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Public Space

“Public space” is the space where individuals see and are seen by others as they engage in public affairs.  It is, thus, the space of the town hall meeting, the legislative assembly or any of the other venues where public business is done.  In her book, On Revolution, Hannah Arendt links this space with “public freedom.”  This freedom, she notes, is distinct from “the free will or free thought” that philosophers have traditionally discussed.  As the revolutionary thinkers of the 18th century understood it, such freedom “could exist only in public; it was a tangible, worldly reality, something created by men to be enjoyed by men rather than a gift or capacity” (OR, 124)
  In so conceiving it, they returned to the ancient view that saw freedom as “manifested only in certain … activities,” namely those “that could appear and be real only when others saw them, judged them, remembered them.”  For the ancients as well as those who revived their ideas, “the life of a free man needed the presence of others.  Freedom itself needed, therefore, a place where people could come together—the agora, the market-place, or the polis, the political space proper” (31).  This need points to the fact that the being of such freedom depends on its appearing.  As Arendt writes, public freedom consists of “deeds and words which are meant to appear, whose very existence hinges on appearance” (92).  Such appearance, however, requires the public space.  

Reflecting on the relation between public space and freedom, a number of questions arise.  What precisely is this freedom that needs the presence of others to be?  Normally, we say that something must first be in order then to appear.  Here, however, we are saying that it must appear if it is to be.  What does this reversal signify with regard to the nature of political freedom?  How does such freedom relate to a private individual’s “free will or free thought”?  Does the latter also depend on appearing?  A further question concerns the relation of freedom to public space:  If this space is required for the being of public freedom, how does this space come into existence?  Can we say that it is created by our free activity if, indeed, such activity depends on this space?  Finally, there is also the question of freedom and power: How do they politically combine without undoing each other?  What is the nature of the public space that allows them to reinforce each other?  In what follows, my approach to these questions will be determined by Arendt’s assertion that the being of free activity “hinges on appearance.”  It will thus be a phenomenological account of this freedom, in particular, of the conditions and genesis of its appearing.  It will show that what we take as the private realm of “will and thought” depends on the public space where these faculties manifest themselves.  This will have important consequences for how we conceive political life and power.

The Intersubjective Genesis of Freedom


The traditional view of freedom locates it in an inner world, an internal forum immune from external pressures.
  Within it, our thoughts are free.  So are our decisions as we exercise our will.  The limitations of this position appear once we ask about the content of our freedom, that is, the actual choices that inform it.  Since we are not born with them, they must result from our encounters with the world, in particular, from our encounters with others.  Thus, the child first becomes aware of the choices available to her as she learns how to make her way in the human world: how to eat at the table, dress herself, ride a bicycle, read, and so on.  Each new project gives her another option, another way of being and behaving.  It enriches the range of the choices she can conceive.  The same happens in later life.  As adults, whatever we see others do tends to be regarded (whether favorably or unfavorably) as a human capacity.  As such, we regard it as one of our own possibilities.  Even though we might never choose to actualize such a possibility, it still forms part of what we could be capable of, given the appropriate motivations and circumstances.  


This genesis of the content of our freedom proceeds in tandem with the growth of the senses that the world offers us.  Thus, the more projects we observe an object to be involved in, the more senses it has for us.  We learn, for example, that paper can mean something to start a fire with (a combustible material).  It can also mean something to write upon, something to fold to make a paper airplane, a surface for drawing, and so on.  Each new use discloses a new aspect of it and adds to what comes to mind in connection with the object.  This holds generally.  The pragmatic meanings of the objects that fill our world reflect our understanding of how we and others “make our way” in the world.  The multiplicity of pragmatic meanings is correlated to the multiplicity of possible projects and thus indicates the options that form the content of our freedom.  It is easy to see how this correlation extends to the language we use to express these meanings.  We do not teach children the meanings of their first words by pointing to objects and having them memorize their names.  They learn their language in the context of our introducing them to their initial life projects.  As we do so, we always provide a verbal commentary describing the activity.  Thus, the child first learns the word spoon as she learns to use it to eat.  Its meaning is given by its function, and its function is set by the particular projects her caregivers introduce her to while using this word.


