZiWh Whe caSaciW\ Rf ZilliQg aQd QilliQg.´601 Crucial here is that man was an image of a 

Creator-God, yet he was not one himself. Since man is a temporal being, neither he nor his actions 

are eternal and absolute but can merely be directed toward the future. Arendt argues that 

AXgXVWiQe dReV QRW dUaZ Whe cRQVeTXeQceV Rf hiV VSecXlaWiRQV, RWheUZiVe ³he ZRXld haYe defiQed 

the freedom of the Will not as the liberum arbitrium, the free choice between willing and nilling, 

but as the freedom of which Kant speaks in the Critique of Pure Reason.´602 MaQ¶V abiliW\ WR 

begiQ iV ³RQl\ a UelaWiYel\ fiUVW begiQQiQg´ aQd VWill cRQVWiWXWeV ³aQ abVRlXWe begiQQiQg not in time 

but in caXValiW\.´ AUeQdW WheUeb\ SURYideV us with an ordinary understanding of beginning that is 

not absolute ± principium, the creation of Heaven and the Earth out of nothingness ± but relative 

± initium, the ability for spontaneity in a world that preceded in time.603 This relative ordinary 

XQdeUVWaQdiQg Rf miUacle, HRQig VXggeVWV, caQ be Uead aV AUeQdW¶V UeVSRQVe WR SchmiWW.604 This 

further allows for a different understanding of how authority is to be perceived. Honig argues that 

³Since RQ AUeQdW¶V accRXQW Whe SUacWice Rf aXWhRUiW\ cRQViVWV laUgel\ iQ WhiV cRmmiWmeQW WR 

resistibility, the practice of authority turns out to be, paradoxically enough, a practice of 

deaXWhRUi]aWiRQ.´605 AUeQdW¶V ³iQWeUYeQWiRQiVW cUiWiTXe´ Rf Whe constative moments of the 

Declaration of Independence, in effect, constitutes such a gesture of deauthorization. As I 

demonstrated above, foregoing this was another such interventionist gesture: when Arendt 

proclaims that a very specific form which had been valid throughout the Western world over a 

lRQg SeUiRd Rf Wime´606 has vanished, it is not a gesture of mourning. Instead, it marks her own 

gesture of de-authorizing of what is for her a deeply anti-political rendering of authority that 

continues to assert iWVelf iQ SRliWical WhRXghW. AUeQdW¶V cUiWiTXe Rf aXWhRUiW\ demRQVWUaWeV WhaW 

claims of authority are always political (or for the least, politicizable). The fabulist gesture 

provides the notion of authority, that relies on a transcendent reach for absolute validity, with a 

political origin story thereby rendering it contingent and resistible. Arendt thereby contests the 

grip of a particular Western archive over the notion of authority. As Honig highlights, Arendt 

³callV RQ XV WR dR Whe Vame,´607 to make and resist those narratives that hold back the democratic 

life of the city. 

 

Conclusion 

 

In this chapter, I have argued that in contrast to Weber and Schmitt, Arendt is ambiguous about 

the loss of authority in modernity. The concept of authority that has been operative in Western 

political thought is one that legitimates the political order by reference to some transcendent, 

 
601 Arendt, The Life of the Mind (Willing), 109. 
602 Honig, Emergency Politics, 92. 
603 Honig, Emergency Politics, 92. 
604 Honig, Emergency Politics, 92.  
605 Honig, Displacement of Politics, 115.  
606 AUeQdW, µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\?¶, 92.  
607 Honig, Displacement of Politics, 115. 
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extra-political force. The irresistibility that this understanding of authority claims is incompatible 

with the performativity and freedom WhaW lie aW Whe YeU\ heaUW Rf AUeQdW¶V XQdeUVWaQdiQg Rf SRliWicV. 

