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Introduction

Embodiment and the Question of Politics


One of the striking paradoxes emerging from the War in Iraq was the initial failure of the military to provide its troops with adequate body armor.
  Few activities of men are more physical than the practice of war: From Homer’s description of a spear being thrust “into the nose next to the eye”
 to contemporary accounts of the wounds caused by roadside bombs, it is clear that war involves physical violence.  Given that the human body is the object of such violence, the multi-year delay in providing such armor points to something left out of account, something missing in the military’s conception of human nature.  It indicates a forgetfulness on the part of its planners that soldiers are embodied, that their flesh is vulnerable. 


Such forgetfulness is not just a sign of our times.  From the very beginning, it has affected how we think of politics.  This can be put in terms of the connection between theories of human nature and those of the state.  Ever since Plato argued that the state is the soul written large (Republic 368b-369a), philosophers have argued about how our nature affects our politics.  Thus, Machiavelli wrote that “men are always wicked, unless you give them no alternative but to be good” and fashioned his political advice accordingly.
  Hobbes’s view of our nature was equally pessimistic.  He thought that our natural state was “war of everyone against everyone.”
  Given this, we have to be controlled.   Our “natural passions” were such that our laws require “the terror of some power to cause them to be observed.”
  From this he argued for a state power unlimited by any covenant since “covenants, without the sword, are but words and of no strength.”
  John Locke, by contrast, was able to draw limits to state power; but this was because he had a more benign view of our nature.
  Such examples could be multiplied, but their point is clear: Our conception of who and what we are necessarily affects our view of how we relate to each other on a political level.  Less clear, however, is the state of our “nature.”  By this I mean something more than whether it is naturally good or evil, rational or subject to the passions that promote conflict.  All these are affections of the “soul.”  Yet the soul, as subject to such passions, is embodied.  How does this embodiment affect the ways we politically organize ourselves?  How can we think of the state, not just as a soul written large, but as a “body politic,” that is, as reflecting our embodied being?  Such questions have been rarely raised.  Their absence in the context of contemporary debates cannot be accounted for solely by our reticence to speak of a human “nature.”  The forgetfulness of our embodiment implied by this silence has a deeper philosophical root.  


To take our embodiment seriously is to accept that it affects the totality of our understanding and, hence, our understanding of embodiment itself.  The two seem so hopelessly entangled that we cannot get an “objective” view of our embodiment or its effects on our understanding.  Such a view would presumably require an external, i.e., a disembodied standpoint; but if we take our embodiment seriously, this is precisely what is denied to us.  Rather than confront this dilemma, the temptation has always been to forget our embodiment, that is, to abstract from it.  The point holds not just for philosophers.  We tend to engage in it whenever we seek an external standpoint.  So, in their simulations, when considering strategic objectives, military planners necessarily place themselves above the plain of battle.  Their tendency to forget the vulnerability of flesh is the other side of their abstracting themselves from the violence of being immersed in actual combat.  Philosophers engage in a similar abstraction.  They do so because they take the finitude and situatedness of our embodiment as undermining our ability to make universal claims.  They are afraid that we will cripple our understanding if we do not embrace an external disembodied standpoint. 


This attitude is as old as philosophy itself.  It has often resulted in the denial that our embodiment has anything to do with our understanding.  Plato, for example, has Socrates assert that “the philosopher more than other men frees the soul from association with the body” (Phaedo 65a).
  This is because the universal ideas or genuine “realities” cannot be grasped through the body.  The philosopher who apprehends them is he who, “using pure thought alone, tries to track down each reality pure and by itself, freeing himself as far as possible from … the whole body, because the body confuses the soul and does not allow it to acquire truth” (Phaedo 66a).  Descartes expresses a similar view when he points out that all the sensuous features of a piece of wax—its color, odor, taste, texture, and sound when struck—change when it is heated.  This shows that to grasp the wax as the same is not to rely on these, but rather on “an inspection of the mind.”  The wax is apprehended, not through the senses, but by the “understanding alone” (Meditations II, 30).
  Descartes justifies this ability to use his understanding apart from his senses by asserting that thought alone belongs to his nature.  In fact, having defined himself as a “thinking thing,” he concludes “I am entirely and truly distinct from my body.”  This means, he adds, “I can be or exist without [this body]”  (Meditations, VI, 74).

