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From Walter Benjamin to Carl Schmitt, 
via Thomas Hobbes 

Horst Bredekamp 

Translated by Melissa Thorson Hause and Jackson Bond 

1. Traces of Benjamin's Esteem for Schmitt 

Walter Benjamin's esteem for Carl Schmitt is one of the most irritating 
incidents in the intellectual history of the Weimar Republic. It arouses 
astonishment to this day, connecting as it does Benjamin, a victim of Na- 
zism, to Schmitt, who, with his distinction between friend and enemy, de- 

veloped a Manichean definition of the political and took a public stance 
in support of National Socialism in the years after the Machtergreifung.' 

Yet this bizarre relationship, which for decades was repressed as in- 
conceivable or dismissed as a mere chance episode, was no isolated inci- 
dent. Although he was forbidden to teach after 1945 and his reputation 
remained tainted, Schmitt served as a kind of oracle for countless intellec- 
tuals and politicians in Germany and elsewhere before his death in 1985.2 
It was even suggested that he "has more 'pupils' at universities in Ger- 

For Stephan Holmes's fiftieth birthday. 
I am grateful to Gerhard Giesler, Helge Hoibraaten (who gave me the opportunity to 

discuss some of these problems at a symposium dedicated to Carl Schmitt at the University 
of Trondheim, Norway), Heinrich Meier, and Winfried Menninghaus for their comments 
and criticism, and to Joshua Gold for his assistance in research. All translations, unless 
otherwise noted, are our own. 

1. See Carl Schmitt, Der Begriffdes Politischen (1932; Berlin, 1991). Compare Joseph W. 

Bendersky, Carl Schmitt: Theorist for the Reich (Princeton, N.J., 1983), and Andreas Koenen, 
Der Fall Carl Schmitt: Sein Aufstieg zum "Kronjuristen des Dritten Reiches" (Darmstadt, 1995). 

2. See Dirk van Laak, Gesprdche in der Sicherheit des Schweigens: Carl Schmitt in der poli- 
tischen Geistesgeschichte derfriihen Bundesrepublik (Berlin, 1993). 

Critical Inquiry 25 (Winter 1999) 
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248 Horst Bredekamp Benjamin and Carl Schmitt 

many and abroad than any other professor of his generation."3 Finally, he 
continues to be the subject of increasing interest, even and especially in 
the United States.4 

What is particularly remarkable is the frequency with which we learn 
of the high regard for Schmitt held by persons who at first seem foreign 
to him in their origin and thought. Perhaps the most spectacular instance 
of this kind of interest was the sudden departure of Alexandre Kojeve, 
the celebrated philosopher of "the end of history," after a lecture at 
the Freie Universitat in the seething Berlin of 1967. Kojeve announced 
that he was going to see Schmitt, the only one "worth talking to" in Ger- 
many. Jacob Taubes, who had invited Kojeve, was, in his own words, dis- 
mayed.5 

But it was that same Taubes who, almost twenty years later, revealed 
the heretofore little-noticed connection between Benjamin and Schmitt. 
In 1986, one year after Schmitt's death, Taubes was called to account as 
before a "tribunal" at a panel discussion in the Maison Heinrich Heine 
in Berlin. Taubes, the son of a rabbi and himself a well-known Judaist, 
was taken to task for having visited Schmitt himself and even, despite the 

gulf that separated them, having respected his work. It seemed inconceiv- 
able that a scholar who characterized himself as an "arch-Jew" could have 
had anything to do with Schmitt.6 Taubes countered with Schmitt's own 
dictum, which the latter had borrowed from his poet friend Theodor 
DRubler-"The enemy is the embodiment of your own question"7-and 
then played his trump card: Benjamin's admiration for Schmitt. 

3. Heinrich Meier, "Der Philosoph als Feind: Zu Carl Schmitts 'Glossarium,"' Carl 
Schmitt, Leo Strauss, und "Der Begriffdes Politischen": Zu einem Dialog unter Abwesenden (Stuttgart, 
1998), p. 145. 

4. Mark Lilla's critical commentary on the latest Schmitt "boom" ("The Enemy of 
Liberalism," New York Review of Books, 15 May 1997, pp. 38-40, 42-44) has been met with 

sharp criticism by Paul Piccone, Gary Umen, and Paul Gottfried in Telos 109 : 87-97. Com- 

pare also John P McCormick, "Political Theory and Political Theology: The Second Wave of 
Carl Schmitt in English," forthcoming in Political Theory. As early as 1987, Jiirgen Habermas 

expressed consternation regarding two translations of Schmitt into English: "Die Schrecken 
der Autonomie: Carl Schmitt auf Englisch," Eine Art Schadensabwicklung (Frankfurt am Main, 
1987), pp. 103-19. 

5. See Jacob Taubes, Ad Carl Schmitt: Gegenstrebige Fitgung (Berlin, 1987), p. 24; hereaf- 
ter abbreviated CS. 

6. Taubes, letter to Schmitt, 18 Sept. 1979, in CS, p. 39; compare also p. 46. 
7. "Der Feind ist deine eigne Frage als Gestalt" (Theodor Diubler, Hymne an Italien 

[Munich, 1916], p. 58). This source was discovered by Meier, "Der Philosoph als Feind," pp. 

Horst Bredekamp, professor of art history at Humboldt University, 
Berlin, is the author of The Lure of Antiquity and the Cult of the Machine 
(1995). His forthcoming book is entitled Thomas Hobbes's Visual Strategies. 
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Evidence of Benjamin's attraction to Schmitt can be found as early 
as 1923. In a letter to Gottfried Salomon from December of that year, 
Benjamin wrote that he had been reading texts on the doctrine of sover- 

eignty in the baroque era during work on his Habilitation.8 Without doubt 
he is referring to Schmitt's Politische Theologie, which Benjamin cites as his 

political-theoretical basis in a central chapter of his Habilitation on The 

Origin of German Tragic Drama (Ursprung des deutschen Trauerspiels), pub- 
lished two years later.9 In his short curriculum vitae of 1928, Benjamin 
confirms that his work on the Trauerspiel book was methodologically in- 
fluenced by both the art historian Alois Riegl and the political thinker 
Schmitt: 

This effort, undertaken on a larger scale in the above-mentioned Ur- 
sprung des deutschen Trauerspiels, embraces on the one hand the meth- 
odological ideas of Alois Riegl with his idea of the Kunstwollen, and 
on the other the contemporary essays of Carl Schmitt, who in his 
analysis of political structure makes an analogous attempt to inte- 
grate phenomena that can only seemingly be isolated in different 
areas. Above all, however, it seems to me that such observation is 
the prerequisite for any penetrating physiognomic interpretation of 
works of art, to the extent that they are unique and inimitable.10 

The emphasis of this appraisal is remarkable. But an even more un- 

equivocal sign of Benjamin's admiration for Schmitt is found in a letter 

12, 35, 79, 91, 96; see also Meier, Die Lehre Carl Schmitts: Vier Kapitel zur Unterscheidung poli- 
tischer Theologie undpolitischer Philosophie (Stuttgart, 1994), p. 76. On Taubes's use of the verse, 
see CS, p. 51; on Benjamin and Schmitt, see ibid., p. 26. 