For this reason, Honig argues that Arendt also celebrates its demise for this opens new 

possibilities for human acWiRQ aQd QeZ fRUmV Rf ZRUldbXildiQg. SWill, AUeQdW VhaUeV WebeU¶V aQd 

SchmiWW¶V cRQceUQ WhaW ZiWhRXW a VeQVe Rf SeUmaQeQce aQd VWabiliW\ iQ demRcUaWic life, SRliWical 

action comes under the risk of being futile and meaningless. Arendt, too, takes up the challenge 

WR UecRQceSWXaliVe SRliWical aXWhRUiW\ fRU mRdeUQ demRcUac\. FRllRZiQg Kal\YaV¶V UeadiQg, I 

aUgXed WhaW AUeQdW imSliciWl\ eQgageV WebeU¶V aQd SchmiWW¶V WXUQ WRZaUd a QaUUaWiYe Rf VRYeUeigQ 

intervention in their reconsiderations of political authority in her critique of the French 

Revolution. She arrives at the same impasse then Schmitt when she identifies a totalitarian 

tendency at the heart of popular sovereignty, whereby plurality is violently eradicated for the 

homogeneity of sovereign people. Against Schmitt, however, decisionist sovereignty is not a 

viable alternative for Arendt as the very concept of sovereignty depends on an anti-political 

gesture of abandoning human plurality for the idea of an absolute beginning. Both Kalyvas and 

Honig highlight that it is in the American experience of founding and its testimony in the form of 

the Declaration of Independence that Arendt thought to have found an example of a uniquely 

political act that was able to provide its own source of authority. Departing from Honig¶V critique 

Rf AUeQdW¶V fabXliVW UeQdeUiQg Rf Whe DeclaUaWiRQ Rf IQdeSeQdeQce aV a SXUel\ SeUfRUmaWiYe acW 

that eradicates its violent moments and features, I showed that Arendt falls into her own trap: 

conceptualising authority on the basis of a (fabulist) pure political moment reiterates the 

metaphysical gesture of rejecting the complexities of human affairs, that are always already 

marked by power relations and claims to authority. This risks, again, to render the authority of 

this past event aV iUUeViVWible. I cRQWeQded WhaW ZheQ Ze Wake VeUiRXVl\ AUeQdW¶V UefXWaWiRQ Rf Whe 

metaphysical two-world theory and depart our understanding, as Honig urges us, from resistibility 

as the sine qua non of an understanding of authority that is compatible with human plurality, we 

have to begin from authority as a practise that relies on recognition and augmentation, and at 

which very heart lies the potential of its contestation and renegotiation. This demands that 

authority is performed in a way that does noW claim abVRlXWe YalidiW\. DemRcUaWic WheRU\¶V 

challenge, then, is to examine the cultural, societal, and political conditions under which 

authorising practises invite democratic negotiation and resistance, retain dissension and 

accountability, and make poVVible QeZ begiQQiQgV. AUeQdW¶V RZQ cUiWiTXe Rf PlaWR cRQVWiWXWeV a 

WUaQVfRUmaWiRQ Rf WheVe cRQdiWiRQV fRU heU geVWXUe Rf SRliWiciViQg PlaWR¶V UeQdeUiQg Rf aXWhRUiW\ 

de-authorises it and thus liberates the term from its iron grip. I understand this dissertation as an 

aXgmeQWaWiRQ Rf AUeQdW¶V Uegicidal SRliWicV WhaW UefXVe Whe PlaWR¶V aXWhRUiW\ RYeU Whe aUchiYe fRU 

it extended the gesture of de-authorisation of the Platonic, anti-political rendering of authority as 

it resurfaces in the figures of Weber and Schmitt.  
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Conclusion 

 

This dissertation sought to contribute to a better understanding of the role of authority in modern 

democratic regimes, both in the form of political leadership (how does political leadership claim 

authority?) and of truth-claims (how are statements about states of affairs deemed true or false, 

and granted or denied authority consequently?). The objective was to distinguish between forms 

of authoritative politics that are proper to and necessary for democratic regime politics, and 

authoritarian enactments of power that undermine, rather than nourish, the very conditions of 

democratic life. To this end, I followed the conceptual development of authority throughout the 

ZRUkV Rf WebeU, SchmiWW, aQd AUeQdW. I aUgXed WhaW WebeU¶V cRQceSW Rf chaUiVma iQWURdXced a 

narrative of messianic, sovereign intervention that was then radicalised by Schmitt. Unable to 

reconcile political authority with popular sovereignty, Schmitt turns to a fascist theory of 

sovereign decisionism (which radically oppresses democratic politics for the sake of order) 

instead. I demonstrated that Arendt comes to a similar impasse than Schmitt in regard to popular 

sovereignty, however, she recognises the unpolitical, even antipolitical, character of the concept 

of sovereignty, and leaves it behind. Departing from the resistibility that constitutes the sine qua 

non of her understanding of authority, Arendt allows us to open up authority for a political 

conceptualisation that begins with one foot in democratic contestation and critique. This has 

yielded a range of analytical conclusions and implications for democratic critique:   

