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Abstract:

What relation is there between the commissary dictator and the katechon in Schmitt’s
writings? In this paper I argue that both the dictator of Dictatorship and the katechon of
Nomos of the Earth are characterized by a specific conception of authority. This intermediate
and limited form of authority, distinct from sovereignty and the regular office, was key
Schmitt’s attempts, in the 1920s, to save the administrative apparatus of the state from its
subsumption to the “machine of government” typical of the theory of the Rechtsstaat.
Oriented by a task arising from a concrete problem and supported by a hierarchical

conception of dignity, Schmitt claims this limited personalist authority can preserve the



creative humanity of the civil service. Reconstructing this form of authority, informed by
eschatological fragments from his Tagebiicher, 1 argue that Schmitt’s 1920s works are
haunted by a kind of shadow of the katechon, which is only given body thirty years later in
Nomos of the Earth. Although there shifts in the weighting of elements, parallelling his turn
from “decisionism” to “concrete-order thinking”, I argue that, at least in its dominant

specificities, this form of authority returns in the doctrine of the katechon.
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From the Commissary Dictator to the
Katechon: Continuity in Carl Schmitt’s Theory
of Intermediate Authority

In Nomos of the Earth, first published in the 1950s, Schmitt identifies St Paul’s figure of the
katechon with the Holy Roman Empire of the Middle Ages.' He characterizes the role of the

Christian emperor in the following way:

the emperor’s office was inseparable from the work of the katechon, with
concrete tasks and missions... [and] in all humility and modesty, and without
compromising himself, [the emperor]| laid down his imperial crown after

completing a crusade.’

The “concrete tasks and missions” and the temporary term recall the stipulations Schmitt used
to define the commissary dictator in his early work Dictatorship. The Roman dictator and
Jean Bodin’s commissar were both distinguished from other forms of office by their focus on
a concrete problem and the finite time-frame allotted to complete the task. Prompted by these
echoes of the dictator that resound in the katechon, my paper questions the relationship

between these two figures. Does Schmitt’s adoption of the katechon reiterate, revise or return



to theoretical concerns of Dictatorship published 30 years before? I contend that there is a
theoretical continuity in the specific structure of authority on which both the commissary
dictator and the katechon (as elaborated in most detail in Nomos of the Earth) are based. As
one among the multiple and various themes found in Schmitt’s oeuvre, I aim to demonstrate
that Schmitt’s “mature” doctrine of the katechon revisits, with some shifts in emphasis, a

conception of intermediate authority first developed in his account of the commissary dictator.

In recent decades, particularly among readers of Schmitt, there has been significant
interest in the katechon.’ St Paul’s mysterious figure is described as an entity that restrains or
holds back the antichrist, delaying the final battle between God and Satan, but thereby also
defers the last judgement and thus the salvation of mankind.* These two aspects give the
katechon an aporetic valuation: (i) by ensuring peace and lawfulness and preventing conflict
and chaos, the katechon averts suffering and maintains the conditions for sustenance, bread
and shelter; but in the process, (ii) it delays the realization of the kingdom of God on earth and

the longed-for redemption and salvation of man.

While the most nuanced philosophical treatment of the katechon is the recent
monograph by Massimo Cacciari, an important supplement is Marc de Wilde’s extensive
excavation of the historical reception which itself builds on Felix Grossheutschi’s earlier
study (available only in German).” While none of the existing literature interprets the
katechon through the form of the commissary dictator, there are a few precursors suggesting
such a connection. De Wilde’s remark that the “task” is a “a crucial but neglected aspect” of
Schmitt’s doctrine of the katechon points clearly in this direction.® Horst Bredekamp’s
“temporal” reading of the “state of exception” implicitly suggests a link between the finite
term of the dictator and the finitude of the present in Christian eschatology.” And Michael
Hoelzl argues loosely that a “katechontic structure of history” plays a role in Schmitt’s early
works such as Political Romanticism and Political Theology.® My reading develops these
hints. By aligning the katechon with the commissary dictator (a figure of intermediate
authority, at least ostensibly), rather than the sovereign (or sovereign dictator), my account
breaks with a large proportion of the literature which interprets the katechon as a form of
sovereign dictator.” As I clarify in the following, this misinterpretation appears to stem from a

misunderstanding of precisely what is at stake in Dictatorship itself.