8. See Chryssoula Kambas, "Walter Benjamin an Gottfried Salomon: Bericht uiber 
eine unver6ffentlichte Korrespondenz," Deutsche Vierteljahrsschriftfifr Literaturwissenschaft und 

Geistesgeschichte 56 (1982): 609. 
9. See Schmitt, Politische Theologie: Vier Kapitel zur Lehre von der Souveranitat, 7th ed. 

(1922; Berlin, 1996), hereafter abbreviated PT; and Benjamin, Ursprung des deutschen Trauer- 

spiels, in Gesammelte Schriften, ed. Rolf Tiedemann and Hermann Schweppenhauser, 7 vols. 
in 14 (Frankfurt am Main, 1974-89), 1:1:203-430; see esp. p. 246; hereafter abbreviated 
UD; trans. John Osborne, under the title The Origin of German Tragic Drama (1977; London, 
1985); see esp. p. 65; hereafter abbreviated OG. 

10. 

Dieser Versuch, den ich in groBerem MaBstabe in dem erwahnten "Ursprung des 
deutschen Trauerspiels" unternahm, kniipft einerseits an die methodischen Ideen 
Alois Riegls in seiner Lehre vom Kunstwollen, andererseits an die zeitgenossischen 
Versuche von Carl Schmitt an, der in seiner Analyse der politischen Gebilde einen 
analogen Versuch der Integration von Erscheinungen vornimmt, die nur scheinbar 
gebietsmi8ig zu isolieren sind. Vor allem aber scheint mir eine derartige Betrach- 
tung Bedingung jeder eindringlichen physiognomischen Erfassung der Kunstwerke 
in dem worin sie unvergleichlich und einmalig sind. [Benjamin, "Lebenslauf," Gesam- 
melte Schriften, 7:1:219] 
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250 Horst Bredekamp Benjamin and Carl Schmitt 

written to him in December 1930,11 announcing the shipment of his 1925 
book on German tragic drama: 

Esteemed Professor Schmitt, 
You will receive any day now from the publisher my book, The 

Origin of the German Mourning Play. With these lines I would like not 
merely to announce its arrival, but also to express my joy at being 
able to send it to you, at the suggestion of Mr. Albert Salomon. You 
will very quickly recognize how much my book is indebted to you 
for its presentation of the doctrine of sovereignty in the seventeenth 
century. Perhaps I may also say, in addition, that I have also derived 
from your later works, especially the "Diktatur," a confirmation of my 
modes of research in the philosophy of art from yours in the philoso- 
phy of the state. If the reading of my book allows this feeling to 
emerge in an intelligible fashion, then the purpose of my sending it 
to you will be achieved. 

With my expression of special admiration, 
Your very humble 

Walter Benjamin.2 

Taubes called this letter "a mine" that "explodes our conception of 
the intellectual history of the Weimar period" (CS, p. 27), and since then 
it has given rise to a continuing discussion. The metaphor of explosion, 
however, presupposes fixed boundaries between Left and Right, the 
avant-garde and its reaction, that do not exist in monolithic form. Rather, 
the same opinions can often be formulated from different positions,'3 a 
phenomenon that holds true for Benjamin and Schmitt as well. The two 
thinkers shared the critique of a liberalism lacking in seriousness, extrem- 
ity, and depth, and when Schmitt emphasizes the modern character of 

11. Schmitt mentions this letter in his 1956 book on Shakespeare; see Schmitt, Hamlet 
oder Hekuba: Die Einbruch der Zeit in das Spiel (1956; Stuttgart, 1985), p. 64. The letter was not 

published in the first edition of Benjamin's correspondence (Benjamin, Briefe, ed. Gershom 
Scholem and Theodor W. Adorno, 2 vols. [Frankfurt am Main, 1966]), but was later printed 
by Hans-Dietrich Sander in Marxistische Ideologie und allgemeine Kunsttheorie, 2d ed. (1970; 
Basle, 1975), p. 173 n. 79 and commented upon in three important articles: Michael 
Rumpf, "Radikale Theologie: Walter Benjamins Beziehung zu Carl Schmitt," in Peter Geb- 
hardt et al., Walter Benjamin-Zeitgenosse der Moderne (Kronberg im Taunus, 1976), pp. 
37-50; Fritz Gfide, "Der Schiffbriichige und der Kapitin: Carl Schmitt und Walter Benja- 
min auf stiirmischer See," Kommune 3, no. 6 (1985): 61-67; and Horst Turk, "Politische 
Theologie? Zur Intention auf die Sprache bei Benjamin und Celan," inJuden in der deutschen 
Literatur: Ein deutsch-israelisches Symposion, ed. Stephane Moses and Albrecht Sch6ne (Frank- 
furt am Main, 1986), pp. 330-49. 

12. Benjamin, letter to Schmitt, 9 Dec. 1930, Gesammelte Schriften, 1:3:887, and Ben- 
jamin, letter to Schmitt, 9 Dec. 1930, Gesammelte Briefe, ed. Christoph G6dde and Henri 
Lonitz, 4 vols. (Frankfurt am Main, 1997), 3:558; trans. Samuel Weber, in Weber, "Tak- 
ing Exception to Decision: Walter Benjamin and Carl Schmitt," Diacritics 22 (Fall-Winter 
1992): 5. 

13. See Michael Rumpf, "Radikale Theologie." 
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German romanticism in order to condemn the radical subjectivism he 
saw fully unfolded in it for the first time, he agrees with Benjamin, 
though the latter affirmed romanticism for the same reason that Schmitt 
repudiated it.'4 

Benjamin must have known that Schmitt had enjoyed considerable 
success as a literary critic and surrealistic writer,'5 as well as the high re- 

gard of poets such as Daubler and artists such as the Catholic-leaning 
dadaist Hugo Ball.16 The decisive factor in Benjamin's use of Schmitt, 
however, was the way in which he saw his own concept of art clarified in 
the latter's political theory. Benjamin saw the double strategy of placing 
the shock of the exception against the background of eventless continuity 
as a way to, on the one hand, oppose the integration of phenomena to 
the existence of isolated and autonomous areas within society, and, on 
the other, to search for that which made the work of art "unique and 
inimitable." But this uniqueness consisted not only in the contrast to the 
close-knit web of phenomena but also in its opposition to the continuity 
of time. This is the point at which the ideas of Benjamin and Schmitt 
converge. Schmitt's theoretical association of the political, art, and time 
appealed to Benjamin and finally ensnared him. 

2. Conceptions of Time in the Work of Carl Schmitt 

In a central passage of his Trauerspiel book, Benjamin addresses the 

significance of the "state of exception" (Ausnahmezustand) (UD, p. 246; OG, 
p. 65),~7 a discussion that is based on Schmitt's dictum "sovereign is he 
who decides upon the state of exception" ("Souveran ist, wer fiber den 

14. See Schmitt, Politische Romantik, 5th ed. (1919; Berlin, 1991). On this complex of 
ideas, compare Ellen Kennedy, who attributes the antiliberal thinking to the Frankfurt 
school as a whole; see Ellen Kennedy, "Carl Schmitt und die 'Frankfurter Schule,"' Geschichte 
und Gesellschaft 12 (1986): 389; on Benjamin's letter, see p. 382 n. 5. A series of critiques of 

Kennedy appeared in Telos 71 [Spring 1987]: Martin Jay, "Reconciling the Irreconcilable? 