In chapter 1, I examined the intricate relationship between the concept of authority and political 

foundationalist thought, which had been cultivated through the dominant role of Christianity and 

the Church in Western politics. Arendt contrasts this theological rendering of the concept with 

the Roman notion of auctoritas, which had served as an important reference throughout the 

cRQceSW¶V hiVWRU\ bXW ZaV SRliWical iQ chaUacWeU aQd WhXV did QRW Wake UecRXUVe WR WUaQVceQdeQW 

absolutes. I argued that by historicising the theological rendering of authority, Arendt opens the 

door for a post-foundational reconceptualization of the term. To that end, I drew out the essential 

characteristics of authority that distinguish it from other political categories, specifically from 

violence and power: I argued that authority is a) hierarchical; b) relational in that it depends, for 

its recognition as legitimate, upon a shared socio-political and cultural order; c) performative, for 

the claim of authority is made before it is recognised as such, and in order that it be recognised as 

such; and lastly d) resistible insofar as its very existence depends on the potential that it be 

negated. I argued for the relevance of a post-foundational reconceptualization of authority and for 

Whe cUiWical eQgagemeQW ZiWh WebeU, SchmiWW, aQd AUeQdW¶V XQdeUVWaQdiQg Rf Whe WeUm b\ 

UemaUkiQg RQ Whe SaUallel beWZeeQ, RQ RQe haQd, Whe WhUee WhiQkeUV¶ VhaUed cRQceUQ ZiWh Whe 

futility and idleness of politics in modernity, that inspired their reconsideration of authority, and 

RQ Whe RWheU cRQWemSRUaU\ demRcUaWic WheRU\¶V aUgXmeQW WhaW Whe bUeakdRZQ Rf a cRmmRQ ZRUld 

aQd Rf demRcUaWic iQVWiWXWiRQV haV lefW VRcieWieV YXlQeUable WR QeZ fRUmV Rf SRSXliVW ³VhRck-
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SRliWicV.´ I cRQceded WhaW cRQWemSRUaU\ demRcUatic theory has indeed acknowledged the need to 

distinguish between authoritative politics proper to democratic regimes, and authoritarian forms 

that undermine and destruct democratic life, but has not yet achieved this distinction. The chapter 

thereby laid the groundwork for the recourse to the work of Weber, Schmitt, and Arendt, who all 

undertook serious attempts to provide a post-foundational understanding of authority suitable for 

modern democratic politics ± with varying success.  

IQ chaSWeU 2, I aUgXed WhaW WebeU¶V notion of charismatic authority, which he understood to 

provide a democratic force against totalitarian tendency of modern disenchanted and rationalised 

VRcieWieV, laid Whe VeedV fRU SchmiWW¶V aXWhRUiWaUiaQ WheRU\ Rf decisionist sovereignty. I began by 

demonstrating that authority, including its charismatic rendering, is intricately related to the 

reproduction of specific socio-political and epistemological orders in society. I did so by first 

conducting a critical exegesiV Rf Whe WeUm iQ WebeU¶V ZRUk, Zhich eQgaged Whe hiVWRU\ Rf EQgliVh 

translation that has obscured the role of authority in the process of legitimising different types of 

Herrschaft (UXle). I WheQ dUeZ RQ CedUic RRbiQVRQ¶V aQd EUica R. EdZaUd¶V cUiWiTXe Rf charisma 

to suggest that charisma is specific to a Western Christian narrative of messianic intervention 

against the irrationality and waywardness of the multitude. From there, I argue that the enthusiasm 

for charisma as a democratic force with the potential to break with hegemonic orders neglects 

that charismatic authority is derived from and reproduces a politico-epistemological order that 

invalidates democratic forms of movement and political resistance from below ± even in the 

collective form of Kalyvas reinterpretation. The XQdeUVWaQdiQg Rf aXWhRUiW\ aV a µWeUm Rf RUdeU,¶ I 

propose instead, points to the potential for democratic critique. As authority forms the moment of 

RUdeU¶V UeSURdXcWiRQ iW alVR cRQVWiWXWeV a mRmeQW Rf RSeQQeVV iQ WhiV SURceVV, allowing for 

ameQdmeQW aQd cRUUecWiRQ Rf RUdeU¶V WeQdeQWial clRVXUe aQd WRWal rationalization, and potentially 

even for the subversion of its hegemony.   