How can I claim there is a theoretical continuity between the dictator and the katechon

when Schmitt’s own remarks suggest he only became interested in the latter around 1932 (and



perhaps even as late as 1942)?'° While it is true that the katechon as a name or figure does not
appear until much later in Schmitt’s oeuvre, as I argue in the following, in the 1920s we find a
a shadow of the katechon haunting Schmitt’s earlier account of the governmental apparatus of
the modern state. This appears as a puzzle in reconciling the activity of government with the
implied consequences of Christian eschatology. The katechon fills the negative space
described by this puzzle. Sketched out in various works of the 1920s, Schmitt’s puzzle is
given its most complete articulation in a Tagebuch entry in 1928. Under the heading, ‘History

of Humanism’, he writes:

A multitude stands and waits for a miraculous king. Zealous and
mysterious people assure with great certainty that he will come. But days
and years pass without him coming. The eager and efficient people are
now building huts and shelters for the wild crowd, taking care of their
food, building homely and comfortable houses, and transforming the

expectant into a workforce. Officially, however, they all still live in the

expectation of the Lord. How strange."

In part one, I reconstruct the lines of thought that outline this problem and lead
Schmitt to this striking formulation. Beginning with his lecture on the “Dictator and state of
Siege” of 1919, I emphasize Schmitt’s concern with the theoretical legitimation of the
intermediate powers of the state apparatus. While questions of sovereignty were obviously at
stake in the debate with Kelsen over the Hiiter der Verfassung and in texts such as Political
Theology, his concomitant interest in the transmission and exercise of authority by

intermediaries is often overlooked in the reception of Schmitt’s works.'?

In part two, I turn to the doctrine of the katechon itself and argue that it reiterates the
specific aspects of authority that define the personalist intermediary powers of the
commissary dictator. While the early texts presuppose a hierarchical social-order, as a source
of “dignity”, I demonstrate that although this shifts to the foreground in Nomos of the Earth, it
leaves intact the fundamental structure of authority on which Schmitt’s conception of

“administration” is based.



I. The Dictator and the Shadow of the

Katechon

In the opening page of Schmitt’s Tagebuch of 1922/24, there is a strange dark rectangular
discolouration. Presumably, it was caused by something caught between the pages or perhaps
it was already there when he first opened the notebook. There is nothing on the adjacent pages
to indicate its cause, source or origin, but within the bounds of the mark, Schmitt has written
the phrase “the shadow of God”."* My aim in this section is to show that in Schmitt’s early
writings (1916-1930) we find something like a shadow, an outline of an idea, for an
alternative sense of authority, which Schmitt will only later subsume under the designation

the katechon.

Perhaps the earliest indication of this shadow appears in Schmitt’s essay of 1916,
“Diktatur und Belagerungszustand”. With this text, Schmitt makes an emphatic defence of the
administrative organ of the state. He insists it is not merely an obedient tool and instrument of

the legislature, but the primordial and primary creative force of government.

In the historical development [of the state] it was not simply that first the law as
consummate will was spoken and then it would be executed. The beginning of all state

activity is administration: legislation and jurisdiction are only separated from it later."*

Although this can be read as a defense of the sovereign, anticipating the sovereign miracle of
Political Theology, I insist that Schmitt here refers literally to the Verwaltung, the
intermediate authority of the bureaucracy, since it is the latter that forms the primary concern
of his developed version of this essay, the monograph, Dictatorship."” Putting aside the
question of sovereignty, the real counterposition is Kelsen’s proceduralist Rechtstaat; an
image of administration reduced to an apparatus that mechanically applies general laws
(norms) to particulars. If there is a single theme that runs throughout Schmitt’s oeuvre it is his
opposition to this image of “the state as mechanism.”'® By contrast, Schmitt insists the state
develops according to a specifically human “creative capacity” tied to his Catholic conception

of the person.

The embodiment of this capacity is the “commissary dictator”, a figure drawing on

and combining precedents offered by the Roman dictator, based on Livy’s History of Rome,



and Jean Bodin’s theory of the commissar.'” Schmitt distinguishes the commissary dictator
from a number of alternatives: firstly as the personal representative of the sovereign, the
genuine “commissary dictator” is neither the sovereign themselves, nor the revolutionary
sovereign dictator (in whom the representative relation is collapsed).'® In addition, the
genuine commissary dictator is neither a regular officer, nor the degraded “people’s
commissar” or “functionary” of the French revolution. While the distinction between the
commissary dictator and the post-revolutionary sovereign dictator is clearly one central issue
of the text, the simplistic schema that the commissary dictator “protects an existing
constitution” and the sovereign dictator, “creates a new situation” or constitutes a new order is
only partly true.'® In particular, it overlooks the decisive point for Schmitt, that the sovereign
dictator can only establish an entirely new order, it cannot make ad hoc piecemeal
adjustments and innovations once a constitution is established. Moreover, this summary

underestimates the broad range of activities carried out under commissary authority.*’