Rejoinder to Kennedy," pp. 76-80; Alfons Sollner, "Beyond Carl Schmitt: Political Theory 
in the Frankfurt School," pp. 81-96; and Ulrich K. PreuB, "The Critique of German Liber- 
alism: Reply to Kennedy," pp. 97-110. See also Weber, "Taking Exception to Decision: 
Theatrical-Theological Politics, Walter Benjamin and Carl Schmitt," in Walter Benjamin, 
1892-1940, ed. Uwe Steiner (Frankfurt am Main, 1992), pp. 123-37, and the thorough dis- 
sertation by Susanne Heil, "Gefahrliche Beziehungen: Walter Benjamin and Carl Schmitt" 
(Ph.D. diss., University of Stuttgart, 1996). 

15. His surrealistic piece "Buribunken" appeared in the magazine Summa 4 (1918): 
89-106, in which authors such as Ernst Bloch, Hermann Broch, Max Scheler, and Robert 
Musil were also published. 

16. Compare Ingeborg Villinger, Carl Schmitts Kulturkritik der Moderne: Text, Kommentar, 
und Analyse der "Schattenrisse" desJohannes Negelinus (Berlin, 1995); Heil, "Gefahrliche Bezie- 
hungen," pp. 10-47; and A. and Ch. Einem, "Carolusjocosus? Ein Blick in die Katakomben 
der Carl-Schmitt-Forschung," Etappe 13 (Sept. 1997): 59. 

17. Compare Heil, "Gefahrliche Beziehungen," p. 128. 
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252 Horst Bredekamp Benjamin and Carl Schmitt 

Ausnahmezustand entscheidet") (PT, p. 13). In this idea, he saw the dis- 

parity between continuity and uniqueness expanded to include a concept 
of time that sought to distinguish between normality and exception. This 
idea is in fact the keystone of Schmitt's system of thought, at least during 
the years that were decisive for the relationship between Schmitt and 

Benjamin. 18 

The concept of the state of exception expresses Schmitt's conviction 
that democracy loses its foundation when different factions pursue their 

divergent interests to the point where a splintered political system is no 

longer able to guarantee the security of law. Under these circumstances, 
an extrasocietal force, the sovereign, must suspend the laws in order to 
save them. 

Up to this point, Schmitt's argument corresponds to the standard 

justification for dictatorial authority. What lends it an art-theoretical 
twist, however, is his relentless politicization of the concept of time. Ac- 

cording to Schmitt, it is logically impossible for the representatives of law 
and politics to create a limited sphere of time outside the framework of 

normality. Like the miracle for the theologian, the state of exception must 
come from the outside. Schmitt thus defines sovereignty as a "borderline 

concept" (Grenzbegriff), localized in the "outermost sphere." Because its 

place lies beyond the space of normality, sovereignty corresponds to an 
abnormal time. And, since the framework of normality cannot be broken 

open from within, the state of exception must be declared by a person 
coming from the outside who interrupts the line of continuity. Political 

theory thus begins to approach political theology. 19 It demands a court of 

appeal-the state of exception-located outside all frameworks, one that 
defines the character of time and even produces it. The state of exception 
in temporal terms may be described as the cessation of ordinary time. 

The concept of a limited time beyond the continuity of the normal, 
in itself already an unusual idea, has the even stranger consequence of 

establishing itself as a "delay" (Frist). The interpretation of the state of 

exception as a Frist is a function of Schmitt's arch-Catholic conception of 
the katechon or the "Restrainer,"20 a scheme in which history takes place 

18. On the legal aspect of the state of exception and its relation to the "borderline 
situation" (Grenzsituation), see Hasso Hofmann, Legitimitdt gegen Legalitdit: Der Weg der poli- 
tischen Philosophie Carl Schmitts, 3d ed. (Berlin, 1995), p. 65. Compare also Weber, "Taking 
Exception to Decision" (1992), p. 125. On Grenzsituation, see Karl Jaspers, Einfiihrung in die 

Philosophie (Zurich, 1953), p. 20. Compare in general Weber, "Taking Exception to Deci- 

sion," in Enlightenments: Encounters between Critical Theory and Contemporary French Thought, ed. 

Harry Kunneman and Hent de Vries (Kampen, 1993), p. 148. 
19. See Meier, "Was ist Politische Theologie? Einfiihrende Bemerkungen zu einem 

umstrittenen Begriff" in Jan Assmann, Politische Theologie zwischen Agypten und Israel, 2d ed. 

(Munich, 1995), pp. 7-19. 
20. Schmitt refers to the second letter to the Thessalonians in the New Testament (2 

Thess. 2:7). On Schmitt's frequent use of the term, see Guinter Meuter, Der Katechon: Zu Carl 
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in the space of time between the present and the coming of the Antichrist. 
It is the span of time in which the works of the Lawless One have not yet 
gained the upper hand and the Antichrist has not yet appeared. The 
katechon, whatever form he may assume, produces history; without him, 
time itself would long ago have ended. He halts the flow of time leading 
toward the counter-era of the Antichrist, whether Communism or the 
mechanization of the world: "in the time of exception, the power of true 
life breaks through the crust of a mechanics caught in continuous repeti- 
tion" (PT p. 21).21 The reciprocal play of both together-the continuous 
time of normality as well as the shock of the state of exception-produces 
the history that is given to humanity as the Frist. 

This political concept of time might at first seem too cryptic to be 

worthy of further consideration. But here, too, other thinkers have 

adopted the same ideas as Schmitt, making them appear less strange. The 
construction of the katechon, for example, was used as an alternative to 
nihilism not only by the Catholic Schmitt but also by the Protestant Die- 
trich Bonhoeffer.22 Schmitt's ideas, moreover, have a diabolical logic that 
has ensnared others besides Benjamin. Their marginal movement is ex- 

actly what it pretends to be; Schmitt's theory of time is a philosophical 
"borderline case" (Grenzfall), which posits a zone far beyond the known 
world. Accordingly, this theory seeks to nullify the rules of normal time 
and produce a moment of standstill and shocklike clarity. 

This motif of the abrupt departure from the time of normality corre- 

sponds to the concepts of shock, the now, and suddenness from the canon 
of the avant-garde propagated by Ernst Jiinger and Martin Heidegger 
as well as by Andr6 Breton and Louis Aragon.23 In his curriculum vitae 

Benjamin emphasizes the proximity of his theory of art to Schmitt's di- 

chotomy between continuity and uniqueness; in actuality, this dichotomy 
corresponds to the span between normality and the state of exception 
used by Schmitt in his concept of the katechon. And even the cinematic 
"shock effect" praised by Benjamin in "The Work of Art in the Age of 

Schmitts fundamentalistischer Kritik der Zeit (Berlin, 1994), and Meier, Die Lehre Carl Schmitts, 
pp. 46, 234-53, as well as Meier, Carl Schmitt, Leo Strauss, und "Der Begriff des Politischen," pp. 
56, 90. 

