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Preliminary remarks 
 

This essay is the revised version of a presentation given at the International Colloquium of the 
Hellenic Institute at Royal Holloway College (University of London) in 2008. The event was 
entitled “Hellenic Concepts of Political Friendship and Enmity: a Contribution towards the 
Understanding of Conflict in the Modern World”. Unfortunately, the originally planned 
publication of the lectures could not be realised. Finally, the Publikationsservice at the 
Technical University of Braunschweig enables me to publish my paper belatedly. 

As a result, readers should be aware that this essay refers to political events and persons who 
dominated world politics in the 2000s, a period that can now be assigned to contemporary 
history. At that time, political rhetoric already seemed harsh and extreme. However, neo-
populism grew stronger since and so did the rhetoric of enmity. Today, social media play a far 
more important role than they did ten or twenty years ago. They are offering almost 
unlimited opportunities for hate speech. Consequently, today’s politics is confronting us with 
a new proportionality concerning political enmity. Commitment to hostility has become easier 
and louder. Therefore, the context, in which I wrote this essay, was a different one. However, 
this does not diminish the fundamental relevance of the topic. 

Since then, other key publications on the subject have been published. Among them is a 
conference proceeding, whose essays address related topics (e.g. “Christian Meier, Carl 
Schmitt, amis, ennemis et politique dans les Euménides d'Eschyle” by Paul Demont).1 
Furthermore, in 2015 two vital dissertations were issued, one by political scientist Marco 
Walter, the other by classicist Andrew T. Alwine.2 Finally, I would like to point out to my own 
dissertation, which was published in 2013 and discusses the topic of friendship and enmity 
more in-depth than the paper at hand.3 

The Politics of Enmity 
Attic Tragedy and Modern Political Rhetoric* 

Since the events of September 11 the polar conceptions of “friend” and “enemy” have been 
brought into the focus of attention. Faced with a new dimension of threat and terror, the 
“Western World” is tumbling. However, how to restore stability? The former American 
president George W. Bush declared in a speech on the 20th of September 2001: “Either you 
are with us, or you are with the terrorists.“4 As a comment on this, Mendardus Brehl and 
Kristin Platt, the editors of a German anthology on enmity, “Feindschaft”, wrote in their 
introduction that since the 11th of September the world is back in order.5 

                                                 
1 Jocelyne Peigney (ed.), Amis et ennemis en Grèce ancienne (Paris: De Boccard 2011). 
2 M. Walter, Nützliche Feindschaft? Existenzbedingungen demokratischer Imperien - Rom und USA (Paderborn: 

Schöningh 2015); A.T. Alwine, Enmity and feuding in classical Athens (Austin: University of Texas Press 2015). 
3 B. Descharmes, Rächer und Gerächte. Konzeptionen, Praktiken und Loyalitäten der Rache im Spiegel der 

attischen Tragödie (Göttingen: V&R unipress 2013). 
* I would like to thank Franziska Singer not only for her friendly turn in assisting me with the English manuscript 

but also for her inspiring comments on politics and terrorism. All errors are mine. 
4 Address to a Joint Session of Congress and the American People, retrieved 9 January 2010, http://georgewbush-

whitehouse.archives.gov/news/releases/2001/09/20010920-8.html (19.11.2020, 14:49 CET). 
5 M. Brehl & K. Platt, ‘Einleitung der Herausgeber’, in M. Brehl & K. Platt (eds.), Feindschaft (Munich: Fink, 2003), 
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The Bush administration has not done anything new with this rhetorical instrument. Rather, it 
applied a tool that has a long tradition in political practice. This kind of rhetoric was used 
extensively in the cold war, for example by John Foster Dulles, the secretary of state under 
Dwight Eisenhower. Moreover, to take a very large step into the past one can quote Luke 11, 
23: “He that is not with me is against me.” The need to separate the world sharply into good 
and evil, friend and foe seems to be an anthropological and political constant. 