A defender of the traditional view of freedom could accept the dependence of the content of freedom on our encounters with others, but still argue that such encounters do not explain what is essential to freedom: namely our ability to step back from the world and escape its determinations.  By doing so, we determine our conduct through our own thought, that is, by deliberating on the outcomes of different courses of action.  This freedom, however, can also be traced to the alternative ways of behaving that others exhibit.  To behave a certain way is to disclose the world in a certain way.  Our projects determine how we use its objects and, hence, how they show themselves to us.  Now, when I consider the alternative ways of behaving and disclosing the world that others exhibit, my own ways are relativized.  They appear as just one of many possibilities; so does the world that my ways disclose.  But this robs my world of its necessity.  Rather than being taken as necessarily determining me, I am invited to regard it as something that could be different if I acted differently.  With this, we have the freedom that Sartre described when he wrote: 

“For man to put a particular existent out of circuit is to put himself out of circuit in relation to the existent.  In this case he is not subject to it; he is out of reach; it cannot act on him, for he has retired beyond a nothingness.  Descartes, following the Stoics, has given a name to this possibility, which human reality has, to secrete a nothingness which isolates it—it is freedom.”
   

This secretion of nothingness is Sartre’s expression of the separation of the self from the world that freedom implies—the separation that is traditionally expressed in our seeing freedom as the property of some separate inner realm.  Such freedom, however, depends on the public world, that is, on the alternatives that others exhibit.  It is only by being ranged alongside of alternative ways of being disclosed that the world I disclose can be put “out of circuit.”  Rather than considering my action conditioned by this world, I then face the option of changing it through changing my behavior.  The same holds for the deliberation—the determining thought—that is carried on in this inner realm.  Thus, the alternative ways of understanding and disclosing a given situation place this situation in question.  Robbing it of its necessity, they invite me to ask for the reason why the situation is as it is.  They thus lead me to inquire into the circumstances upon which it depends and the possible outcomes of changing such circumstances by pursuing different courses of action. 


The above implies that not just public freedom, but freedom as such is dependent on the appearing of our others.  In fact, the very privacy of the self engaging in deliberation—a privacy that seems to indicate its inherently hidden quality—depends on such appearing.  It requires the alternatives that appear through our others.  This is because the self to whom such alternatives appear is finite.  Its finitude signifies that it can never express all that it is capable of—i.e., all those possibilities of being and behaving that others exhibit to it as human possibilities.  Thus, we can never fully disclose our private “inner realm.”  To do so would be to engage in an infinite task.  We would have to express the totality of meanings that form the content of both our language and our freedom.  The impossibility of doing so gives the self its essential privacy.  It also gives our freedom what may be called the “excessive” quality that springs from its possibilities always exceeding its expression.  This can be put in terms of the Levinasian pair: the saying and the said.
  Taking the said as the sum total of an individual’s history and the saying as his actual behavior, the excess of freedom is the excess of the saying over the said.  Thus, we cannot completely predict a person’s behavior from his past history.  It always exceeds this.  At the basis of this excess is the fact of the excessive source of what the individual is capable of, namely, the multiple others who collectively both exceed him and present him with the alternatives that give his freedom its content.  

To put this phenomenologically is to note the special mode of appearing that characterizes a person.  Because of the excess of the saying over the said, no experience of a person is sufficient to capture him.  His presence is excessive in the sense that it always exceeds the interpretations that are based on our previous experiences.  As a person, he always has something more to say.  To grasp him as a saying that exceeds the said is, thus, to return from the said to the saying that, having generated it, has moved on.  Thus, the person appears as such in demanding this return.  His presence makes us aware that more is being offered than we can formulate in our intentions.  The interpretations based on our previous experience of him are not sufficient to grasp the sense embodied in our present encounter.  We have to adjust these interpretations and return to him again.  Again, however, he offers us more than we anticipated.  Thus, returning to him, we face the same situation.  Yet another return is called for.  To give a temporal cast to this is to note that the exceeding of this presence is towards the future.  The real future—the future that distinguishes itself from the past—does not just repeat it.  I do not anticipate it simply as a projection of what I have already experienced.  It is present to me as an openness to the new, as an exceeding of the intentions that I form on the basis of my past experience.  This presence of the future is, in fact, the presence of the other, i.e., the presence of his exceeding givenness.  The other, as free, will be what he or she will be, not simply what I determine and anticipate from past experience.