21. "In der Ausnahme durchbricht die Kraft des wirklichen Lebens die Kruste einer 
in Wiederholung erstarrten Mechanik." Compare Lutz Berthold, "Wer hdilt zur Zeit den 
Satan auf? Zur Selbstglossierung Carl Schmitts," Leviathan 21 (1993): 287, 294. 

22. See Wolfgang Schuller, "Dennoch die Schwerter halten: Der Katechon Carl 
Schmitts," in Geschichte-Tradition-Reflexion: Festschrift fiir Martin Hengel zum 70. Geburtstag, 
ed. Hubert Cancik, Hermann Lichtenberger, and Peter Schafer, 3 vols. (Tfibingen, 1996), 
2:389-408. 

23. See Karl Heinz Bohrer, Pl6tzlichkeit: Zum Augenblick des disthetischen Scheins (Frank- 
furt am Main, 1981), pp. 52-54, 67, 73, 180, 183, 184, 211, and Richard Wolin, "Carl 
Schmitt: The Conservative Revolutionary Habitus and the Aesthetics of Horror," Political 

Theory 20 (Aug. 1992): 433. 
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254 Horst Bredekamp Benjamin and Carl Schmitt 

Mechanical Reproduction"-an effect that, "like every shock, should be 
cushioned by intensified spiritual presence"-refers to the tension be- 
tween normal time and uniqueness that Benjamin in his curriculum vitae 
had also found and praised in Schmitt's method.24 

But the connection between Benjamin and Schmitt is more complex 
and contradictory than the mere adoption of Schmitt's concept of unique- 
ness would suggest. The link between the two thinkers can be established 
much more firmly via a relatively lengthy detour, one that leads to 
Thomas Hobbes's concept of political time and offers a key to both Benja- 
min and Schmitt. 

3. Hobbes's Image of the Leviathan as the Creator of Time 

While Benjamin himself does not quote Hobbes, there can be no 
doubt that his fundamental theses are based on the latter's definition of 
the political. Thus it has been surmised that the image of the Leviathan 
should be viewed as a secret antithesis to the emptiness of the allegory. 
At the beginning of Benjamin's "Kritik der Gewalt," where he deals with 

Spinoza, Hobbes is likewise present between the lines.25 
Schmitt, on the other hand, who sought to reactivate the Hobbesian 

view of the state as rooted in elemental human fear, lays explicit claim to 
Hobbes as his intellectual "brother."26 Of particular interest is the impor- 
tance he attributes to the Leviathan metaphor: "In the long history of 

24. Benjamin, "Das Kunstwerk im Zeitalter seiner technischen Reproduzierbarkeit" 
(Zweite Fassung), Gesammelte Schriften, 7:1:379 n. 16. Compare Heil, "Gefdihrliche Bezie- 

hungen," pp. 91-98, and my criticism of Benjamin's ingenious but art historically mis- 

leading essay in "Der simulierte Benjamin: Mittelalterliche Bemerkungen zu seiner 
Aktualitdit," in Frankfurter Schule und Kunstgeschichte, ed. Andreas Berndt et al. (Berlin, 1992), 
pp. 117-40. 

25. See Benjamin, "Zur Kritik der Gewalt," Gesammelte Schriften, 2:1:180; compare 
Martin Windisch, "'When There Is No Visible Power to Keep Them in Awe': Staatstheorie 
und Bildform bei Thomas Hobbes," Zeitspriinge 1, no. 1 (1997): 162. 

26. Helmut Schelsky even called Schmitt "a German Hobbes" (Helmut Schelsky, 
Thomas Hobbes: Eine politische Lehre [Berlin, 1981], p. 5). Schmitt published extensively on 
Hobbes: "Der Staat als Mechanismus bei Hobbes und Descartes," Archivfiir Rechts- und Sozi- 

alphilosophie 30 (1936-37): 622-32; Der Leviathan in der Staatslehre des Thomas Hobbes: Sinn und 

Fehlschlag eines politischen Symbols, ed. Giinter Maschke (1938; Cologne, 1982); and 
"Die vollendete Reformation: Bemerkungen und Hinweise zu neuen Leviathan- 

Interpretationen," Der Staat, 4 Apr. 1965, pp. 51-69. In his memoirs, written after 1945, 
Schmitt compares himself repeatedly to Hobbes; see Schmitt, Ex Captivitate Salus (Cologne, 
1950), pp. 61, 63, 67, 68, 75, 78, 89. See also Schmitt, Glossarium: Aufzeichnungen derJahre 
1947-51, ed. Eberhard Freiherr von Medem (Berlin, 1991), p. 81. On this subject, compare 
Helmut Rumpf, Carl Schmitt und Thomas Hobbes: Ideelle Beziehungen und aktuelle Bedeutung mit 
einer Abhandlung iiber: Die Friihschriften Carl Schmitts (Berlin, 1972), pp. 57, 61-67, and the 
foundational discussion in Meier, Die Lehre Carl Schmitts, p. 157. 
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political theories, richly laden with colorful images and symbols, icons 
and idols, paradigms and phantasms, emblems and allegories, this Levia- 
than is the most striking and powerful image. It transcends the frame- 
work of all intellectual theories or constructions."27 Despite his criticism of 
the Leviathan as an image inappropriate for the mechanistic Hobbesian 
state-a position he later repudiated28-Schmitt attributes to this image 
the power to rupture the time of normality. The Old Testament metaphor 
of the Leviathan is equivalent to the sovereign, and thus possesses that 

time-producing quality that justifies sovereignty. 
The same holds true for the anthropomorphic visualization of the 

Leviathan. The frontispiece is the most authoritative answer imaginable 
to the experience of inescapable political chaos and years of civil war (fig. 
1). Equipped with the bishop's crosier of spiritual power and the sword 
of secular authority, the giant bends men to his will. In the tradition of 

Arcimboldesque composite images,29 his body is comprised of over three 
hundred people who, like a coat of mail, replace the skin and obviously 
extend into the body itself (fig. 2). This double effect, where hundreds of 
people look toward a single head that itself returns our gaze, doubtless 
illustrates the decisive passage in chapter 17 of the Leviathan in which the 
birth of the state occurs through the transfer of the individual will to the 
sovereign: "This is more than Consent, or Concord; it is a reall Unitie of 
them all, in one and the same Person, made by Covenant of every man 
with every man. .... This is the Generation of that great LEVIATHAN, 
or rather (to speak more reverently) of that Mortall God, to which we owe 
under the Immortall God, our peace and defence.""30 

"Generation" here means the creation not only of a body but also of 
time. The concept is related to the tradition of state effigies fashioned at 
the death of a king in order to fill the period of the interregnum with a 
quasi-living representation of the state. Such effigies prepared the way 
for the process of visualization without which the Leviathan would 

27. "In der langen, an bunten Bildern und Symbolen, an Ikonen und Idolen, an 

Paradigmen und Phantasmen, Emblemen und Allegorien fiberaus reichen Geschichte der 

politischen Theorien ist dieser Leviathan das stdirkste und mdichtigste Bild. Es sprengt den 
Rahmen jeder nur gedanklichen Theorie oder Konstruktion" (Schmitt, Der Leviathan in der 
Staatslehre des Thomas Hobbes, p. 9). 