Against Weber's narrative of systematic rationalization, in Dictatorship Schmitt
presents an alternative in which non-systematic, ad hoc intervention by commissars form the
primary vector of bureaucratic development.”' In “all states, at the origin of their
development, they do not use regular officials, rather only commissars are used.””* Thus in
reforming the state, one must rely on “extraordinary commissars [Beauftragter]”.>> The actual
historical development of the centralized bureaucratic state, according to Schmitt, occurred
through piecemeal adjustments responding to particular concrete issues and problems.
Although the resulting state is structured according to general principles of law and legality,
its construction was dependent on the “legitimacy” provided by the honor and dignity
[Wiirde] of the civil servant granted by the system of privileges specific to monarchical
politics. The true dictator does not annihilate the division between legislation and execution,
but admits the existence of law and acts only because “the means provided by law are .... no

longer sufficient.”**

The foundational premise for Schmitt’s counter-narrative and the concomitant form of
authority it demands is the claim that actual concrete problems cannot, in principle, be
contained by any general system. In the sphere of law, there is a “power [Macht] of the facts”
that exceeds general legislation.”> Echoing Edmund Burke and Joseph de Maistre, insofar as
they asserted the inadequacy of liberal-rational science to moral and political reality, Schmitt
juxtaposes commissary authority with Locke’s bias for the law.?® He claims that for Locke,

sheer force and the factual are meaningless for authority and law. They correspond to the



“way of beasts”, only the law gives authority.?’ Countering Locke, Schmitt argues that
objective reality occasionally reasserts itself and only the decision of a particular individual,
possessing the creative capacity of humanity can address its demands. The condition of
possibility of this ad hoc human response to problems is the distinction, found in Jean Bodin,
between the sovereign ordinance (a specific mandate given by personal command from the
sovereign or assembly of the populus) and general law.?® Instead of the dichotomy of law
(nomos) and chaos (anomos), Schmitt insists on a tripartite division of law (general),

ordinance (particular) and chaos.”

The elimination of the requirement for a physical individual or assembly drives the
“transition” to sovereign dictatorship. For Schmitt, the fact that the commissary dictator is
unimaginable in modern democracy itself demonstrates that the democratic collective subject
is unable to respond to the immediacy of the concrete situation. The transition to the
sovereign dictator 1s demanded by the distinct character, nature and (lack of) capacities of the
democratic equivalent of the sovereign, the pouvoir constituant. This is precisely why, contra
Renato Cristi and John McCormick, Dictatorship should be read as an elaborate critique of
the abilities of the abstract collective subject.’’ Emphasizing the “structural and conceptual”
differences between monarchical and democratic political forms, Schmitt writes that “the
direct commissar of the people, unlike the commissar of the absolutist prince, no longer has a
stable reference point for his dependence”.’' Thus in democratic systems the distinction
between the commissary dictator and the collective sovereign collapse. Signalling this
polemic in his introduction, Schmitt criticizes Marxist and socialist literature which simply
“define the proletariat as a collective entity — that 1s, as a genuine agent” or that presume that
dialectical logic alone shows that “humanity will become conscious of itself”.** In
Volksentscheid und Volksbegehren, Schmitt returns to this very question: what can a
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“collective subject” actually do? Is a collective entity actually a “subject For Schmitt, only

a genuine human agent can respond to concrete problems at hand.

Although the concrete problem constitutes, in a technical sense, a “state of exception”
[Ausnahmezustand], the inflationary tendency to equate this with a “state of emergency”
overstates the nature of the crisis. As Schmitt recounts, Bodin’s commissars could be given an
extremely broad range of commissions, from the mundane task of “meat inspector” to radical
reforms of the government hierarchy. These were “exceptional” to the extent that the concrete
situation exceeded those foreseen by the existing (general) legal system, but these clearly

need not constitute an actual emergency.



Thus, Schmitt posits a distinct form of authority, which is given its specificity through
a series of antitheses: (i) in contrast to the procedural delimitation of the regular office, it is
determined by the concrete task to be completed; (i1) it is not embodied in an “abstract right”
that can be possessed or owned, but is a precarium with temporal or spatial limits that can be
revoked at any time;>* (iii) as a task, it is also distinct from the general project of the
sovereign; and (iv) it is not a Machiavellian technical art or arcana imperii, but a public
office, openly adopted by the commissar.*® The result, according to Schmitt, is a finite and
limited form of authority, but one that preserves a distinctively human capacity for invention

and responsibility.

Firstly, as discussed above, it is decisive for Schmitt that the commissary dictator is
defined with respect to a specific task or commission. Schmitt draws on Livy, for whom the
dictator was “installed for some specific purpose” whether that was “the task of dissolving [a]
dangerous situation”, “organising a people’s assembly,”*® but also on Jean Bodin’s
commissar, discussed above, and the “prelates” of the 13th-century Pope Innocent III

commissioned with “restructurings of the ecclesial organism” including reforms and

interference into the ecclesial functional hierarchies.?’