It is easy to see such statements as having more than a simple, epistemological motivation.  Behind them may well lie our fear of death, a fear that can make philosophers and military planners forgetful of our embodiment.  Such forgetfulness can lead us, like Descartes, to distinguish our human from our animal nature, associating our humanity with a sort of disembodied rationality.  While this may comfort us with regard to the prospects for an afterlife, it does tend to distort our vision of this life, in particular, the life of politics.  Thus, when we attempt to think of the state in terms of the soul, drawing, like Plato, an analogy between its parts and those of the soul, we ignore an essential element introduced by our embodiment.  This is our inherently plural condition.  To be embodied is to be physically situated.  It is to exclude other persons from the position one occupies in viewing the world.  This exclusion happens throughout our lifetime and results in a plurality of viewpoints and corresponding interpretations.  With this comes the task of bringing them together.  The need to do so arises from a second fact springing from our embodiment: As embodied, we are dependent on the world.  We live by drawing our sustenance from it.  As social animals, we can only do this through each other.  Thus, our need of the world is also a need of one another.  Our embodied nature is such that we can neither be nor be conceivable without one another.  As Aristotle expressed this, a single individual “may be compared to an isolated piece at draughts” (Politics, 1253 a 5).
  Apart from the board and the other pieces, the piece has no sense.  This does not mean that humans in their interdependence are identical to one another; like the pieces on the board, their very positionality as stemming from their embodiment prevents this.  
This inherent plurality and interdependence sets the problem that embodiment poses for our social life:  How can we organize ourselves so that, by the coordination of our efforts, our individual needs are met?  To the point that this organization is political, so is the problem.  Given the differing character of our interpretations, mutual agreement cannot be assumed in advance.  Mechanisms have to be instituted to obtain it.  Since we cannot survive alone, we are driven to create them.  If, as I shall argue, political life assumes individual freedom, the problem becomes one of how we can insure our individual survival and maintain our freedom.  Given that this survival requires the aggregation of our forces so as to make them operate in concert, the problem is that of finding the type of association that allows us to do this and remain free.
  

Entanglements


The embodiment that sets this problem seems to stand in the way of its solution.  It does not offer us any aerial or bird’s eye view of our situation.  This is because to be embodied is to be in the world.  So situated, we act on the world and it acts on us.  Our human condition is, thus, to be conditioned.  It involves acting and being conditioned by the results of our actions.  The result, as Hannah Arendt remarks, is that “men constantly create their own conditions.”
  Such conditions not only affect us, they also affect how we view the world.  There is always a self-reference in what appears.  We never get the object as it is “in itself” apart from our viewing it.  To do so would be, not just to abstract from our activity, but from our very being-in-the-world.  As Merleau-Ponty puts this, “If we wished to go beyond [doubt] into a sphere of absolute certitude, … this … would mean that he who questions had distanced Being and the world from himself so much that he was of them no longer” (The Visible and the Invisible, p. 120).
  The point is that our embodiment is part of our being.  It is what thrusts us into the world, making us part of its being.  To abstract from our embodiment in the interests of certitude is to separate ourselves both from our being and from the world.