28. See Stephen Holmes, The Anatomy of Antiliberalism (Cambridge, Mass., 1993), pp. 
50-53, and Meier, Die Lehre Carl Schmitts, p. 160. 

29. See Reinhardt Brandt, "Das Titelblatt des Leviathan und Goyas El Gigante," in 
Furcht und Freiheit: Leviathan-Diskussion 300 Jahre nach Thomas Hobbes, ed. Udo Bermbach 
and Klaus-Michael Kodalle (Opladen, 1982), p. 204 n. 5, and Bredekamp, "Zur Vorge- 
schichte von Thomas Hobbes's Bild des Staates,"' in Raume des Wissens: Repraisentation, Codie- 
rung, Spur, ed. Hans-Jdrg Rheinberger, Michael Hagner, and Bettina Wahrig-Schmidt 
(Berlin, 1997), pp. 23-37. 

30. Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan, ed. Richard Tuck (Cambridge, 1991), p. 120; here- 
after abbreviated L. 
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FIG. 1.-Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan (London, 1651), frontispiece. 
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scarcely have been conceivable.31 The collection of royal effigies, dating 
back to the fourteenth century,32 demonstrated what was otherwise only 
visible to a supernatural eye, elevated above the flow of time: the chain 
of office-holders, fragmented over time, but extending from the past into 
the future as a coherent composite figure. In Leviathan, Hobbes explores 
the question of the "Right of Succession" as if he were envisioning the royal 
effigies of Westminster Abbey: 

Of all these Formes of Government, the matter being mortall, so that 
not onely Monarchs, but also whole Assemblies dy, it is necessary for 
the conservation of the peace of men, that as there was order taken 
for an Artificiall Man, so there be order also taken, for an Artificiall 
Eternity of life; without which, men that are governed by an Assem- 
bly, should return into the condition of Warre in every age; and they 
that are governed by One man, assoon as their Governour dyeth. 
This Artificiall Eternity, is that which men call the Right of Succession. 
[L, p. 135]33 

In Leviathan, the artificial figure that represents the state claims this arti- 
ficial eternity. The Leviathan is built to last. 

4. The State of Exception: Hobbes, Schmitt, and Benjamin 

Common to both Hobbes and Schmitt is the preoccupation with a 
form of time posited beyond the continuum of normality. Like Hobbes's 

interregnum, Schmitt's state of exception constitutes the center around 
which all political considerations revolve. But while Hobbes theoretically 

31. The words representation and image were used synonymously for the first time on 
the occasion of the burial of Henry VII in 1509: "Over the Corps was an Image or Repre- 
sentation of ye late king layd on quissions of gold aparelled in his Riche robes of astate wat 
crowne on his hed ball & scepter in his hande." Later, arms and legs were added, allowing 
the figure to assume various positions, so that "sundrie accions first for the Carriage in the 
Chariot and then for the standinge and for settinge uppe the same in the Abbey" intensified 
the illusion of life through the appearance of motion (quoted in W. H. St. John Hope, "On 
the Funeral Effigies of the Kings and Queens of England, with Special Reference to Those 
in the Abbey of Westminster," Archeologia: or Miscellaneous Tracts Relating to Antiquity 60 
[1907]: 539, 555). Against this background, Hobbes's description of the Leviathan as a liv- 

ing machine is understandable. His introductory statement, "by Art is created that great 
LEVIATHAN called a COMMON-WEALTH, or STATE, (in latine CIVITAS) which is but 
an Artificiall Man," is clearly inspired by kings' effigies (L, p. 9). Compare Bredekamp, "Zur 

Vorgeschichte von Thomas Hobbes's Bild des Staates." 
32. See Anthony Harvey and Richard Mortimer, The Funeral Effigies of Westminster Abbey 

(Woodbridge, 1994). 
33. The resemblance of the Leviathan to the model of the effigies was noted already 

by Bourdieu, though only in passing, in a sentence explaining the principle of representa- 
tion; see Pierre Bourdieu, Language and Symbolic Power, trans. Gino Raymond and Matthew 
Adamson, ed. John B. Thompson (Cambridge, Mass., 1991), p. 209. 
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extends the brief interregnum in order to transform the potentially end- 
less time of anarchy into a period of authority and order through the 

permanence of the social contract and a living effigy-that is, the state- 
Schmitt is concerned with the duration of an unstable order, to which he 

opposes the moment of the "state of exception." Hobbes's objective is the 

permanence of the Leviathan, whereas Schmitt emphasizes the exalted- 
ness of the moment. Schmitt, who attacked occasionalism as a delusion 

specific to German romanticism,34 is, in fact, its involuntary heir. Hobbes 
is political, Schmitt romantic.35 

Benjamin occupies a middle ground between Hobbes and Schmitt. 
At first, his Trauerspiel book follows Schmitt's approach. Adopting the con- 
trast between the serious case (Ernstfall), borderline concept (Grenzbegriff), 
and exception (Ausnahme), on the one hand, and the phenomenon of con- 
tinuous normality, on the other,36 he emphasizes the significance of the 

"unique-extreme." Moreover, the criteria by which Benjamin evaluates 
German tragic drama are taken from Schmitt: the sovereign, his relation 
to the state of exception, and his ability to make extreme decisions.37 

In his chapter on the theory of sovereignty, Benjamin makes refer- 
ence to Schmitt's concept of sovereignty, which "emerges from a discus- 
sion of the state of exception" (UD, p. 245; OG, p. 65; trans. mod.).38 
Accordingly, one would expect Benjamin to follow Schmitt at this point, 
too; but such is not the case. Sovereignty, according to Benjamin, "makes 

34. See Schmitt, Politische Romantik. 
35. "The bucolic idyll has become-to exaggerate a little-a predatory idyll" (Helmut 

Kuhn, review of Der Begriff des Politischen, by Schmitt, Kant-Studien 38 [1933]: 194; there 
Schmitt is also characterized as a "Romantic"). Compare Hofmann, Legitimitdt gegen Legali- 
tilt, p. 162. In a contribution to a discussion published in Recht und Institution: Helmut 

Schelsky-Geddchtnissymposion Miinster 1985, ed. Rechstwissenschaftlichen Fakultdit der Uni- 

versitit Mfinster (Berlin, 1985), p. 99, Hermann Luibbe likewise calls Schmitt a "Romantic 
of the exceptional situation," driven by an "intellectual and aesthetic weakness for excep- 
tional political positions" (p. 99). 

36. "The normal proves nothing, the exception proves everything" ("Das Normale 
beweist nichts, die Ausnahme beweist alles") (PT, p. 21). 