Secondly, the office associated with this task is finite in some concrete spatio-temporal
dimension, whether the temporal and spatial limits of the Roman Dictator or the temporary,
revocable precarium of Bodin’s commissar. In this way, Schmitt insists that the law is not
annihilated by the dictator, but merely put aside temporarily in order to be protected.™®
Through these two conditions, (i) and (i), the commissar “is given freedom in the choice of
means”.” This provides “certain legal possibilities [bestimmte rechtliche Moglichkeiten]” and
opens up a space for personal creativity. The dictator can deliberate and “take all measures

without having to consult any advisory or executive body”.*’

Thirdly, “commissary authority” is distinguished from sovereignty and the police or
welfare state, where the aim is merely the “general task of administration”.*' Dictatorship and
sovereignty are specifically juxtaposed in Schmitt’s discussion of Cromwell. Schmitt rejects
the claim that Cromwell was a sovereign dictator insisting on a nuanced transition between

two distinct roles.*?

Fourthly, Schmitt stresses that the only measure of a commissary dictator is whether
“they have achieved their goal [Zweck]”, thus radicalising the realist political formula that the

end [Zweck] justifies the means.*” However, he resists a Machiavellian reading which would



reduce the commissar to a technical engineer by insisting on the publicity [Offentlichkeit] of
the dictator.** Machiavelli failed to understand the specificity of the dictator and through a
technical interpretation rendered all politics equivalent to trade secrets and hence an arcana
imperii. Bodin’s commissar is a “representative”, a “public person who is empowered

. . . . 4
externally”, not one who wields a “secret teaching” or mystified science.*’

With this series of distinctions, Schmitt claims to identify a specific limited form of
authority, but one that resists assimilation to the “machine of government” typical of the
liberal theory of the Rechtstaat. Insofar as its limits emerge from the concreteness of the
problem, the creative agency, the immortal soul of the individual person, “superior to any
limitation and ascription”, is preserved.*® Throughout Dictatorship, Schmitt relies on (but
does not explicitly develop) this Catholic presupposition that the individual agent or person
forms a point of singularity in excess of mechanistic-rationalist science. Consequently, the
work lies predominantly within the “decisionist” framework he retrospectively applies to his
carlier texts from the viewpoint of 1934.* However, as Meierhenrich has recently argued,
even in Dictatorship there is a nascent “institutionalism” already at work.*® If the primary
function of the task is to limit the authority of the commissary dictator, then the source or

substance to which this applied remains under-theorized in Dictatorship.

The hierarchical social-order (the “institution”) that determines who can take on the
role of dictator is simply presumed to exist. Schmitt does not discuss the fact that in Rome, as
Livy notes, only “men of consular dignity” could be selected for the dictator.* Although
Schmitt admits that “[e]verything depends on how dictatorship was embedded in
constitutional guarantees,” the articulation between the task and the existing order remains
neglected. Instead, Schmitt invokes, without explaining, various conceptions of “personal
representation” [Stellvertretung].’® However the problem of the articulation between personal
agency and the social-institutional order is central to Political Theology (1922) and Roman
Catholicism and Political Form (1923). As though anticipated by Livy, the key term bridging
between the two texts is dignity [Wiirde].”"

In Political Theology, Schmitt expands on his conception of the “person” through an
account of legal judgment.’® Curiously, this is modelled on a distinctly Kantian account of
perception.” Equating the legal decision with the creation of a “legal form” — the application
of a “legal idea” to a “factual situation” — Schmitt specifically identifies it as an act of “legal

perception”.>® This act is “human in the deepest sense” and through it “the complexio of life in



all its contradictions is molded into a unity of personal representation”.”> Where Kant links
this capacity to the universal autonomy and “dignity” of humans, Schmitt singles out
particular individuals (dignities) through the prerequisite of an auctoritas interpositio
(authority of application) for the decision.’® This requires a “distinctive determination of

which individual person or which concrete body can assume such an authority.”’

To connect this decisionist understanding of the person with the social-order, Schmitt
equivocates between this Kantian understanding of dignity (as autonomy) and the Catholic
sense of imago dei. The latter is key to Schmitt’s account of representation in Roman
Catholicism developed through the model of the Priesthood of the Catholic Church.”®
Connecting Roman Catholicism with the problems of Dictatorship, Schmitt suggests that the

authority of Roman dictator survives in the office of the Priest.

Roman rationalism lives on in the Roman Church...this rationalism resides in institutions and
is essentially juridical; it's greatest achievement is having made the priesthood into an office
[Amte] — a very distinctive type of office. The pope is not the Prophet but the vicar
[Stellvertreter] of Christ.”’