Greeks and Barbarians, rich and poor, man and woman, oikos and polis - semantic opposites 
like these are highly represented in Greek speech and thought. Consequently, the 
dichotomous pattern of a “friend – enemy”-construction proves highly prominent in ancient 
Greece, where the expression “Help your friends and harm your enemies” is testified as a 
behavioural code.6 This ethic is also evident in the tragedies of Aeschylus, Sophocles and 
Euripides. However, not only the ethic is visible. The linguistic opposition and pairing of the 
concepts philos and echthros, the dear one and the hated, is apparent too. It mirrors the 
mental patterns entrenched in society. 

Theatre and drama were political institutions.7 Therefore, tragedy is a medium that not only 
represents patterns of Athenian thinking, but also had the task to question them. It highlights 
moral and political problems with which the Athenian citizenry had to deal. Tragedy offered 
possibilities of re-orientation at a time when the polis faced new challenges and difficult 
decisions through fundamental social and political changes.8 Since the plays discuss friendship 
and enmity so prominently, we can suggest that they question the validity and limits of these 
conceptions. Athenians were obviously confronted with a strong contrast between the code’s 
strict obligations - to help friends and harm enemies - on the one hand, and the fluidity of 
social ties on the other.9 

This essay will ask how the concept of enmity is conceived and how it is treated during the 
plot of various plays. It will illustrate the dynamic of relationships and examine depicted 
attributes and practices of enmity, contrasting them to practices of friendship in order to 
explain the impact and meaning of hostile behaviour within a particular context. It will also try 
and investigate parallels in contemporary political rhetoric as applied in George W. Bush’s 
widely discussed speech. It will put forward some explanations for the dichotomous idea of 
“friend - foe”, the forming of enmity as such and try to contribute towards the understanding 
of a conflict that dominates the present perception of world politics. 

                                                                                                                                                         
p. 7: “Seit dem 11. September 2001 ist die Welt wieder in Ordnung.” 
6 L. G. Mitchell & P. J. Rhodes, ‘Friends and Enemies in Athenian Politics’, G&R, vol. 43, no. 1, (1996), p. 21; P. J. 

Rhodes, ‘Enmity in fourth-century Athens’, in P. Cartledge & P. Millett & S. von Reden (eds.), Kosmos. Essays in 
order, conflict and community in classical Athens (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1998), p. 145. 
7 For tragedy’s political character e.g.: P. Cartledge, ‘'Deep plays': theatre as process in Greek civic life’, in: P. E. 

Easterling (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to Greek Tragedy (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1999 repr.), 3-
35, and especially: 18-22; Chr. Meier, Die politische Kunst der griechischen Tragödie (Munich: C.H.Beck, 1988). 
8 This refers to the rise of the Athenian polis to the status of a hegemony within the Delian League, and to the 

various political and military struggles during the Peloponnesian War. 
9 Following Mitchell & Rhodes, the code collapsed with the political structures especially of the fourth century. 

Mitchell & Rhodes, op. cit., p. 19. 
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The conceptual opposition of “friend” and “foe” 

The dynamic of enmity and its implied practices are most clearly visible in the conflicts 
involving revenge. Revenge is an important topic in tragedy. Displaying the opposite of friend 
and enemy is pivotal for how tragedies depict revenge conflicts. Through the act of revenge it 
ought to become clear who is a friend and who is an enemy. However, tragedy usually depicts 
conflicts between philoi, between spouses, parents and their children.10 Hence, the sharp 
distinction between philoi and echthroi tends to blur. Still, this is exactly what tragedy is 
about. The following examples of Orestes, Medea and Hecuba shall briefly illustrate the 
typical dynamic of tragic relationships and the protagonists’ dilemmata of conflicts in tragedy. 

Orestes, whose dilemma is portrayed by Aeschylus, must take revenge for his father. The 
victims of his vengeance are his mother and Aegisthus, her lover. Interestingly, in this 
constellation, the play does not focus on the enmity of Orestes with Aegisthus. It rather 
shows the problem of revenge against Orestes’ mother Clytaimestra. Orestes accuses her of 
treating him like a bad enemy (echthros kakos).11 The family relationship, which - according to 
valid expectations - is actually conceived as a positive reciprocal bond, is disrupted.12 
Clytaimestra, who is supposed to care for her children and to be loyal to her husband, does 
not fulfil these expectations. This betrayal results in revenge by her own children. The 
matricide marks the ultimate disruption of kinship. 