IQ chaSWeU 3, I demRQVWUaWe WhaW iQ CaUl SchmiWW¶V ZRUk aXWhRUiW\ (iQ Whe VhadRZ Rf WebeU¶V 

charismatic rendering) becomes the vehicle for a decisionism that radically supresses any form 

of democratic contestation or negotiation for the sake of irresistible sovereign politics. What 

makeV SchmiWW¶V cRQceUQ ZiWh SRliWical aXWhRUiW\ VR imSRUWaQW fRU cRQWemSRUaU\ accounts, I argue, 

is that it actually springs from democratic concerns and departs from the presumption of post-

fRXQdaWiRQal, demRcUaWic legiWimac\. I e[SlaiQ WhaW SchmiWW¶V idea Rf µcRmmiVVaU\ dicWaWRUVhiS¶ 

constitutes a serious attempt to theorise authoritative politics and leadership on the premise of 

plebiscitarian legitimacy (the only principle of legitimacy valid for societies in post-foundational 

mRdeUQiW\). SchmiWW iV cRQceUQed ZiWh libeUal legal aQd SRliWical WhRXghW¶V QeglecW Rf Whe URle Rf 

political authority, which, he argues, is inevitable in democratic constitutions: the people as 

mXlWiWXde (demRV, XQRUgaQi]ed maVV) UeTXiUe aQ aXWhRUiWaWiYe mediaWiRQ WR call iQWR SUeVeQce µWhe 

SeRSle¶ aV cRQVWiWXWed SRliWical VXbjecW. SchmiWW iV XQVXcceVVfXl in his attempt to find a democratic 

substitute for authority after foundationalism. Instead, the moment of decision per se, 
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mythologized as messianic intervention, becomes the ground for the legitimation of sovereign 

politics. It no longer resorts to the people but instead actively suppresses democratic negotiation 

and contestation. I conclude that Schmitt thereby replaces authority with absolute sovereignty.  

IQ chaSWeU 4, I WXUQ WR AUeQdW¶V cUiWiTXe Rf aXWhRUiW\ iQ heU eVVa\ µWhaW iV AXWhRUiW\?¶, ZheUe Vhe 

demonstrates that the concept from the very moment of its theorisation in Greek thought was 

woven into a theological structure: having its source in a realm beyond human affairs, authority 

claims absolute validity in ordering human relations according to standards unmoved by the 

fluctuations of human plurality and political contestation. Arendt argues that although this 

understanding of authority has become inoperative in modernity, its theological structure still 

haunts modern conceptualisations of sovereignty, even in its popular formulation, reproducing its 

violent suppression of human plurality and political freedom. I argued that Arendt and Schmitt 

come to the same impasse in regard to popular sovereignty, which acts like a surrogate for the 

personal authority of the monarch and thereby imitates a foundational understanding of authority.  

However, a counter-theory of sovereignty, as Schmitt proposes, is not an option for Arendt. 

Instead, she proposes a post-foundational reconceptualization of authority based on a fabulist 

rendering of the American Declaration of Independence that emphasizes the authoritative power 

Rf mXWXal SURmiVeV aQd cRmSacWV. AUeQdW¶V glRUificaWiRQ Rf Whe fRXQdiQg aV e[WUaRUdiQaU\ eYeQW, 

however, not only eradicates any violent and exclusionary aspects, it also reiterates the 

metaphysical gesture of leaving behind the conditions of worldly affairs for a fabulist pure 

political moment ± rendering its authority again irresistible to democratic negotiation. Departing 

fURm HRQig¶V aUgXment that it is resistibility WhaW cRQVWiWXWeV Whe ViQe TXa QRQ Rf AUeQdW¶V 

UecRQceSWXali]aWiRQ Rf aXWhRUiW\, I cRQclXde WhaW if Ze Wake hXmaQ SlXUaliW\ aQd AUeQdW¶V 

immanent understanding of political beginning seriously, a post-foundational understanding of 

authority must critique it as a practise that is always already at work. Arendt herself provided us 

with an example of this with her gesture of deaXWhRUi]iQg PlaWR¶V XQdeUVWaQdiQg Rf aXWhRUiW\. In 

politicising it, Arendt demonstrates the contingency of this specific notion of authority and thus 

renders it contestable. This, I contended, can serve us as a starting point to examine the conditions 

in which authority is enacted in a way that gains force exactly from fostering rather than 

suppressing democratic contestation.  