Schmitt reiterates that a distinctive juristic rationality underlies both. As he clarifies in the
text, the implied counterpoint is again the liberal-economic rationality typical of the
Rechtstaat.”° This type of rationality rejects “representation”, replacing it (like Machiavelli)
with “technical precision”.®' By contrast, Schmitt insists that the Priest is a “representative”
office. Schmitt explicitly rejects Max Weber and Rudolf Sohm’s charismatic account of the
religious figure, insisting instead that Wiirde (dignity or hierarchical standing) constitutes the
office as “part of an unbroken chain linked with the personal mandate [4uftrag] and concrete
person of Christ.” Again emphasizing the continuity with Dictatorship, Schmitt aligns the
Priesthood with the pre-modern form of the “commissary dictator”, rather than the post-

revolutionary “modern official”, “the functionary and commissar of republican thinking”.%

But what precisely does Schmitt mean by “representation”? “To represent means to
make an invisible being visible and present through a publicly present one.”®® Schmitt
distinguishes this from imagistic representation (Darstellung) typical of nineteenth-century
English debates on parliament and the “mirror of the nation”.** Instead, Schmitt’s conception
of representation is a form of “mediation”, by which an idea is given concrete and visible

mundane form. In Roman Catholicism, the institution of the Church is “representative” in the

10



sense that it gives concrete form to the divine logos.®> However, for Schmitt, this is an

inherently hierarchical process. Representation

presupposes a special type being. Something dead, something inferior or valueless, something
lowly cannot be represented. It lacks the enhanced type of being that is capable of an
existence, of rising into the public being. Words like size, height, majesty, fame, dignity, and

honor seek to express this peculiarity of enhanced being that is capable of representation.®

Again dignity plays a central role, now as the condition of possibility of representation itself.
Dignity concretizes the “complexio oppositorum” of the Church itself, its ability to “contain
antitheses” holding them in stasis without resolution.®” This paradoxical “as-well-as” is also
captured in Juan Donoso Cortés remarks that despite its hierarchical form Catholic dignity can
“raise so harmoniously and evenly the level of all things”. The paradox of divine “dignity” is

that it can be shared equally despite its hierarchical structure.®®

Returning to the four criteria giving specificity to the commissary dictator: (iv) the
visibility of the Church reiterates the aspect of publicity [Offentlichkeit]; (iii) Schmitt is
careful to distinguish the Church from a political sovereign, (if also insisting that the Church
must align with worldly powers to achieve world peace), but the task of the Church, which is
simply the “normative guidance of human social life”, lacks both (i) the concreteness of the
problem and the (ii) temporal/spatial limits typical of dictator.” As the representative of
Christ and mediator for the idea of the Last Judgement, the orientation to the concrete
problem is lost. Schmitt seems to realize that reducing the aims of the Church to a “general
task of administration” brings him uncomfortably close to Fyodor Dostoevsky’s “Grand
Inquisitor”.”® Although he explicitly derogates Dostoevsky’s portrait as an anarchistic and
atheistic projection, a grossly distorted vision of the Church, he struggles to mount a strong
rebuttal.”’ If “Catholic rationality” is simply the “rationality of the purpose [Zweck]” (in this
case the Last Judgement), then against the Grand Inquisitor this is inadequate. In the name of
the general administration of human existence, the Inquisitor admits the Last Judgement,
while accepting his fate as a martyr for peace against Christ himself.”* Thus the Grand
Inquisitor disavows Christs’s personal mandate for an impersonal will of God resembling that

of the pouvoir constituant.

Without resolving the problem, Schmitt appears to shift focus for a few years to
problems of democracy.”” What then sparked a return in 1928 to the “strange” situation of the

Church, and its “eager and efficient people” who “are now building huts and shelters ... and
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transforming the expectant into a workforce”?”*

In the same year Erik Peterson, a close friend
throughout the 1920s, was working on a short essay titled “The Church”.” Without explicitly
invoking the katechon, Peterson writes that “the Jews are delaying the return of Christ by their
unbelief” and he questions the relationship between the “concrete eschatology” promised by
Christ and the “doctrine of Last Things”, the point of tension between Schmitt and
Dostoevsky.’® If Christ will return and establish the Kingdom of God, what relation should
the genuine Christian maintain to worldly political issues in the present? In an essay of 1936,

which Schmitt likely read, the theologian Oscar Cullmann links precisely this question to the

long theological debate on the katechon.”’