37. "'The unique extreme.' The concept proceeds from the extreme" ("'das Einmalig 
Extreme.' Vom Extremen geht der Begriffaus") (UD, p. 215; OG, p. 35; trans. mod.). Com- 

pare Michael Makropoulos, Modernitdt als ontologischer Ausnahmezustand? Walter Benjamins 
Theorie der Moderne (Munich, 1989), pp. 39-41, and Weber, "Taking Exception to Decision" 
(1992), p. 124. 

38. Osborne renders "Ausnahmezustand" as "state of emergency." Compare the foun- 
dational essay by Weber, "Taking Exception to Decision" (1992), p. 130, and the essay by 
Giinter Figal, "Vom Sinn der Geschichte: Zur Er6rterung der politischen Theologie bei 
Carl Schmitt und Walter Benjamin," in Dialektischer Negativismus: Michael Theunissen zum 60. 

Geburtstag, ed. Emil Angehrn et al. (Frankfurt am Main, 1992), p. 262. As far as I know, 
Benjamin's reasons for praising Schmitt's book on dictatorship have never been investi- 

gated. The answer might lie in the fact that this book once again treats of extreme situations 
and the "exception" that helps to understand and safeguard the legal norm; see Schmitt, 
Die Diktatur: Von den Anfdngen des modernen Souverdnititsgedankens bis zum proletarischen Klassen- 

kampf 5th ed. (1922; Berlin, 1989), pp. xiv, 16. 
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it the most important function of the prince to avert this," that is, the 
state of exception. The shift of nuance is of utmost significance. For while 
Schmitt views the state of exception as the conditio sine qua non for the 
establishment of sovereignty, Benjamin sees sovereignty as existing in or- 
der to avoid the state of exception in the first place. 

The passage that follows likewise reveals fundamental differences, 
despite the Schmittian influence: "The ruler is designated from the out- 
set as the holder of dictatorial power if war, revolt, or other catastrophes 
should lead to a state of exception." At first glance, the sentence reads like 
a summary of Schmitt's work on Diktatur, which Benjamin had praised in 
the letter of December 1930. But while Schmitt views the sovereign, who 
establishes himself in the reciprocity of normal continuity and the state 
of exception, as both necessary and possible, Benjamin speaks of his ab- 

sence.39 His Trauerspiel shows rulers who are only seemingly able to gov- 
ern the state of exception and, ideally, to exclude it. The symbol of the 

epoch is neither the clarity and permanence of the laws nor the moment 
of the sovereign's decision, but rather the "inability to decide" (Entschluj3- 
unfihigkeit)40 and the torsion of hesitation: "The prince, who is respon- 
sible for making the decision to proclaim the state of exception, reveals, 
at the first opportunity, that he is almost incapable of making a decision. 

Just as compositions with restful lighting are virtually unknown in man- 
nerist painting, so it is that the theatrical figures of this epoch always 
appear in the harsh light of their changing resolve" (UD, p. 250; OG, p. 
71; trans. mod.). Benjamin searches for traces of the true sovereign, but 
the rulers appear to him unable to find a way to the transcendence that 
would make possible an outer Archimedean point.41 The potentate is 
symbolized by the cold, unrestrained plotter, whose actions fill up the 

permanent state of exception stochastically, without meaning or morality. 
His counterpart is the masquerade of the allegory, which transforms real- 
ity into changing masks of continual metamorphosis.42 

Benjamin criticizes authority as a masquerade of the chaotic state 
of nature, the endless repetition of change without substance, and the 

39. The German drama of the Counter-Reformation was formed "in an extremely 
violent effort, and this alone would mean that no sovereign genius gave the form its peculiar 
character" ("in einer hbchst gewalttitigen Anstrengung und dies allein wfirde besagen, daB 
kein souveriner Genius dieser Form das Geprige gegeben hat") (UD, p. 229; OG, p. 49; 
trans. mod.). 

40. Compare Turk, "Politische Theologie?" p. 332. 
41. The more the world moves aimlessly toward its end, the more history becomes 

bound to the world: "The religious man of the baroque era clings so tightly to the world 
because of the feeling that he is being driven along to a cataract with it. The baroque knows 
no eschatology; and for that very reason it possesses no mechanism by which all earthly 
things are gathered in together and exalted before being consigned to their end" (UD, p. 
246; OG, p. 66). See also Weber, "Taking Exception to Decision" (1993), p. 153. 

42. See Weber, "Taking Exception to Decision" (1992 and 1993), p. 133 and pp. 
154-59. 
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meaningless use of pliable allegories. He views history not as the pendu- 
lum swing of disintegrating order and its reestablishment in the state of 

exception but as one-dimensional monotony-and thus to be lamented. 
Inasmuch as Benjamin views the absence of sovereignty as catastrophic, 
he remains, despite his "theological anarchism," within the Schmittian 

framework.43 He differs from Schmitt in his interpretation of history, not, 
however, with respect to the criteria for its evaluation. 

5. Schmitt's Response to Benjamin 

Schmitt reacted to Benjamin's objections. In a series of letters from 
1973, he mentions in passing that he had been occupied with Benjamin 
during the entire decade of the thirties. First, he underlines his relation 
to Benjamin by stating that he was "in daily contact" with shared acquain- 
tances.44 Then he deals with Benjamin's interpretation of the Leviathan. 
He suggests that his article of 1937 had implicitly criticized Benjamin's 
failure to deal with the symbolism of the Leviathan: "The important thing 
is the symbolism of the Leviathan, of which, strangely, W. Benjamin says 
nothing (as far as I can tell)."45 

In the following remark-which may be described as nothing less 
than spectacular-Schmitt explains that his influential book on Hobbes 
of 1938, which he himself characterized as his most significant, was in- 
tended as an answer to Benjamin's Trauerspiel: "Unfortunately, my at- 
tempt to respond to Benjamin by examining a great political symbol (the 
Leviathan in the political thought of Thomas Hobbes, 1938) went unno- 

ticed."'46 
At first glance, it may seem questionable whether Schmitt really had 

Benjamin in mind when he wrote his critique of Hobbes. It is possible 
that he, looking back in 1973, was seeking some share in Benjamin's fame. 
He may have viewed this as a welcome opportunity to disguise the book's 
open anti-Semitism by describing it as a veiled answer to a Jewish emi- 
grant, in this way appearing to take him seriously and even honor him. 

