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The Distinction between Politics and the Political in the
Thought of Carl Schmitt and Chantal Mouffe

Kheirollah Akbari"
Ali Ashraf Nazari"

The central question of this article is: “From the perspective of
Chantal Mouffe and Carl Schmitt, what are the points of similarity
and divergence regarding the political?” The main hypothesis
suggests that while Mouffe borrows the concept of the political from
Schmitt, she distances herself considerably from Schmitt’s sovereign-
centered model of antagonism. She contends that only through the
acknowledgment of antagonism at the heart of the political can the
possibility of democratic politics be realized. Mouffe’s agonistic
democracy thus represents an inversion of Carl Schmitt’s conception
of the political.
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Introduction

Every interpretation of the political contains within it a distinct
prescription regarding the nature of the state. Exploring this claim
through the lens of Carl Schmitt’s adversarial conception of the
political and Chantal Mouffe’s agonistic reworking, which frames
politics as rooted in power, conflict, and enmity, constitutes a
significant inquiry. Schmitt grounds the political in a permanent
sphere of hostility, insisting that any definition of the political requires
a distinct classification.

At the same time, although many separate studies have examined
Schmitt and Mouffe individually, there has been no sustained
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comparative assessment of their approaches to differentiating politics
from the political—hence the significance and necessity of this study.

For Schmitt, antagonism is the constitutive element of the political,
and war functions as an ever-present possibility that fundamentally
shapes political behavior. From this premise, he criticizes the
liberalism of his era. Schmitt grounds social existence in religion and
defines the political in relation to politics. His analysis highlights the
inextricable link between politics and war, where the sovereign’s
decision to wage war—Xkilling or being killed—constitutes the highest
expression of political action. In his formulation, the political rests
upon the friend/enemy distinction as its most radical principle.

Mouffe, by contrast, views politics as an arena of contestation
among antagonistic human beings situated in a contingent world,
structured through linguistic practices and social struggles.
Advocating pluralism, she seeks to open the political to a diversity of
groups. Politics, for her, is the domain of co-existence among
conflicting values mediated through discursive hegemony; its purpose
is not to eradicate antagonism but to transform it into a manageable
form. Against dominant deliberative and consensual models, Mouffe
articulates an agonistic conception of democracy, distinguishing
agonism from pure antagonism.

The central argument of this article is that while Mouffe,
influenced by Schmitt, regards the political as irreducibly conflictual,
she redefines it through the concept of agonism, distancing herself
from Schmitt’s model of sovereign-centered antagonism.

Literature Review

Mouffe (1403 SH / 2024 CE), in her work The Axis of the Green
Democratic Revolution: Left Populism and the Power of Affects,
critiques rationalist currents within the left and modernist notions of
progress, emphasizing the role of emotions and subjective experience
in crafting successful political strategies.

Schmitt (1390 SH / 2011 CE), in Political Theology: Four
Chapters on the Concept of Sovereignty, stresses that politics consists
in the sovereign decision and the differentiation between “us” and
“them,” culminating in the friend/enemy distinction. For him, this
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dichotomy is so decisive that it supersedes religious, economic, or
cultural criteria.

Methodology
This research employs an analytical—critical (theory critique) and
comparative approach, relying primarily on library-based sources.

Theoretical Framework: Arendt’s Pluralism vs. Schmitt’s
Distinction

Hannah Arendt conceptualizes the political as the sphere of
consensus-building. For her, politics concerns the peaceful co-
existence of diverse human beings. By contrast, Schmitt defines the
political in terms of distinction, not acceptance of difference: its
essence lies in the friend/enemy divide.

On this basis, Mouffe’s political thought can be understood through
Arendt’s pluralist stance: opening space for the other within politics
through dialogue, cooperation, and rivalry. This contrasts with
Schmitt’s insistence on the centrality of the friend/enemy distinction
as a quasi-transcendental condition defining the subject of the
political.

Similarities and Differences in Schmitt’s and Mouffe’s
Conceptions of the Political

Schmitt’s analysis provides the point of departure for Mouffe’s
argument and underpins her insistence on pluralistic agonism.
Schmitt’s critiques of liberal democracy opened conceptual space for
Mouffe’s project of radical democracy. She adopts his concept of
“neutralization” to argue that liberal democracies, in the aftermath of
the Cold War, have universalized a hegemonic interpretation of
democratic values while excluding any external “other.”

Points of similarity include: their shared recognition of conflict as
constitutive of the political and the acceptance of antagonism as
irreducible.

Points of divergence include: Schmitt’s insistence on an
unresolvable antagonism versus Mouffe’s transformable agonism;
Mouffe’s rejection of Schmitt’s sovereign-centered logic of conflict;
and her inversion of Schmitt’s formulation of the political through
pluralism and agonistic democracy.
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Critical Reading of Schmitt and Mouffe
Critiques of Schmitt include:
e Ambiguity and over-simplification in defining the political
e A one-sided conception of the enemy
o Theorization of political violence
Critiques of Mouffe include:
o Distance from Enlightenment rationalism and conventional
sociological approaches
o Rejection of traditional socialist interpretations
e Reliance on minimal consensus and dialogue even amid
antagonism

Conclusion

Mouffe advances the necessity of theorizing the political by
reinterpreting Schmitt’s concepts of antagonism and decision. For her,
the political pertains to conflict and contestation, and thus to decision,
not free deliberation. She borrows from Schmitt two central ideas—
antagonism and decision-making—while reframing them in her
critique of liberal democracy.

Schmitt’s friend/enemy distinction forms the theoretical backbone
of Mouffe’s agonistic pluralism. Yet, Mouffe’s agonistic pluralism
suffers from a fundamental shortcoming: the assumption that agonism
can be domesticated into stable democratic practice. Her model
remains vulnerable to the problem that reconciliation within agonism
may not, in practice, be possible or sustainable.
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