Public Space and Public Freedom

With this we have the answer to the question of the relation of public freedom to individual freedom.  It is one of mutual dependence.  Thus, the public freedom that we continually offer to each other through our encounters depends on each individual’s free activity.  Such activity, however, depends upon what the individual, himself, has received from his others.  Public freedom, in other words, is both the result and the cause of individual freedom.  The two are irredeemably entangled.  This means that both are excessive.  An individual’s freedom is excessive because he is exceeded by his others.  The possibilities they offer to him exceed what he can express.  As a result, he exceeds all the interpretations that may be placed on him.  Over and beyond the possibilities of being and behaving that he manifests, it is this excessive freedom that he offers to his others.  Thus, the openness to the future that characterizes him also characterizes the public world that is shaped by our freedom.  It, too, is not entirely predictable and, in this sense, open to the future.  Given the excessive character of the participants, the results of public undertakings cannot be entirely anticipated.  


The above can be put in terms of the space of the public world.  It is excessive in that both the people within it and the objects they deal with have an excessive presence.  Thus, each public object exceeds the view that any particular person has of it.  It does not just show itself in different perspectives to different viewers.  It also discloses itself differently according to the uses it is put to.  Its potentialities for appearing, in other words, are as multiple as the projects it can be employed in.  Thus, to be grasped in its full public character, it must be returned to again and again.  Like the individuals that employ it, it exhibits its public presence through this return.  The openness to the future of such presence appears most clearly in debates regarding collective action.  As people discuss a given proposal, different perspectives confront each other.  Grasped from a plurality of points of view, the goal of the action achieves its presence in a continual return as each speaker takes it up in turn, discussing whether and how to achieve it.  In the plurality of possible outcomes brought out by the discussion, the goal as well as the objects composing it exhibit the openness to the future that they have as being part of the public space.  


Given this plurality of perspectives and projects, it may well be wondered how public agreement is possible at all.  The answer comes from the nature of public freedom.  As grounded by the appearing of others, its expression is always in terms of a context, one set by these others.  Thus, its content is given by the different projects of individuals and groups.  To the point that these coincide, there is a commonality in the content of freedom.  To the point that they do not, interests will clash.  Such a clash, however, is always in a context.  On a basic level, this context consists of the projects and corresponding meanings we learned by imitating our caregivers.  It continues in the shared projects that define a civilization and a political culture.  The result is that the excess of the other—the excess stemming from his interpretation of a given situation—involves an overlap.  It is never totally distinct.  The other’s understanding, which consists in the meanings that he gives to a particular situation, is not simply other than my own.  The meanings are shared, but not entirely.  The excess—the non-coincidence—is the other’s freedom.  It manifests the other’s non-predictability and is the engine of newness in our encounter.  What we share, however, is what allows us to manage this, to accommodate our differing interpretations.  Broadly speaking, politics is the art of this accommodation.  As the “art of compromise,” it is the way we deal with the excessive quality of our others.  Thus, in political life, we assume that others may not share our interpretation of a given situation.  Not seeing it as we do, they will not act as we would.  Their interests may, in fact, be opposed to our own.  In a tyranny, agreement is secured by the suppression of the other’s freedom.  In politics, however, agreement a matter of negotiation, of the give and take that involves an openness to the perspectives of the participants and a continual return to the point at issue.  The goal of this return is to find common ground, that is, to uncover the areas of overlap that make agreement possible.