Another well-known example is that of Euripides’ Medea. Medea takes revenge on Jason, her 
husband because he favours another woman, Creusa, the princess of Corinth. With his new 
marriage, Jason threatens the security of Medea’s children and he endangers his wife’s 
prestige and social security. Additionally, Creon, Creusa’s father and king of Corinth, wants to 
turn Medea out of the city. Thus, Medea murders Creon as well as his daughter Creusa. 
Afterwards Medea takes revenge on Jason by killing their children. However, the main 
problem in the plot is not the revenge on Creon and Creusa, but Medea’s revenge on her own 
husband and the most transgressive and disturbing act of infanticide. Again, we can observe 
that tragedy is mainly concerned with family conflicts. Obviously, the acceptance for an act of 
revenge depends on the relationship of the persons involved, as well as on the way the 
revenge is carried out. By taking revenge on a philos, by infanticide and matricide 
respectively, figures like Medea and Orestes cross the line of any acceptable behaviour. 

Euripides’ Hecuba will serve as a final example. As a prisoner of war Hecuba is fully dependant 
on the Achaeans, the conquerors of Troy. Nevertheless, she requests the help of the leader of 
the Greeks and her enemy in war, Agamemnon. She wants him to help her to take revenge on 
Polymestor, her former xenos, who had killed Hecuba’s son Polydorus and who then violated 
the child’s corpse. Agamemnon, though, refuses to assist her. However, he tolerates that she 
takes revenge on Polymestor herself. Therefore, Hecuba blinds Polymestor and kills his sons. 

                                                 
10 E. Belfiore, ‘Harming Friends: Problematic Reciprocity in Greek Tragedy’, in: Chr. Gill et. al. (eds.), Reciprocity 

in Ancient Greece (Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press, 1998), p. 139-158; ead., Murder among friends. Violation of Philia 
in Greek tragedy (New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 2000). 
11 Aeschyl. Ch. 991-4. The following quotes in English derive from the translations edited by D. Grene & R. 

Lattimore, The Complete Greek Tragedies (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press, 1953-1959). 
12 See D. Konstan, ‘Reciprocity and Friendship’, in: Chr. Gill et. al. (eds.), op. cit., p. 279-301. 
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The terrifying infanticide responds to the mutilation of Polydorus’ corpse, and seems an 
extreme but coherent consequence of the friend’s betrayal. The chorus leader says: 

“How strange in their reversals are our lives. 
Necessities define us all, as now, 
joining enemies in common cause 
and alienating friends”13 

Orestes, Medea and Hecuba are three examples from a vast number of cases, which show 
that tragedy is shaped by a dynamic that turns a supposed friend or relative into a victim 
worth of revenge and violence.14 

The figures in tragedy justify their revenge with the assertion that is not only legitimate, but 
that it is even a duty to take revenge or be violent to an echthros. For this legitimacy, it is 
necessary that the enmity is marked as such by both sides. Not only do Electra and Orestes 
refer to Clytaimnestra and Aegisthus as enemies,15 but also vice versa.16 Thus, the verbal 
marking serves to legitimise the act of revenge. 

Echthros is the most important expression for „enemy“. Beside this, there exist for example 
dysmenes, which means, “holding bad intentions”, pikros, which in a metaphorical sense 
denotes the “bitter”, and stygeron, “the hated”. The linguistic marking not only serves to 
show the audience the constellation of characters, but also works as a demonstrative act. 
Terminology defines the enemy. The applied terms and stereotypes present and denote a 
person’s role.17 However, how does an enemy typically behave like? In order to answer this 
question, the following passages will deal with the habitual codes implied by this conception.  

Practices of enmity 

At first, certain emotions are allocated to enmity. Enemies obviously hate each other.18 The 
most important Greek terms for this are stygein and misein. Prometheus, for example, 
regards his hate towards his enemies as self-evident.19 Moreover, Amphitryon says to 
Heracles: “My son, it is like you to love friends/ and hate foe. But do not act too fast.”20 It is 
striking again how friendship and enmity are directly opposed, as this passage shows. 

While hate is the expression of enmity, love is a sign of a friendly or familial relation. 
Expressions of friendship and love are protection and help, support and mutual care. 