There are two complementary ways to put this insight.  The first is to observe that we disclose the world through our bodily abilities—our bodily “I can.”  Thus, the fact that I have eyes means that I can see some object.  That I have legs means that I can move closer to get a better look; that I have hands with fingers allows me to pick it up and manipulate it if it is not too heavy.  The same holds for all of our other bodily abilities.  They give us our access to the world.  The disclosure of its senses is not simply a matter of beholding or manipulating.  It also arises from the practical projects such abilities make possible.  Thus, as we employ various objects for our projects, we get the sense of what they are for.  Their pragmatic meaning is given by their purpose.  A hammer, for example, is understood when we use it to drive in a nail; a glass reveals its sense when we use it to drink from.  Now, on a very basic level, the purpose of such familiar objects is set by our embodiment.  This is because to be embodied is to be subject to the needs of the body for food, clothing, shelter and the like.  Such needs, however, thrust us into the world and propel us to the disclosures that will satisfy them.  The wood from the forest, for example, becomes wood for building, for shelter and furniture.  It also becomes wood for heating, for making paper and so on.  Disclosing these uses of it, we do not just determine its senses, we also change our environment.  This change affects our disclosive activities and, thus, the way that the world appears.  Hannah Arendt’s point about our “constantly” creating our conditions is that this relation is continuous.  We are always in the middle of it, always in the process of conditioning and being conditioned by our world and, hence, constantly developing the senses it has for us.  To abstract ourselves from this process is to lose the entirety of the world’s pragmatic senses, the senses that express what its objects are for.  Leaving aside for a moment the question of whether we can do this, it is clear that such an abstraction is not possible if we wish to consider political life.  Political life is driven by the fact that our need of the world is also a need of one another, i.e.,  by the fact that we cannot satisfy our individual needs without some form of cooperative association.  Because of this, such pragmatic senses are essential to it; they form the very currency of the political debates about our needs and the activities we collectively engage in to satisfy them.


Even if we abstract from such activities and limit ourselves to a bare sensing of the world, we still do not apprehend it as it is in itself apart from ourselves.  The very fact of being embodied makes us part of the world.  This means, as Merleau-Ponty writes, “my eyes which see, my hands which touch, can also be seen and touched … they see and touch the visible, the tangible from within” the visible and tangible world (VI, p. 123).  Not only am I within this world, the fact that I am an embodied perceiver positions this world within me.  It comes to presence through my senses.  My embodied being, my flesh, provides the dimensions for its appearing.  Using the word tapisser, to cover, drape, line or wallpaper, Merleau-Ponty asserts, “our flesh lines and even envelopes all the visible and tangible things with which it is nevertheless surrounded” (ibid.).  Thus, I “line” the world with visual qualities through my eyes, with tactile qualities through my sensitive skin, and so on.  Yet this very body that provides me with these senses thrusts me into the world as one of its visible, tactile objects.  As a result, I have to say that “the world and I are within one another” (VI, p. 123).  The two are hopelessly entangled.

The Embodied Grasping of the Thing in Itself


The implication of this entanglement is the opposite of the conclusion that philosophers from Plato onward have drawn.  It is not the case that if we wish to grasp the reality of the world as it is “in itself,” we must abstract ourselves from our bodies.  It is, in fact, through our bodies that we can grasp the world outside of ourselves from within.  This is because the “within me” of my apprehension of the world is also a part of the world outside of me.  The hand that touches, thereby internalizing the world, is, as touched, part of the external world.  “When,” as Merleau-Ponty writes, “my right hand touches my left hand while [the left hand] is palpating the things, … the ‘touching subject’ passes over to the rank of the touched.”  It “descends into the things, such that the touch is formed in the midst of the world” (134).  This means that in touching myself, I grasp the tangible “in itself” since I know from the inside what it is to be touched, i.e., be tangible.  Given this, the acceptance of the entanglement of embodied selfhood and world need not lead to a skepticism regarding our ability to grasp the world in itself.  This entanglement is, in fact, the basis of our perceptual faith that we can grasp this world.  Such faith accepts that the appearing world is inside us, that, as Merleau-Ponty puts it, perception “is formed this side of the body,” (VI, p. 8)  that it “emerges in the recesses of a body”—my body (ibid., p. 9).  It also accepts that my “perception enters into the things,” that when I see a table, “my vision terminates in it” (pp. 4-5).  To accept both is not to assume a contradiction.  It is rather to accept that the entanglement of the seer and the seen occasioned by our embodiment actually gives us access to the things themselves—this, because the bodily “within” of perception is also “without.”   
To accept this conclusion, we must abandon the epistemology that assumes the mind-body dualism that asserts an unbridgeable gap between the mind “within” and the world “without.”  We, thus, have to abandon its strategy of gaining an access to the things in themselves by abstracting from the specificity of our embodiment.  This, however, involves several consequences.  We must accept that there is no external, bird’s-eye-view that would somehow provide an “objective” account of our situation: there is no possibility of ever achieving a “pure” uncontaminated stance.  Doing so, we leave behind the Platonic-Cartesian project of drawing our universals from an abstract, timeless realm.  We also refuse to accept the skepticism that limits truth to this realm, while denying our ability to access it.  Basing our epistemology on our embodiment, we assert, rather, that the commonality of meanings does not come from this realm, but rather from our bodily “I can.”  Its basis, in other words, is the fact that we have similar bodies and, by virtue of our social nature, similar body-dependent projects.  Such commonality, of course, is not timeless.  It is, by virtue of its origin, situated and dependent.  It is the gift of those others from whom we learned our body-projects, starting with such things as how to eat at the table, dress ourselves, hold a book, ride a bicycle, and so on.  The “realm of the ideas”—rather than being timeless—is that of our parents, caregivers, friends and teachers.  It consists of all those who teach us how to make our way in the world and, hence, to disclose the senses the world offers as we engage in our common projects.