These characteristics of openness and return provide us with the answer to the  second question posed, namely that of the genesis of public space.  The public space that makes political agreement possible comes into existence through the openness to the future that requires a return.  It manifests itself in the return that is demanded by the fact that public objects and individuals are always offering more than the intentions that we are presently directing at them.  At the origin of this demand is the excessive presence that these elements exhibit; and at the origin of this presence is our excessive freedom.  Does this mean that such freedom generates public space?  Not unconditionally.  Such freedom must appear.  It springs from the possibilities that we present to each other through our publicly appearing behavior.  Given this, we have to say that public space is generated by our free activity, but that such activity is conditioned by this space.  What we confront here is, thus, an entanglement similar to that between public and individual freedom.  Public freedom was seen to be both the result and the cause of individual freedom.  Here the entanglement is between freedom as such and its appearing.  Each makes the other possible.  This is an extension of Arendt’s claim.  She asserted that public freedom has to appear in order to be.  My claim is that this also holds for freedom as such.  What this signifies is that the closing down of public space affects not just public freedom, but also the individual freedom that may be called on to restore the public domain.  To consider this consequence in its proper context, we have to turn to the question of the relation of freedom to power.

Covenants and Power


Assuming that public deliberations end in a general agreement regarding some goal, how do free individuals coalese?  How can this coalition preserve their freedom?  Political power makes its appearance through the combination of individual resources and abilities. Can individual freedom co-exist with this?  One school of thought, beginning with Hobbes, asserts that it cannot.  It argues that human nature and private interests are such that every combination can preserve itself only through the use of the power it creates.  The combination is the result of a covenant or agreement among the individuals.  But, as Hobbes writes, “covenants, without the sword, are but words.”
 Agreement, in other words, is useless “when there is no visible power to keep [individuals] in awe, and tie them by fear of punishment to the performance of their covenants.”
  To remedy this, we must transfer the power that we created by coming together to an enforcing agent who will tie us to our agreements.  Doing so, however, curtails our freedom.  In Hobbes’s view, its original exercise, which results in a commonwealth or political state, is also its last.  After its formation, we are no longer authors of our actions.  We have transferred this authority to the state. 
  


To seek an alternative to this view, I have to examine what it means to covenant.  On the most basic level, to covenant is to promise.  It is to bind yourself to the performance of an action.  You agree to play your part in the accomplishment of some given goal.  This agreement is taken as a publicly binding action.  You publicly impose the obligation on yourself.  Here, of course, it may be asked: Who is the self that binds and who is the self that is bound?  To bind yourself argues a certain separation between the binding self and the self that is bound.  Now, such self-separation is at the heart of the freedom discussed above—the freedom we gain from our others.  What it requires is the ability to step back from yourself and regard yourself.  Just as you can put the appearing world out of circuit in stepping back from it and considering it as just one of many possible disclosable worlds, so you can put yourself out of circuit insofar as this self is regarded as part of the world.  In other words, the root of the self-separation required by self-binding is our ability to relativize the world and ourselves as part of it—that is, ourselves as an appearing existent that is disclosed by a particular course of action.  To bind yourself is, then, a double action.  It involves stepping back from yourself and putting this self out of circuit.  It also involves determining this appearing self—that is choosing a course of action that will disclose it in a particular way.  Thus, to commit yourself to an action is to commit yourself to a particular course of disclosure.  You affirm that you will be the person who will play the promised part in a given affair.  

Since this commitment is public, it inherently involves others.  Such others are not just responsible for the self-separation that grounds this act, they are also presupposed as witnesses of its accomplishment.  This point can be put in terms of the public identity created by the covenant.   The person who keeps her word keeps the identity pledged by this word.  She continually shows herself to be the same as the person that originally made the commitment.  Doing so, she overcomes time, spanning it by preserving herself as the same.  The result, then, is a public identity, a person in the public space.  The same holds for the group that covenants, that is, forms itself through a mutual pledging of the word of those composing it.  In both cases, self-binding creates public self-identities that persist over time.  Such identities, as resulting from political action, are not those of race, national origin or culture.  As political, their ground is neither the past nor the inalterable circumstances the past delivers us over to.  It is the future as present in the desired goal of political action.  Those who participate in this action gain their identities from it, i.e., from the roles they play in the goal’s accomplishment.  What we have here, in fact, is the phenomenological basis of the appearing of the “citizen,” as opposed to the member of a race, religion, or culture, etc.   Such appearing presupposes the others who are participants in the original promise.  The identity is both active and intersubjective.  Thus, against Hobbes, we have to say that in creating political power, we do not transfer our authority as political agents to the state.  What we do is intersubjectively create such authority.  The basis for this authority is not power, but rather the promising, i.e., the individual and collective self-binding, that first creates power.  Such self-binding results not in a transfer of individual powers, but rather in their combination.  The citizens who do combine their powers are, as Hannah Arendt noted, “allies” rather than subjects.
   