                                                 
13 Eur. Hec. 846-9. 
14 This phenomenon is not restricted to Aeschylus and Euripides. We find it in Sophoclean tragedies too e.g.: 

Soph. Ai. 677-81; Soph. Oed. Col. 610-20.1359. 
15 Soph. El. 454-6. 
16 Eur. El. 807. 
17 This phenomenon is especially prominent when marking a friend as “brother” or “sister” in order to indicate 

an intimate relationship, simultaneously denoting characteristic implications of this relationship. This 
phenomenon can be traced in tragedies (Pylades and Orestes: Eur. Or. 882; 1015) as well as in current use of 
language. 
18 D. Konstan, The Emotions of the Ancient Greeks (University of Toronto Press, 2007), pp. 193-4. 
19 Aeschyl. Prom. desm. 978. 
20 Eur. Heracl. 585-6. 
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Practices of enmity are mutilation or abuse21, killing, cursing, dishonouring and generally any 
form of harming.22 Prayers for revenge for example are aimed explicitly at enemies.23 
Apparently, any conceivable evil is willed upon the enemy.24 

It is not surprising that the Athenians are also concerned with their honour in this regard. 
Helping your friends and harming your enemies, has a positive influence on a person’s 
prestige. Medea says: 

“Let no one think me a weak, one, feeble-spirited, 
A stay-at-home, but rather just the opposite, 
One who can hurt my enemies and help my friends; 
For the lives of such persons are most remembered.”25 

The easiest way to hurt an enemy and gain prestige is to diminish the enemy’s prestige itself. 
Humiliation aims at harming one’s honour and this is, next to physical violence, the most 
important form of violence practised by enemies. This is made repeatedly clear in Sophocles’ 
Ajax for example.26 In Aeschylus’ Agamemnon, Cassandra’s philoi qualify as echthroi, because 
they ridicule her. They behave just as echthroi would.27 

An echthros wants to prove himself superior to his opponent. Thus, striking a pose of victory, 
demonstrating superiority, can be interpreted as a sign of enmity.28 Additionally, showing 
superiority contains the idea of gloating. It is seen as pleasant if the enemy falls from eutyche 
to dystyche.29 Iolaos for example believes that his enemies will be pleased when he dies.30 
Characteristically, enemies take joy in each other’s suffering.31 Nevertheless, this behaviour is 
also criticised by the chorus. We can assume that the play addresses moral and political 
problems. 

A further practise of exercising enmity presents the refusal of reconciliation. In Sophocles’ 
Antigone Creon wants to defend his position and points out that it is strictly necessary to 
maintain enmities as well as to stick to behavioural patterns that characterise enmity.32 
Ultimately, Creon’s refusal to reconcile ends up in the destruction of his family. As a result, 
irreconcilability proves to be insufficient for the political requirements of the time, which is 
why the poet uses it as the subject in the political arena of the theatre. Again, the strict code 
“Help your friends and harm your enemies” is examined critically. 

A similar case can be found in Euripides’ Children of Heracles. Here, the winners of the 
deciding battle wonder what to do with the defeated enemy Eurystheus. Alcmene raises the 

                                                 
21 Soph. El. 445. 
22 Soph. Ant. 652-3. 
23 Aeschyl Ch. 790. 
24 Aeschyl. Prom. desm. 972-3. 
25 Eur. Med. 807-10. 
26 Soph. Ai. 494-5. 
27 Aeschyl. Ag. 1271-2. 
28 Aeschyl. Ag. 1473. 
29 Eur. Heraclid. 939-4. 
30 Eur. Heraclid. 443-4; 458-60. 
31 Aeschyl. Prom. desm. 159. 
32 Soph. Ant. 520. 
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question if it were not kalos to kill the enemies. However, Eurystheus states explicitly that, 
according to the Greek nomoi, he must not be killed.33 So, the play not only questions certain 
practices of enmity, but also shows the contradiction of two behavioural codes: the 
fundamental principal of the ethic of enmity on the one hand, and the guidelines of the 
nomoi, which restrict physical violence, on the other. 