On the other hand, the question of the extent to which Schmitt 
sought to style himself in retrospect is of secondary significance. For re- 

43. Figal, "Vom Sinn der Geschichte," p. 253. 
44. Schmitt makes reference to a letter of 7 July 1932 written to him by Karl Korsch; 

"From the fall of 1932, I also have letters from Franz Neumann; most of them-above all 
Otto Kircheimer, who did his doctoral work with me in Bonn in 1928-and the acquain- 
tances shared with W Benjamin are not documented because we were in daily contact" 
(Schmitt, letter to Hansjorg Viesel, 11 May 1973, in Viesel,Jawohl, der Schmitt: Zehn Briefe aus 

Plettenberg [Berlin, 1988], pp. 60-61). 
45. Ibid., p. 16. The article mentioned is Schmitt, "Der Staat als Mechanismus bei 

Hobbes und Descartes." 
46. Schmitt, letter to Viesel, 4 Apr. 1973, in Viesel,Jawohl, der Schmitt, p. 14. 
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gardless of whether it was consciously intended at the time or represented 
a later construction, Schmitt's preoccupation with the Leviathan makes 

complete sense as a hidden dialogue with Benjamin. Benjamin had writ- 
ten that in the age of the baroque, a state of exception was impossible 
because there was no authority that could instate or end it. The abroga- 
tion of law had become the condition of normality, approaching the 
Hobbesian state of nature and dissolving the dialectic between the status 

quo and the Grenzbegriff 
Schmitt is concerned with the reconstruction of this reciprocal rela- 

tionship. He attacks Benjamin's view of a persistent instability by critiqu- 
ing its polar opposite, Hobbes's concept of the eternal, intact body politic. 
Hobbes's monster, according to Schmitt, cannot be as stable as it pretends 
to be. In the schemes of Jewish thinkers like Spinoza, "freedom of 

thought" works like a slow poison, undermining the foundations of the 
state, weakening its bones, and finally leading to its collapse.7 Schmitt 
sees this hollowing-out of the Leviathan as a process of decay, almost mak- 

ing us think he had abandoned "exception" in favor of order. But there 
can be no question that he did not abandon the former as the mere fact 
of his sympathy for pirates and interest in guerrillas proves.48 In his criti- 
cism of those who undermine the Leviathan, moreover, there are under- 
tones of cryptic satisfaction, for it is these situations that make possible a 

higher authority than the Leviathan itself: the sovereignty of the state of 

exception, which provokes the shock of uniqueness. Without the under- 
miners, the reciprocity on which sovereignty exclusively depends would 
be impossible. Since the state of exception remains the core of his political 
thought, Schmitt's Leviathan book separates him from both Hobbes's con- 

cept of an earthly god of state and the perpetual absence of the Leviathan 

posited by Benjamin. 
The possibility that Schmitt really was thinking of Benjamin when 

he formulated his critique of Hobbes is also confirmed by an explicit ref- 
erence to him sixteen years later. In his book on Shakespeare, Schmitt 
confines his criticism to the two sentences in which Benjamin praises 
Shakespeare for having Christianized Hamlet.49 Schmitt maintained that 
since Hamlet is in no way a Christian play, Benjamin had trivialized it. In 
Schmitt's view, Shakespeare's England was "more barbaric" than Benja- 
min was ready to admit--"barbaric" as an antipode to the Continental 
creation of the modern state with its omnipresence of the political.50 

Schmitt's use of the term barbaric is similar to Benjamin's confron- 

47. Schmitt, Der Leviathan in der Staatslehre des Thomas Hobbes, p. 86. 
48. See Schmitt, Land und Meer: Eine weltgeschichtliche Betrachtung (Leipzig, 1942), p. 26 

and Theorie des Partisanen: Zwischenbemerkungen zum Begriff des Politischen, 4th ed. (1995); see 

p. 33, for example, for the explanation of the concept of risk. 
49. See Schmitt, Hamlet oder Hekuba, p. 63. See also UD, p. 335; OG, pp. 157-58. 
50. Schmitt, Hamlet oder Hekuba, p. 65. 
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tation of the "barbarians" Klee, Picasso, Brecht, Kraus, and others with 
the lifelessness of contemporary humanism.51 According to Schmitt, 
Shakespeare's drama is interwoven with life beyond the stage and the 
elemental force of the exception. Schmitt defines Shakespeare's Hamlet as 

"play" (Spiel), but a play that reveals its opposite, the "serious case" (Ernst- 
fall). As play, the theater is the negation of the Ernstfall; yet without knowl- 

edge of the latter, it remains empty.52 
Schmitt's interpretation of Hamlet negates the autonomy of the work 

of art53 in order to show it as the recipient of the "intrusion of time into 
the play": as an extreme form of the elemental, nonmechanical, and 
anomalous that demands the highest order, clarified and given form in 

sovereignty. In contrast to Benjamin's diagnosis that the state of exception 
is impossible because it already exists as a permanent state of lawlessness, 
here too Schmitt advocates the shock theory of the authoritarian avant- 

garde. Once again, political theory and the theory of art are intertwined. 

6. Benjamin's Response to Schmitt 

As Schmitt noted with regret in 1973, the response to Benjamin im- 

plicit in his Leviathan book of 1938 went unnoticed. Nonetheless, shortly 
after the publication of his book he became the unstated target of Benja- 
min's philosophy of history. Benjamin's eighth thesis, followed by the fa- 
mous picture of the Angelus Novus of destructive progress,54 was, to adopt 
Taubes's theatrical description, "written eye to eye with the theses of Carl 
Schmitt" (CS, p. 28).55 Indeed, Benjamin calls attention to the allusion by 
placing the words state of exception in quotation marks: 

The tradition of the oppressed teaches us that the "state of excep- 
tion" in which we live is not the exception but the rule. We must 
attain to a conception of history that is in keeping with this insight. 
Then we shall clearly realize that it is our task to bring about a real 

51. See Schmitt, Hamlet oder Hekuba, pp. 64-67; Benjamin, "Erfahrung und Armut," 
Gesammelte Schriften, 2:1:215; and Heil, "Gefdihrliche Beziehungen," p. 71. 

52. Schmitt, Hamlet oder Hekuba, pp. 42 and 71 n. 15. 
53. "There is a powerful taboo of the autonomous work of art, isolated from its histori- 

cal and sociological origin, a taboo of absolute form, the real taboo of an idealistic philoso- 
phy, a purity taboo, deeply rooted in the tradition of German learning. This taboo does not 
permit us to speak of the intrusion of time into the play" (Schmitt, "Was habe ich getan?" 
Dietsland-Europa 2 [Jan. 1957]: 7-9; rpt. and annotated by Piet Tommissen in Schmittiana 5 
[1996]: 13-19). 

54. See O. K. Werckmeister, "Walter Benjamin's 'Angel of History,' or the Transforma- 
tion of the Revolutionary into the Historian," Critical Inquiry 22 (Winter 1996): 239-67. 

55. "Dieser Text, eine Art Testament Walter Benjamins, steht Aug in Aug mit den 
Thesen Carl Schmitts." Compare Heil, "Gefihrliche Beziehungen," p. 158. 
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state of exception, and this will improve our position in the struggle 
against Fascism.56 

Benjamin here expands the thesis developed in his Trauerspiel book, 
that in the baroque the state of exception is impossible not because it 
is superfluous but because it exists permanently as a perpetual state of 
lawlessness, continuing to the present. What Schmitt views as the event 
of historical rupture, as the state of exception and a cessation, Benjamin 
sees as trapped in the permanence of a power that now, in the worst 

possible sense, truly is "barbarian." As in the Trauerspiel book, however, 
Benjamin once again concurs with Schmitt's demand for a true state of 

exception57-in order, now, to turn it against Schmitt's concept of history. 
Benjamin's conception of the shocklike liberation acquires the character 
of a Last Judgment of Fascism. 