Authority

This distinction between power and authority rests on the relation between authorizing and promising.  When an individual makes and keeps promises she authorizes her actions.  She responds to the self that made the promise by taking responsibility for it, that is, for the word she has given.  She maintains the authorship of that word in carrying it out.  Doing so, she both preserves and embodies this authority.  In realizing it across time, she generates it.  In other words, the identity she creates across time is that of the author.  The same holds collectively.  Here, the founding promise is the covenant, the collective agreement that all agree to abide by.  The authority of this agreement lasts as long as the participants hold to it, that is, as long as they bind themselves to the founding promise.  To make this concrete, we can think of the founding agreement as a national constitution.   The promise is to abide by its provisions, i.e., to embody in our political conduct the rules that it specifies.  Authority rests in reaffirming this promise, that is, in our consulting the agreement when questions arise and guiding ourselves accordingly.  In most nation states, the constitutional courts embody this authority.    In their sessions, they preserve the authority of the original constituting assemblies.  They decide whether a law and the action it authorizes agree with the constitution.  Doing so, they reaffirm the state’s commitment to it.  Such a reaffirmation is a re-promising, a grounding again of the power that springs from agreement.  As such a grounding, it is prior to the power it grounds and, hence, is distinct from it.  

The phenomenological character of the authority that springs from this reaffirmation shows itself in its overarching temporality.   One can attempt to base authority exclusively on the past as, for example, in hereditary monarchies.  Here, a king rules on the basis of a legitimate succession.  His authority comes from his being his father’s son and his father having ruled by virtue of his father having ruled, and so on.
  One can, alternately, attempt to base authority on the future.  Thus, in many 20th century socialist states, the justification for actions taken was the future they were supposed to lead to, a future that included, for example, the “new socialist man.”  The authority of the ruling class was, thus, that of a “vanguard,” i.e., that of a leading component of society that somehow already stood in the future and led from there.  There is also the possibility of trying to base authority on the sheer present—that is on the present will of the leader, be this the will of an individual or of some or all of the people.  In 1930’s Germany, for example, this was exemplified by the “Führer principle,” the principle that Hitler’s will was the sole source of  legitimacy.  In these attempts, the identity of the author is limited to a single dimension of time.  By contrast, the self-binding that creates the authority of a constitutional government stretches across all three times.  Initiated in a promise governing future action, the authority presently maintains itself by keeping to the word it has given.  

The result is a temporal depth to the public space that is lacking in the other forms of authority.  Not just spatially, but also temporally, constitutional public space exists as a field of interlocking potentialities.  Thus, the combinations that result in power do not just act on what presently occurs, determining what is permitted and what is not, in the space we occupy together.  As resulting from the agreements by which we bound ourselves they also carry the past forward to the future. In other words, the public power of a constitutional state projects itself into the future.  It is always ahead of itself in the sense that it regards the present in terms of the goals it has set for itself.  Its inherent stability follows from the fact that it acts to determine, not just what is, but what will be on the basis of its past commitments.   

The Liability of Public Space

This phenomenological account of public space allows us to repose the question of the relation of freedom and power.  Public space is excessive.  It exists in the continuous return it requires.  Its excess stems from the plurality of perspectives and projects shaping it.  Such a plurality constitutes both the richness of the public space and the “excessive” freedom it affords us.  Power, however, grows from agreement and combination.  It involves individuals working together on common projects.  To the point that this undermines the plurality that founds our freedom, does not power prove antithetical to freedom?  In other words, does it not ultimately exhaust the richness of the pubic space and, hence, evacuate the content of our freedom?  Viewed in this light, the tyranny of the majority is as destructive to public space and freedom as the tyranny of an individual ruler.  In each case, a single perspective undoes the multiple character of such space.  Since such space, however, is inherently public, inherently there for combination and agreement, its potentiality to undermine itself also seems inherent. 