The limits of physical violence prove a fundamental topic in tragedy. Using violence against 
the enemy is demonstrated as a desire34, being victorious over the enemy seems the best35, 
and physical violence appears as a practice that fundamentally denotes hostile relationships. 
However, plays such as The Phoenician Women and The Children of Heracles by Euripides 
show that there are two ways of dealing with the enemy: through diplomacy or with the 
military. These texts communicate that diplomatic approaches can be successful too36, and 
that enmity is not sufficient to justify transgressive violence. Thus, tragedy shows that the 
ethic of ”Help your friends and harm your enemies” cannot function without a finely shaded 
set of rules. 

Violence needs to have limitations even in enmity. This is demonstrated primarily by 
transgressive acts. These acts signify the borders of what society expects and tolerates. There 
are many examples where tragedy focuses on these excessive acts, even if they take place 
against declared enemies. As I mentioned, the infanticide of Medea and the matricide of 
Orestes are such cases. A mother should foster her children, never kill them; and a son should 
not kill his mother but respect her. As a result, conflicts, carried out in close relationships, 
appear transgressive due to their structure. They represent perversions of standard 
prospects. 

The standard prospects within philia are characterised by reciprocity. As noted earlier, 
friendships and family relations are held together by the exchange of gifts and mutual care. 
This exchange guarantees stability and reliance. Both do not exist between enemies. In The 
Phoenician Women a disturbing imbalance is explicitly mentioned as the basis or reason for 
enmity.37 Furthermore, in Ajax the gifts of enemies are defined as gifts that bring a bad 
fortune.38 This idea results from the conception that enemies never receive any good from 
each other.39 

So far, this essay was mainly concerned with practices of enmity. But, in order to fully 
understand the conception of enmity, one has to reflect on its social implications and 
mechanisms, on the idea of inheritance and group formation. 

Concerning this, an important aspect is that both - friendship and enmity - can be inherited. 
Creon says that men wish for sons because these continue practising the friendships and 

                                                 
33 Eur. Heraclid. 1010-1. These nomoi are also referred to in the play Ion. 
34 Eur. Heraclid. 738. 
35 kallistos: Eur. Heraclid. 785-6. 
36 Eur. Phoin. 516-7. 
37 Eur. Phoin. 538ff. 
38 Soph. Ai. 664-5. 
39 Following this principle, Philoctetes, for example, admonishes Neoptolemos for considering to help those who 

have refused him the weapons of his father. Philoctetes denies diplomatic behaviour after being disgraced 
(Soph. Phil. 1366). 
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enmities their fathers had.40 Ajax appeals to his son to continue his fathers’ enmity and treat 
the enemies appropriately. He demands his son’s univocal solidarity. He states “Then you 
must show your fathers’ enemies/ What sort of man you are, and what man’s son”.41 This 
passage mirrors not only the consciousness for structural solidarity, but also for the practices, 
through which this solidarity is maintained and displayed. The behaviour, through which 
enemies interact, consists of demonstrative acts that shape and structure the relationship, 
but also give the son himself an identity. 

Without a doubt, having the same enemies is an element that constructs identity and 
enhances cohesion.42 Sharing enemies makes someone a homoios 43or philos megistos.44 It 
produces a sense of belonging. However, there also seems to be a divisive mechanism 
working in the other direction towards a disintegration of political communities. Since 
individual action is embedded in a wider network of relationships, there always exists the 
possibility that an act of loyalty or disloyalty carries consequences for another relationship. By 
professing loyalty, maybe one simultaneously takes action against a third party. As a result, 
solidarity to one side can result in enmity with the other. 

Once again, The Children of Heracles proves as a pivotal play discussing these mechanisms of 
social and political interaction. Athens faces the political decision whether to grant asylum to 
Heracles’ fleeing children. The adversary of the refugees is Eurystheus. He threatens anyone 
with violence who offers to help them.45 This political pressure is keenly felt because Athens 
has no possibility to stay neutral. 