Cullman inverts Peterson’s interpretation, arguing that the doctrine of the katechon is
itself a transferral of Judaic sources. He argues it is a classic Talmudic question: “Who is
delaying? Who is delaying the Messiah?”. One common answer was that “the Kingdom of
God can come only when all Israel shall have repented.””® In pre-Christian Judaism the delay
was thus linked to missionary efforts to exhort all Israel to repent. Anticipating Schmitt’s
phrasing in “Three Possibilities for a Christian Conception of History”, Cullman describes the
Christian katechon as “a great task”, the cure for “eschatological paralysis” [Ldhmung], one
that “gives to the period between Christ’s resurrection and the Parousia its meaning for
redemptive history.””’ However, for Cullmann this task was the “mission mandate”
[Missionsauftrag], Christ’s command to the Apostles “Go ye into all the world and teach all
peoples”. Thus the katechon is identified with the apostles who ““are only the executive

instruments of the eschatological plan of salvation”.*’

II. The Task and Dignity of the Katechon

Schmitt rejects Cullmann’s Apostolic katechon, aligning himself with the tradition of the
“Rome-interpretation”, as Grossheutschi describes it.%! However, like Cullmann, I argue,
Schmitt interprets the doctrine of the katechon as the specification of a task, a commission
that renders its bearer an “executive instrument” of Christ, and thus a kind of eschatological
“dictator”. Lacking explicit textual support, I admit my thesis remains somewhat
speculative— Schmitt’s notebooks and diaries between 1934-1946 remain untranscribed and

2 (13

unpublished .* Nonetheless, the parallels between Dictatorship and Schmitt’s “mature”

12



theory of the katechon, elaborated primarily in Nomos of the Earth (1950), are difficult to

brush aside.

What connects these roles is the specific structure of authority on which they are
based. While it is not static, but exhibits shifts in the articulation of its “agentive”
(decisionistic) and “institutional” aspects, continuity is given by Schmitt’s insistence that a
non-mechanistic “human” form of limited authority can only be derived from a concrete task

and a concrete social-order.

The bibliographical details of Schmitt’s doctrine of the katechon are discussed
extensively already by Grossheutschi, Nicoletti and de Wilde, so I will only touch on this
briefly.*> As Grossheutschi and de Wilde show, Schmitt’s early comments on the katechon in
the Nachlass fragments and various publications in the early 1940s are mostly concerned with
identifying “who” (the USA, Rudolf II, Tomas§ Masaryk, etc) is the katechon in each period of
history.* On this point Schmitt echoes precisely the Talmudic line of thought identified by

Cullmann: “Who is delaying?”®

However, in 1947 we find a more substantial engagement. In the Glossarium Schmitt
writes that “[e]very great medieval Christian emperor fully believed himself to be the
katechon, and so indeed he was.”% In another text, originally intended as a review of Karl
Lowith’s Meaning and History, Schmitt reiterates (without mentioning) Cullmann’s
interpretation, writing that the doctrine of the katechon legitimates active and conscious
participation in history. The “eschatological faith™ entailed by the katechon provides the
Christian with a historical orientation that is neither progressive nor regressive but a
suspended industrious expectation of salvation.?” As De Wilde shows, the katechon becomes
a confession of faith for Schmitt. He writes in his Tagebuch, “I believe in the katechon.” The
type of knowledge is not scientific-theoretical knowledge but one based on “concrete

experience”.*®

However, as Lievens notes, this confessional register is key to the philosophy of
history entailed by the katechon. The katechon is a defense against “world unity, total
mechanization and the end of history”. Drawing out parallels with Walter Benjamin, Lievens
elaborates Schmitt’s conception of historical singularity.*” The katechon offers a third
alternative to the dichotomy of progress or regress that drove Juan Donoso Cortés to assert a

pessimistic philosophy of history in which Europe is the “greatest catastrophe of history”.”’
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Instead, Schmitt inverts the “as-well-as” of the Catholic complexio oppositorum, and

describes the katechon as a “neither-nor” with respect to the usual philosophies of history.

Beyond these thematic continuities in Schmitt’s work, the substance of my thesis rests
on the return of a specific structure of authority and in support, I claim that the katechon
recapitulates the four aspects of the “commissary dictator” identified above. If Nomos
represents Schmitt’s most thorough elaboration of the doctrine of the katechon, then the
paradigmatic figure of katechontic authority is not the Roman empire of Tertullian, but the
Christian empire of the Medieval Respublica Christiana.”’ And as the head of that Empire,

the most concrete embodiment of the katechon is the office of the Holy Roman Emperor.**

Firstly, like the commissary dictator, the authority of the katechon is linked to a
specific concrete task. As de Wilde also points out, Schmitt insists that the “work of the
katechon” is given as “concrete tasks and missions”. These tasks, assigned by the pope, could
include missions and crusades as “the peacemaker, the settler of disputes, and the fighter of
tyrants”.”> Echoing the external or exceptional nature of the concrete problem that breaks into
the system of legality, Schmitt insists that the commission “stemmed from a completely
different sphere”. It appears as an external exigency uncontained by the ordinary activities of
the monarch who takes on the role as emperor. Like the ad hoc solutions to the concrete
problem, the katechon relies on a “continuity” that is “found not in norms and general ideas,

. . . 4
but in the concrete orientation to Rome.”’