This can be put in terms of its liability to fall victim to what Derrida called an “autoimmune reaction.” In biology, this term refers to the body’s turning its immune reaction on itself.  Systems designed to protect the body—to immunize it from biological attacks from without—turn inward, attacking its own structures.  Allergic reactions, for example, are understood as the body’s attacking itself in its attempts to preserve itself from the allergen.  For Derrida, all political structures, including the democratic, suffer this fate in their attempts to preserve themselves.  In his words, “democracy protects itself and maintains itself precisely by limiting and threatening itself.”
  Examples of what he is referring to are all too easy to find.  The most current, for Derrida, is the Bush Administration’s attempts to protect the liberties of Americans by curtailing them.  Here, “we see an American administration … claim that, in the war it is waging against the ‘axis of evil,’ against the enemies of freedom and the assassins of democracy throughout the world, it must restrict within its own country certain so-called democratic freedoms and the exercise of certain rights by, for example, increasing the powers of police investigations and interrogations.”
  At issue in this and all similar examples is, as Derrida writes, “différance as reference or referral [renvoí] to the other; that is, as the undeniable … experience of the alterity of the other, of heterogeneity, of the singular, the not-same, the different, the dissymmetric, the heteronymous.”
  The problem is that “the other,” taken in this extended sense, is in the same.  Given this, the attempt to limit the same to some express definition excludes from it what is essential to it and, hence, undermines it.  This difficulty can be put in terms of the opposition between the excessive presence of the individual and the defined presence of the citizen.  For democracy to work, individuals must become citizens.  This means that they must bind themselves to their words.  Doing so, however, means that they limit themselves to specific public roles.  They must become predictable public persona.  The result is that they conceal the very presence that makes self-binding possible in the first place.  Such concealment, when pushed to the extreme, exhausts public space.

The practical corrective to this liability is the pluralization of power—that is, the multiplication of the possibilities of combination.   The only check for power is power itself: the ability of one perspective to shape the world—that is, to disclose it according to its goals—can only be countered by a different perspective.  Against this solution is the view that sovereignty or the power to rule cannot be divided.  Its powers are, in Hobbes’s words, “incommunicable and inseparable.”
  To divide them is to invite civil war or, at very least, risk the paralysis of the state, thus making it impotent.
  This, however, is to think of power as arising through a transfer, that is, to conceive of individuals giving up their power by transferring it to the sovereign.  If they do, then the division of power is a division of this transfer.  It is the creation of independent sovereignties, sovereignties that, in Hobbes’s view, are necessarily in a state of war with each other since they lack a supreme power to bind them to their covenants.  When, however, the act of covenanting is performed by free individuals who maintain their freedom, then power arises not through a transfer, but rather through the conjoining of the different strengths and abilities of the contracting parties.  To apply this model to the division of power is to split power into different levels, each distinguished from the others by its particular sphere of influence, yet allied to them in contributing to the strength of the whole.  The classic expression of this solution is the federal system of government, wherein distinct layers of governance, federal, provincial or state, county and municipal each have their individual spheres.  In some systems, notably the American, the division also occurs on each level.  There, the sphere of the judiciary, in pronouncing on the constitutionality of the acts of the legislative branch, is both distinct from the later and contributes to its authority.  The legislative branch, itself, is split between members who must face re-election every two years and those with a longer term of office.  Its power is separated from the power of executing the laws.  The same pattern is repeated on the state level.  How well this 18th century system works is, of course, open to question.  The standard of its success or failure, however, is clear: it is that of the plurality of the public space.  At issue is nothing less than the ground of our public freedom, that is, the opportunities we have to present to each other our distinct perspectives on the whole.  It is only through this ongoing presentation that we can maintain the excessive character of the public space that makes freedom possible.
 