As powerful as this image may seem, without knowledge of its real 
addressee it remains obscure.58 It adopts Schmitt's state of exception in 
order to formulate a version of "political theology" that is immediately 
turned back against Schmitt. It is worth noting, moreover, that Benjamin, 
even while he seeks to attack Schmitt's Politische Theologie, remains caught 
in the framework of its conception. Theses 14-17, in which Benjamin 
seeks to "destroy" the idea of linear progress, likewise contain an echo 
of Schmitt's time-construct of the state of exception, inasmuch as they 
crystallize the idea of the "shock" in a "messianic cessation of activity."''59 
Benjamin's moving reflection on history uses the Schmittian pattern of 

politicized time, an idea that received its conceptual contours-as already 
with Hobbes60-in the realm of art theory. 

Benjamin employed Schmittian metaphors or at least parallel con- 

56. Benjamin, "Uber den Begriff der Geschichte," Gesammelte Schriften, 1:2:697; trans. 
Zohn, under the title "Theses on the Philosophy of History," Illuminations, p. 257; trans. 
mod. Zohn translates "Ausnahmezustand" as "state of emergency." 

57. Michael Rumpf, "Radikale Theologie," p. 46, emphasizes this point but does not 
discuss Benjamin's critical turn. 

58. The image becomes no clearer if one takes into account Georges Sorel's gnoseolog- 
ical theory of the general strike, to which Benjamin referred in his "Kritik der Gewalt," p. 
194, a theory that was also significant for Schmitt's conception of power; see Schmitt, Die 
Diktatur, p. 147. Compare Michael Rumpf, "Radikale Theologie," p. 41; Kurt Anglet, Messia- 
nitdt und Geschichte: Walter Benjamins Konstruktion der historischen Dialektik und deren Aufhebung 
ins Eschatologische durch Erik Peterson (Berlin, 1995), pp. 41, 49, 83, 101, and esp. 102; and 
Wolin, "Carl Schmitt," p. 435. 

59. Benjamin, "Ober den Begriff der Geschichte," p. 703; "Theses on the Philosophy 
of History," p. 263; trans. mod. Compare Andreas Poltermann and Emil Sander, "Rede im 
Exil: Theologische Momente im Werk von Walter Benjamin," in "Kritische Theorie" zwischen 

Theologie und Evolutionstheorie: Beitrdige zu einer Auseinandersetzung mit der "Frankfurter Schule," 
ed. Wilfried Kunstmann and Emil Sander (Munich, 1981), p. 42. 

60. See Bredekamp, "Kunsttheoretische Topoi in Thomas Hobbes's Definition des Le- 
viathan," in Formen der Wissensvermittlung, ed. Gary Smith (Berlin, 1998). 
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cepts in his critiques, shifting at will between political theory and the 

theory of art. We see his borrowings in his critique of parliamentary liber- 
alism, which, he says, leads to compromises reflecting nothing of the vio- 
lence that gave birth to parliament;6' in his longing for decision, as 
formulated in his piece on Goethe's Wahlverwandtschaften, written a year 
after he had read Schmitt's Politische Theologie;62 and in his desire to argue 
from the Grenzlinie as developed in the Einbahnstrafle.63 

"Affinities" between Benjamin and Schmitt have led Jacques Derrida 
to subject Benjamin's "Kritik der Gewalt" to a similar analysis in the name 
of "deconstruction," an investigation whose cryptic conclusions make the 
association appear downright harmless. Again and again, the comparison 
with texts by Schmitt is merely hinted at, causing the motive for the ex- 
amination of Benjamin to remain vague. Only in one passage, where 
Derrida deals with the problem of time that arises in the moment of legis- 
lation, does he address the connection that was apparently constitutive of 
the "affinities" between Benjamin and Schmitt: "It is the moment when 
the justification of law hovers in the void or over the abyss, clinging to a 

purely performative act."64 This moment may explain why Benjamin 
could orient himself so strongly to Schmitt. His esteem for Schmitt was 
based on art-theoretical considerations that, drawing from an iconology 
of time grounded in Hobbes, were able to sustain the longing for a time 
of exception. 

Perhaps Benjamin saw Schmitt as the latter saw his enemy: "the em- 
bodiment of his own question." This "embodiment," however, was the aes- 

thetically manifested state of exception, a trap from which Benjamin 
could not free himself even as he sought to turn it against itself. The 
aesthetic intersections were more powerful than the political fronts. To 
see this as a purely moral problem would be to ignore an elementary 
dilemma, one for which Schmitt and Benjamin each conceived his own 
solution: the filling of time with substance. One cannot confront it with- 
out first looking cold-bloodedly at the bottom of this Pandora's box. 

61. Benjamin, "Kritik der Gewalt," p. 190; compare Michael Rumpf, "Radikale Theo- 

logie," p. 40. 
62. "Only the decision, not the choice, is recorded in the book of life. For choice is 

natural and may even suit the elements; the decision is transcendent" ("Nur die Entschei- 

dung, nicht die Wahl ist im Buche des Lebens verzeichnet. Denn Wahl ist natiirlich und 

mag sogar den Elementen eignen; die Entscheidung ist transzendent" (Benjamin, "Goethes 
Wahlverwandtschaften," Gesammelte Schriften, 1:1:189; trans. Stanley Corngold, under the 
title "Goethe's Elective Affinities," Selected Writings, 1913-1926, ed. Marcus Bullock and Mi- 
chael W. Jennings [Cambridge, Mass., 1996], p. 346; trans. mod.). 

63. See Anglet, Messianitat und Geschichte, p. 60. 
64. Jacques Derrida, Force de loi: Le "Fondement mystique de l'autoriti" (Paris, 1994), p. 

89; trans. Alexander Garcia Diittmann, under the title Gesetzeskraft: Der "mystische Grund der 
Autoritat" (Frankfurt am Main, 1996), p. 78. On the "affinities" between Schmitt and Benja- 
min, see pp. 65, 67, 99, 110. 
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Albert Salomon, Social Democrat and professor of political philoso- 
phy at the Deutsche Hochschule fuir Politik in Berlin-the one who had 

encouraged Benjamin to send his Trauerspiel book to Schmitt-organized 
a series of lectures called "Problems of Democracy" in the winter of 1929- 
30. Schmitt was one of the participants. Shortly thereafter, Benjamin had 
a long discussion with Bertolt Brecht, which he summarized in four 
words. In their highly emotional form, they embody Benjamin's paradox- 
ical proximity to Schmitt: "Schmitt / Agreement Hate Suspicion."65 

65. "Schmitt / Einverstdindnis HaB Verddichtigung" (Benjamin, diary entry, 21 Apr. 
1930, Gesammelte Schriften, 2:3:1372). On the lectures, see Schmitt, in Probleme der Demokratie, 
Politische Wissenschaft, Schriftenreihe der Deutschen Hochschule ffir Politik in Berlin und 
des Instituts ffir Auswdirtige Politik in Hamburg, 2d ser. (1931). Compare Kambas, "Walter 

Benjamin an Gottfried Salomon," p. 611. 
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