On the same grounds, the katechon intervenes only
in the concrete issues of the day — bread, food, conflict — and eschews the grand plans
proposed by progressivist philosophies of history. The katechon is anti-utopian. The
theoretical disavowal of the “general” is most evident in Schmitt’s, rather forced, attempt to

concretize the demand for peace.

Peace, in particular, was not a free-floating, normative, general concept, but
rather, one oriented concretely to the peace of the empire, the territorial ruler, of
the church, of the city, of the castle, of the marketplace, of the local judicial

assembly.”

Abstract demands are recoded as “spatial concepts” in order to give the task of the katechon a
connection with objective reality and the “power of the facts”.”® Even at its most general, the
task of the katechon is to restrain the Antichrist, a weakly particularized alternative
formulation to what would otherwise be the general guidance of human existence of Roman

Catholicism.
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Secondly, in this passage we see Schmitt’s attempt to apply limits to authority through
spatio-temporal means rather than the general norms characteristic of a “regular office” . The
Christian empire was based on a “concrete sense of history” and a “monarchy grounded in a
country and its people”. Spatial limits are applied by reference to the territory and nomos of
the Christian empire, but as Horst Bredekamp’s temporal reading suggests, the eschaton itself
constitutes a Frist, an unknowable but specifically finite term defining an absolute temporal
limit for the office of the katechon.”” Nonetheless, Schmitt himself explicitly invokes more
short-term limits through the task itself. The emperor would voluntarily “[lay] down his
crown after completing a crusade”. The imperial crown was also a “precarium” rather than a
set of rights subject to ownership. Like the office of the commissary dictator, “there are no
rightfully acquired rights to the position of the katechon.”*® In fact, according to Schmitt, the
transformation of the emperorship into a “right of ownership” at the end of the thirteenth
century, by which it was treated like a regular office and bundled with other rights and claims

of royal dynasties, led directly to its demise.

He also hints toward the theoretical-philosophical stakes in the background and
common to Dictatorship: his emphasis on the exception in opposition to systematic
conceptions of law and the state. The katechon stands against “great philosophical systems”
and “neutral generalizations”: an allusion to the heritage of systematic philosophy embodied
Hans Kelsen’s systematic and legalistic conceptions of political forms. Just as the distinction
between the personal ordinance and general law functioned as the condition of possibility of
the distinction between the commissary and sovereign dictators, Schmitt notes that the
emperor, who “received their mandates for missions and crusades... from the pope”, “did not
destroy but rather confirmed the orientations and orders grounding the unity of the respublica

.. 99
Christiana.”

Schmitt does not link these two specificities to the human creativity of the katechon
that in Dictatorship would guarantee the humanity of the intermediary authority of the
bureaucracy, marking a shift away from his earlier decisionism. However, on the third
specificity, the non-sovereign status of the commissary dictator, Schmitt offers a particularly
nuanced reading of the hierarchical position of the Christian Emperor. Although the possible
candidates for the emperor were local sovereign monarchs, Schmitt insists that in their
jurisdiction as emperor they exercise only the authority of an intermediary, a representative
[Stellvertreter] of the pope. The coronation of an emperor is the “elevation of a crown, not a

vertical intensification — not a kingdom over kings, not a crown over crowns, not a
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prolongation of a monarch’s power”. It’s difficult to grasp what he has in mind, but the
structure mirrors that of the paradoxical hierarchy supported by Christian conceptions of

dignity described by Donoso Cortés.

In order to maintain the balance of two “diverse orders”, however, Schmitt must
distinguish the Christian form of empire from the Caesarist and Napoleonic alternatives.'®
This theme is anticipated in the Tagebiicher fragments, where Schmitt claims the legitimacy
given to the Christian empire as katechon is finite, limited and does not strive for “world

101

unity”, but to overthrow such a universalist imperial crown. ™ In Nomos, Schmitt writes that

in both its ancient and modern forms, “Caesarism is a typically non-Christian form of power”.
One that results precisely from “disregarding the katechon”.'® Given the Roman context of
the dictator, this would appear to contradict my reading of the katechon as dictator. But, on
the contrary, Schmitt’s focus on Caesarism confirms the proximity between the dictator and
the katechon, insofar as it is the “disregard” for the limits of one’s role as either dictator or
katechon, that in either case leads to Caesarism. Nonetheless, in both Dictatorship and

Nomos, Schmitt is reluctant to tackle the ease by which this transition to Caesarism can occur.