The play illustrates the dilemma of Demophon, king of Athens, who has to pick his ally. Who 
promises to be more advantageous for him? No matter what he decides, he will turn one into 
a friend and the other into an enemy. Demophon’s dilemma is generated by this dualism of 
friend and enemy, and it forcefully displays the difficulties and responsibility an Athenian 
citizen was facing when he had to take a political decision.46 

Demophon decides to help the children of Heracles. His decision is based on lineage. Here, 
heredity of friendship and enmity seems to promote stability within a social network but also 
represents an ideal, which is challenged by the dynamics within political relationships. The 
play refers to the necessity of stability and the necessity to abide by the norms and values, 
which are denoted positively. Here, it appears as an obligation as well as a question of honour 
to maintain pre-existing bonds of solidarity. Therefore, The Children of Heracles along with 
many other plays suggest that tragedy clearly offers guiding principles of behaviour. 
Nevertheless, in its disturbing manner it displays the difficulties one has to overcome in the 
political sphere. As a result, tragedy confirms the dualism of friend and enemy as a stabilizing 
factor while simultaneously regarding it critically. 

                                                 
40 Soph. Ant. 641ff. 
41 Soph. Ai. 556-7. 
42 Aeschyl. Eum. 984-7; Plat. Leg. 757a; Arist. Nic. Eth. 1161 b 13; 1167 b 2. 
43 Soph. Phil. 390. 
44 Soph. Phil. 585-6. Further examples of collective enmity: Soph. Ai. 494f; Aeschyl. Sept. 1009. 
45 Eur. Heraclid. 265. 
46 W. R. Connor, The New Politicians of fifth-century Athens (Princeton: Princeton Univ. Press, 1971), pp. 47-50. 
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Perspectives on Modern Politics 

The speech of George W. Bush had a similar ambivalent effect. On the one hand, it aimed at 
defining oneself, the in-group and the enemy respectively. In this regard, the speech carried a 
stabilizing function. On the other hand, though, highly critical reactions followed the dualism 
employed in it. 

“Every nation, in every region, now has a decision to make. Either you are 
with us, or you are with the terrorists. From this day forward, any nation 
that continues to harbour or support terrorism will be regarded by the 
United States as a hostile regime.”47 

It appears to be a very problematic strategy to offer the choice between friendship and 
enmity, as this leaves no space for political and military neutrality. 

The dualism Bush employs stands in relation with the polarity of the images he depicts in 
order to define enemy and friend. The own identity is held together by showing what friends 
do for each other: donate money, offer to help and demonstrate this to the outside world 
singing the national anthem. Solidarity is proclaimed as a key principle: “An attack on one is 
an attack on all.”48 

Furthermore, unity and a communal sense is shown through shared anger and grief and 
through a mutual goal: “Whether we bring our enemies to justice, or bring justice to our 
enemies, justice will be done.” Even if the term used here is “justice” not revenge, - the same 
is used in the tragedies by the way - it is enmity that legitimises the act of retaliation. This act 
is even described as obligation. 

In this context, Bush’s mention of a police shield he will carry as a reminder of the terror acts 
strikingly reminds of a habitual pattern not only found in tragedy’s revenge plots: certain 
objects serve to keep the memory of the dead and to keep the idea of revenge constantly 
present. So, the police shield reminds Bush of “a task that does not end.” 

The government can justify its own power by the existence of the enemy and by painting 
itself as the protector of the population and defender of freedom. The parallel to Eteocles, 
who legitimises his kingship by defending the city against the enemies49, becomes all too 
apparent. 

But, who is the enemy? The enemy is defined through aggression and violence. The 
transgressive acts are stressed: violence against innocent civilians, women and children is 
mentioned explicitly. The terrorists are declared as “enemies of freedom”. Their hate is 
explained by their hate of freedom. Their actions are characterised with terms as “atrocity”, 
“fascism”, “Nazism”, “totalitarianism”. 

However, not only Al Qaida is defined as enemy: “Our enemy is a radical network of terrorists, 
and every government that supports them.” Thus, any act that supports the terror of the 

                                                 
47 Further quotations from this speech derive from the online source cited in n. 4. 
48 The speech cites the NATO charter explicitly. 
49 Aeschyl. Sept. 1009. 
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group in whichever way, or any act that is not aimed at stopping it, is also seen as an act that 
legitimises enmity. Again, there are certain practices that define who is a friend and who is an 
enemy. Whereas the friend is the one who helps and guarantees stability, the enemy is the 
one that endangers such a stability and safety, especially when he appears to be an 
unpredictable and hardly traceable threat. Therefore, the ultimate goal is defined as stopping, 
eliminating and destroying terrorism and to be victorious against the enemy. 