Disembodied versus Embodied Freedom


It is precisely these senses that are at issue in political life.  To adopt an epistemology based on our embodiment is, then, to see such senses in terms of the situatedness and dependence that embodiment brings.
  A prime example of the shift brought about by this epistemology is provided by the concept of freedom.  Freedom has been traditionally conceived as the property of some separate inner realm that is distinct from the body, with its situatedness and dependence.  It is taken as inherent, existing quite apart from our social relations.  Thus, social contract theorists understand freedom as innate and, hence, as existing prior to and independent of society.  John Locke, for example, writes, that the “state all men are naturally in … is a state of perfect freedom to order their actions and dispose of their possessions and persons as they think fit ….” (Second Treatise, Sec. 4, p. 262).  It is because they have this innate, pre-social freedom that they can form the social contract.  For Hobbes, who considers the natural state of man a “war of everyone against everyone,” this freedom is equally prior to society.   He writes that in this war, what is commonly called the “right of nature … is the liberty each man hath to use his own power, as he will himself, for the preservation of his own nature, that is to say, of his own life” (Leviathan, ch. 14, p. 79).  For both Locke and Hobbes, then, politics begins with the agreement to limit this original liberty.  The difficulty they face is that, as prior to society, such freedom is abstract.  It is simply the empty “I want.”  As such, it breeds the passions that lead to conflict.  Thus, in the state of nature, according to Hobbes, we desire every benefit we see another person enjoying.  Given our natural equality, we cannot see why another person should exclusively possess this benefit.  The ensuing competition leads to a situation where, to secure what we have, we attempt to subdue others in advance.  Locke, having originally differentiated himself from Hobbes in this regard, is led by the same abstract notion of freedom to a similar conclusion.  He writes that the enjoyment  of our right to our “person and possessions” in the state of nature “is very uncertain, and constantly exposed to the invasion of others.” (Second Treatise, Sec. 123, p. 324).
  Defined in these terms, the political problem becomes that of securing our possessions; and Locke writes accordingly, “government has no other end but the preservation of property” (Sec. 94, p. 309).
  Such a view simply assumes the equation of freedom and desire and, hence, sees government as necessary to limit our natural freedom.  
Conceived in these terms, political freedom comes to be equated with sovereignty, the latter being defined as self-sufficiency and mastery.  As Hobbes makes clear, in the state of nature, each isolated individual seeks to overcome others before they can overcome him.  He cannot be free without mastering them.  In fact, given his natural insufficiency as an isolated individual, he can be sufficient only through this mastery—that is, through the rule or sovereignty over the others whom he has overcome.  Such sovereignty necessarily involves violence, both the violence that establishes it and the violence that preserves it.  Now, when this conception of sovereignty is translated into the political sphere, the notions of founding and preserving violence accompany it.  Thus, the state, in preserving itself, employs the “sword” to establish public order and force us to keep our covenants.  It does so through the police and, if necessary, its armed forces.   As for the violence that founds the state, this is not some past historical fact.  Its continuing presence is revealed whenever a break-down of public order forces the state to suspend its constitution in order to reestablish the conditions for its legal order.  At such times, the state assumes an unlimited freedom of action, thus revealing the original contentless character of the freedom that animates the conception of its sovereignty.  To take freedom as non-situated and abstract is, then, to associate freedom with violence, a violence that underpins its equation with sovereignty, i.e., with self-sufficiency and mastery over others.  If we accept this, we cannot say that the ideal of political life is the maximum consonant (or harmonious) expression of the freedom of each of the citizens.
  In fact, what we originally defined as the problem our embodiment sets for politics—the problem of how we can collectively insure our individual survival while maintaining our freedom—becomes insoluble.  The conjunction of violence and freedom implies that politics consists not so much in expressing, as containing freedom.  