On the fourth specificity, the antithesis of technical problems and publicity, like the
commissar, Schmitt identifies the emperor as the “visible agent” of the respublica
Christiana.'”™ And despite the goal-based orientation of the task, there is no suggestion that

. . .. . 104
the emperor relies on an arcana imperii, or technical knowledge."

Finally, turning to the importance, for the emperor, of the “dignity” granted by an
existing hierarchical social-order, echoing his works of the 1920s, Schmitt depicts the
amalgam of the task and the “Wiirde des Konigtums” as constitutive of the specific form of
authority of the katechon. If the institutional social-order was merely presupposed in
Dictatorship and roughly sketched in Roman Catholicism, then Nomos marks a shift in
Schmitt’s attention. As the title suggests the central concern is now the “concrete-order”, the
nomos, on which the unity of the legal system is constituted. Despite the importance of the
katechon to the texts of this period, in Nomos of the Earth it represents only a particular
historical instance of a more general theory of the nomos: “Recht as a unity of order and
orientation.”'®® Dissecting nomos into the tripartite formula: nomos, nehmen / teilen | weiden
(taking or appropriation / distribution / grazing or production), Schmitt inverts Ferdinand
Tonnies gradualist and peaceful characterization of the “community of homeland or native

soil”: bewohnt / bebaut / besessen (inhabited, cultivated, possessed) and again takes a
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“political realist” position, emphasizing now concrete task of violent appropriation.'*®

Does the shift of emphasis from decisionism to concrete-order mark a theoretical
break in the structure of authority between Dictatorship and Nomos? Ostensibly, Schmitt’s
“three types of juristic thought” suggests so.'’ Decisionism, normativism and concrete-order
thinking are distinguished by the “ultimate foundation” by which each conceives of Recht.
However, the ambiguity of “conscious or unconscious” foundations in the opening sentence
of Three Types undermines any epistemological certainty.'”® As my analysis shows, even in
Dictatorship the existing social hierarchy remains an un-thematized presupposition for

Schmitt. Thus, the unconscious basis for Schmit’s sense of authority remains intact.

Despite its Greek etymology, Schmitt depicts nomos as a trans-cultural and trans-
historical category that spans Greek, Roman and Christian contexts. It is the “foundation” of
all subsequent legal regulation. Citing the institutionalist theorist Maurice Hariou, Schmitt
distinguishes “state law” from the “law that proceeds the state” (that is, the nomos).'” As
Schmitt’s references John Neville Figgis suggest, the Christian instantiation of the nomos is
based on the model of the doctrine of divine right."'” Supported by the hierarchy of Being, the
doctrine of divine right was utilized to support both the pontifical order of the Papacy, (a key
reference in Schmitt’s account of the dictator) and hierarchy of secular rule in the monarchy.
But again the operative concept sustaining this hierarchy was dignity [ Wiirde]: the true source
of “legitimacy” on which the civil service was based and the precondition of public

responsibility [ Verantwortlichkeit] that preserves the human flexibility of the administrative.

In summary, the dictator and the katechon share these four marks of specificity by
which their task-orientation distinguishes them from both the regular office and the usual
conceptions of an unlimited and absolute sovereign authority. And, in addition both
presuppose a “concrete” social-order through which a paradoxically defined hierarchical

concept of dignity can be defined.

Conclusion

By focussing on the task, my account demonstrates a clear structural continuity, largely
overlooked, linking Schmitt’s model of the commissary dictator to his interpretation of the

katechon. Tracing the development and transposition of this structure of authority through
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Dictatorship, Political Theology, Roman Catholicism and Nomos of the Earth, reveals
Schmitt’s persistent concern for the problem of intermediary authority, expanding on and
augmenting the common, narrow reading of Schmitt as primarily a theorist of sovereignty.
His concern with the means and conditions of possibility of the transmission of authority is
oriented throughout against proceduralist models of the state, which reduce the activity of
civil servants to rule-following. However, for Schmitt, this is not simply a secular matter.
With applications to both civil and ecclesiastical structures, Schmitt’s model of commissary
authority ultimately draws on a Christian anthropology and is situated in a framework of
Christian eschatology. While the outlines of this model are sketched in his writings of the
1920s, it is only given body through the figure of the katechon in the 1950s. Admitting a shift
in emphasis between the agentive decisionist earlier writings and the concrete-order of the
nomos in the later, the central structure of commissary authority remains largely in place in

both periods
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