 

Of beginning in the midst of it: Accountability instead of legitimacy 

 

We are used to understanding authority as something that is held (or not held) by political 

institutions and offices. Accordingly, the focus of democratic theory has been to question its 

legitimacy by tracing authority back to either absolute values (as, especially, in liberal theory), or 

b\ cRQceSWXaliViQg iW RQ Whe baViV Rf a figXUaWiYe ³VWaWe Rf e[ceSWiRQ´ (decisionism). The 

dissertation in front of you argued that these foundationalist gestures cannot address the fact that 
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authority is always already claimed on the basis of those power structures that run through the 

existing cultural, social, and political orders of democratic life. Instead, it proposed to begin the 

critique of authority from the midst of democratic life, and to understand authority as a practise. 

So, what does that mean? 

 

I argue that this understanding of authority allows us to address the moment of personal rule at 

the heart of the political and legal operations of every democratic regime, which take the form of 

authoritative and discreet administrative and judicial decisions. Behind there stands the 

recognition that those in position of authority, political leaders but also administrators, never 

simply execute the rule of law, but that their actions actively affirm these rules and procedures 

and are therefore an important part of the shaping of the world we move in.  Understanding 

authority as a practise then VhifWV demRcUaWic WheRU\¶V fRcXV aZa\ fURm Whe TXeVWiRQ Rf whether 

these authoritative interventions are legitimate toward the critique of their accountability. Taking 

accountability for our actions does not mean that we are responsible for their unforeseen 

consequences. As Arendt makes us aware of, our actions and speech slip away from us, get out 

of our control, once they insert themselves into the web of human relationships and technical 

processes, we find ourselves in. This, however, cannot mean that we are no longer responsible to 

answer to what we have begun. Taking accountability for our actions then demands the 

responsibility to face what we have set in motion and to draw consequences: this might entail 

adjustments, amendments, reparations. It is for this reason that forgiveness is so important to 

Arendt, as it allows us to begin again without complying with the fantasy that we can make a 

tabula rasa.  

This also highlights that it is an essential responsibility of democratic citizenship to exact 

accountability; to pose demands to those we allow into the position of authority; to hold them and 

the institutions they act in and for accountable for the forms of governance that shape democratic 

life; and to resist whilst always already being interpellated into forms of governance. The focus 

on authority and its accountability, then, maybe surprisingly, opposes the passivity created by the 

destruction of political life sought and often achieved by neoliberal logics and by the 

deVeQViWiVaWiRQ WhaW allRZV ³VhRck-SRliWicV´ WR gaiQ VXch a fRUce. IQdeed, iW mighW even be that a 

better understanding of authority turns out to be a key to resisting WhRVe ³QeZ aXWhRUiWaUiaQiVmV.´  

Such a focus on the practise of authority has gained new urgency over the past years. The spread 

of Covid-19 necessitated fast, authoritative action by governments together with the suspension 

of normal operations and legal procedures of political regimes. These exceptional politics have 

been continuously prolonged via the extension, repetition, and new proclamation of the state of 

emergency, whereby they have become part and parcel of everyday life. The problem that follows 

from this is that it is no longer clear according to which standards we can judge these political 

decisions. The implementation of unprecedented measures ± the obligation to wear masks, the 
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restrictions of political and social life, the financial support of individuals, businesses, and 

economies that suffer from these restrictions ± is, on the one hand, extraordinary, but on the other 

QR lRQgeU bRXQd WR a WemSRUaU\ ³VWaWe´ Rf emeUgeQc\. The line between rule of law and state of 

emergency becomes more and more blurred. Authority, understood as everyday practise which 

constitutes the hinge between the rule of law and the rule of man, allows for democratic critique 

at the very boundary between norm and exception.  
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