To avoid this conclusion, we have to conceive of freedom in terms of embodiment.  To do so is to change the nature of the problem.  As long as we conceive of freedom as a property of some inner realm, it remains abstract and isolated.  The political problem will be, then, how to translate it into an outer realm—that of the public world of shared projects.  Yet, given such freedom’s association with violence, it is difficult to see how this can be done.  When, however, we understand freedom in terms of embodiment, we avoid the problem of the “within” and “without.”  This is because we avoid the traditional dualistic epistemology that sees the world “within” us as distinct from the world “without” and, indeed, as possessing a fundamentally different character from the latter.  The alternative is to assume the coincidence of the “within” and “without” that results from their intertwining.  It is, in fact, to see the place of this coincidence as prior to both.
  A couple of examples will make this position clear.  Normally, we judge things to be real when others confirm our perceptions.  They agree, when we ask them, that they see what we see.  This place of confirmation is both within and without us.  It joins what is within each of us in a public declaration.  The “real,” thus, is neither within us—that is, within our private perceptual experience—nor without us, i.e., present as some “real” feature or predicate of the external world.  It exists rather in the externalization of the “within” through public discourse.  The same point can be made about the senses we have of the real.  They, too, are both within and without.  The shared projects that generate them thrust into the public realm the “within” of a private understanding of the meaning of some item.  It becomes a sense inherent in a project that is there for everybody to observe.  Thus, when I use a hammer to drive in a nail the pragmatic meaning I assign to these objects is apparent to all.  

To apply this paradigm to freedom is to observe, first of all, that the choices that give freedom its content are not innate.  They result from our encounters with others, in particular with their ways of being and behaving as they engage in their various projects.  Thus, our freedom to drive a car or read or dress ourselves as we please all depend upon our having learned these activities from our others.  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.  Given our finitude, we cannot, of course, realize all such possibilities.  We are always capable of more than we express.  We thus appear free in the sense that we exceed what can be known and predicted from our past—i.e., from those possibilities we have already actualized.  As with the senses that express its content, the place of this freedom is both within and without.  It is both a function of the inner, hidden realm of the choices available to us and the public disclosure that first introduced us to such choices.
  Indeed, as I shall have occasion to argue, the very hiddeness of this inner realm—a hiddeness expressed by the fact that we cannot know in advance what a person will do—is a function of the public realm.  It is a function of others providing us with more than our bodily finitude allows us to exhibit.  