This point can be illustrated by considering the opposite extreme, that of a totalitarian state.  Such states suppress the alternatives that form the content of freedom.  They severely limit publicly expressed perspectives, thereby destroying the excessive character of public space.  In the totalitarian ideal, the members of the state are like a group of marbles on a table.  The marbles being the same and yet unconnected, the slightest tilt of the table is sufficient to set them in motion in the same direction.  Analogously, the subjects of a totalitarian state should be unconnected or isolated individuals.  They should not present to one another the content of their freedom, but rather be restricted to receiving this from the state.  Thus, the ideal of this state is a populous that thinks, acts and, hence, discloses its world according to a limited number of state-approved projects.  Ideally, such a world cannot offer any evidence countering the claims of the state.  Freedom in this world operates within a limited set of options, each of which, when enacted, confirms the others in disclosing a single reality, one with no evident alternatives.  In such a world, the private or the hidden has all but vanished.  This is not just because privacy is suspect (or even forbidden) in totalitarian societies.  It is because the totality of meanings that form the content of both language and freedom has been severely limited.  Broadly speaking, then, the totalitarian ideal is that of limiting the saying to the said.  It is that of evacuating the “excess” of the hidden so that everything about an individual is publicly available and subject to state control. 

With this, we can see why, when a tyranny is suddenly lifted, the freedom that results has no resemblance to the “natural liberty” assumed by social contract theorists.
  What we have, instead, is a liberty that lacks any context.  The state-approved context has vanished, but the individuals that remain have no practice in presenting one another with the alternatives that could replace it.  The result is a profound breakdown of civil society.  Liberty appears to be a reversion to some presocietal “state of nature.”   In the rioting and looting that follow the collapse of an oppressive regime, we thus seem to confirm Hobbes’s assertion that our natural state is a “state of war” of everyone against every other.  According to Hobbes, only the oppressive power of the sovereign can prevent this relapse.  The results of our analysis, however, run contrary to this.  The wild liberty that appears on the breakdown of a tyranny is, in fact, the result of the tyranny, that is, of its evacuation of the public space.  Thus, the selfishness and egotism of individuals during the disorders that follow the breakdown are the result of their enforced isolation.  Through its secret police, spies and penalties, the totalitarian state destroys the ability of its subjects to covenant, that is, to bind themselves to one another.  Their ties are limited to the state and its organs.  Not only are their differences, one to the other, severely limited, but they have no practice either expressing or negotiating these differences.  Thus, they have no experience in seeing how their interpretations of a given situation both exceed one another and overlap, that is, carry with them the possibilities of both newness and agreement.

Civil society can be considered the result of such negotiations.  It is based on the overlap and excess of the interpretative  accounts of the shared political and social space.  Such interpretations point to the plurality of projects that overlap, yet differ.  In civil society, the disclosed presence of the social space is, as noted, multiply determined by such projects.  It is “excessive” because the individuals inhabiting it are excessive.  It is subject to multiple interpretations, and hence always capable of exhibiting the new. To live in such a space one has to be capable of negotiating the difference between such interpretations.  So defined, this space is that of politics understood as the art of this negotiation.  The survivors of a totalitarian state must learn this art; they must also learn how to provide one another with the materials for such negotiation, these being their different ways of viewing and interpreting the world.  What this amounts to is the construction of the public space.  It is only in terms of such space that their freedom can gain the specifically political character that supports rather than rends political life.

The task facing such survivors of totalitarianism can be put in terms of what Hannah Arendt called the “banality of evil.”  Arendt’s use of this term is highly controversial since the evil that Eichmann exemplified was so destructive.  How can it be called “banal.”  The answer, I believe, can be found by taking such banality, not as a cause, but as the result of radical evil.  As its name implies, radical evil attacks the roots of things, uprooting and destroying them.  Individuals root themselves in civil society through the connections they form.  Politically, they are fixed by the covenants they make.  To the point that these are expressions of their freedom, this rootedness arises from their ability to bind themselves within the excessive presence that manifests and underpins their freedom.  The destruction of this ability affects everything, including evil itself.  Thus, the sheer banality of Eichmann that so impressed Arendt is, in this analysis, the result of the actions that he and others undertook.  The banality or superficiality of the evil he exemplified indicates the loss of any depth to the public space and, hence, of the civil society that lives within it. The result was a superficiality that affected everything public, including the public face of evil itself.

To recover this depth-dimension is not impossible.  Germany was able to restore its democratic traditions.  Yet, as recent examples indicate, the attempt is fraught with the greatest of difficulties.  Such events are an admonition not to ruin the space that we depend upon in order to function politically.  In this, they are like the calls to respect our natural environment.  In neither case can a recovery be assumed a priori.  
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