The speech closes with the opposition of fear and freedom, justice and cruelty – all drenched 
with religious vocabulary. This passage directly points out one problem of this dualism. By 
opposing values of good and evil, these values are exploited. Subsequently, military violence 
is legitimised even in most questionable cases, for example, when it actually threatens the 
lives of civilians. With this dichotomy of values, conflicts rather intensify than dissolve. This 
might inevitably elicit criticism in any political debate. 

The construction of enmity comprises, both in Bush’s speech and in the tragedies, significant 
political goals. On the one hand, the construction of enmity is based on strategies of power, 
since one’s own political position and violence can be legitimised by the existence of an 
enemy. On the other hand, enmity fosters a sense of belonging. 

Enmity is not just important for constructing identity on a psychological level. Some 
prominent social, political and philosophical theorists have declared that enmity had a 
strengthening effect on inward solidarity. Friedrich Nietzsche for example stated that the 
Greeks needed outward enmity to tame the potential for inner conflict.50 The sociologist 
Georg Simmel even goes a step further by seeing outward enmity as a precondition for any 
social cohesion.51 In this way, an enemy on the outside ensures the own existence. However, 
these theorists do not explain why the dualism of friend and foe is so central to the 
construction of enmity. 

In Carl Schmitt’s theory, the very political criterion derives from the contrast of friend and 
enemy, determining political action and motivation.52 Theoretically, moral criteria such as 
good and evil, or aesthetic criteria, such as beautiful and ugly, are not relevant to it. In reality, 
however, the political criterion is supported by these other criteria. By investing friends and 
enemies with moral or aesthetic values and stigmata, practices and symbols, the dualism 

                                                 
50  Nietzsche declares the existence of an external enemy vital for someone’s own existence. F. Nietzsche, 

Menschliches/ Allzumenschliches, in: G. Colli/ M. Montinari (eds.), Sämtliche Werke. Kritische Studienausgabe, 
vol. 2 (Munich: dtv 1980, p. 326 (Aph. 531). Concerning Greek culture Nietzsche notices that the Greeks 
needed external enemies in order to tame the conflicts inside the city-states. As a result, at this early stage 
Nietzsche had already pointed out the integrating effects of an existing enmity. F. Nietzsche, 
Götzendämmerung, in: G. Colli/ M. Montinari (eds.), Sämtliche Werke. Kritische Studienausgabe, vol. 6 
(Munich: dtv 1980), p. 157. 

51  According to Simmel, any social unity assumes that there exists an external enmity. G. Simmel, Soziologie. 

Untersuchungen über die Formen der Vergesellschaftung, in: O. Rammstedt (ed.), Gesamtausgabe 3rd ed., vol. 
11 (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp: 1999), pp. 683-4. 

52  C. Schmitt, Der Begriff des Politischen. Text von 1932 mit einem Vorwort und drei Corollarien 6th ed. (Berlin: 

Duncker und Humblot, 1996), p.26. Furthermore, Schmitt points out the difference of echthros and polemios, 
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enables to separate friends and enemies more clearly. As a result, if I can define myself as a 
friend or an enemy, I have a basis for orientation and a legitimisation of my behaviour. 

However, Schmitt’s concept seems abbreviated and extreme. According to him, politics must 
result in violent fight aiming at the annihilation of the enemy, regardless of collateral 
damages. Moreover, his definition of politics might be too limited. Nevertheless, instead of 
simply dismissing Schmitt’s theory, I would like to ask if it does not perfectly illustrate the 
dangers deriving from this all too simplistic criterion that divides political subjects in friends 
and enemies. 

For political action, this criterion seems necessary in order to create stability. At the same 
time, the split of the world into good and evil is pushed to the limit in every day politics. The 
world is just not that simple. This is a fact Athenian tragedy made aware of in the fifth century 
BC. Today, we should be aware of it too. 

 
Bernadette Descharmes 
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