What animates this coincidence of the public and private are the finitude and need imposed by our embodiment.  As finite, we are inherently plural.  Our experiences and the ways we interpret them may correspond, but they can never coincide.  Neither can they be adequate.  As springing from just one of many possible points of view, each interpretative standpoint is partial.  Each requires others to overcome its deficits.  Our interdependence, in other words, is not just limited to our bodily needs, but also applies to what counts as our inner life.  This inner life relates to reality by relying on others.  Just as our bodily needs thrust us into the world, so does our need for others in ascertaining the real and the sense of the real.  In its own way, it makes what is “within” us part of the world, even as it makes this world part of us.  The resulting intertwining should not be thought apart from the other forms of it I mentioned.  They are all expressions of the basic fact of our embodiment.  As such, they have an obvious reference to the political problem set by this embodiment: namely, that of conjoining freedom with our need for one another.  The traditional, dualistic epistemology leads us astray by assuming that freedom and need are opposed to each other.  It is in terms of this opposition that it equates freedom with sovereignty and defines sovereignty as the mastery that grants autonomy.  Autonomy, as independence, is taken as the opposite of the dependence brought about by need.  Now, to pose the political problem correctly, we must see freedom in terms of our embodiment, i.e., in terms of the finitude and need it imposes on us.  To do so is to see freedom as the gift of our others and, hence, as opposed to the mastery and self-sufficiency that have traditionally defined sovereignty.  The ultimate result here is a redefinition of sovereignty, one that, in equating it with freedom, also sees it as the gift of our others.  Freedom, here, is not opposed to need; but rather is another expression of our irredeemably social nature.  We need others not just to survive, but also to be free.  To accept this, I shall argue, is to break the tie between sovereignty and violence.  By thinking freedom in terms of embodiment, we open up the way for a new type of politics.  This is not a politics that ignores the darker sides of human nature—which are, in fact, the subjects of the chapters, “Violence and Embodiment” and “Political Violence.”  It is, however, a politics that opposes the inference that some have drawn from this darker side.  The fact that covenants can require the sword for their preservation does not imply that their authority is reducible to the sword.  Those who draw this implication forget the relation of authority to authorization—that is, to unforced promises and consent freely given.  My claim is that when we break the tie between sovereignty and violence, we open a space between authority and physical power.  It is then that we can first see  the nature of genuine political action.

The Explorations of Embodiment


How are we to “cash out” the promise of this new politics?  What type of methodology is available to us?  The difficulties of making embodiment fundamental to thought have already been indicated.  Without the orientation of a universal, external perspective, we cannot specify beforehand the architectonic of such thought.  Lacking this, we cannot proceed directly to the goal; and, thus, our progress can at times resemble more a crab-like walk, a circling-in rather than a straight line of thought.  This, however, does not mean an approach without certain features.  Two such features characterize the chapters that follow.  The first is the discussion of embodiment in terms of the bodily “I can.”  This involves tracing our various sense-making abilities back to this “I can,” that is, to our various bodily-based abilities to engage in the projects that disclose the world’s senses.  It also includes an examination of how violence undoes the work of this “I can.”  As destructive of sense, violence attacks the “I can,” both in its individual and collective expressions.  Such collective expressions imply an extended sense of the body, one that includes its functioning with others.  This collective functioning can range from natives participating in a hunting party to members of a musical ensemble playing together.  The senses disclosed by such functioning are largely cultural, springing as they do from our acquired ways of being and acting together.  Given that the “I can” here represents a collective form of embodiment, the violence that attacks its expression is both bodily and cultural.   



The second feature that characterizes the explorations that follow is their use of the notion of intertwining to overcome the traditional, dualistic paradigm of our self-understanding.  This paradigm is particularly apparent in those conceptions of our “animal” nature that, at least implicitly, have been motivated by the fear of death.  Thus, in associating our humanity with some sort of disembodied rationality, we seem to stake a claim not just for the distinction of the mind from the body, but also for the immortality implicit in this.  In this dualistic paradigm, our relation to the divine is thought in terms of the denial of the animality implicit in our embodiment.  The human, in aspiring to the divine, separates himself from his animal nature.  To think these relations outside of this paradigm is, in fact, to show how deeply intertwined the human, the animal, and the divine are.  To do so, I will examine first Merleau-Ponty's and then Husserl’s account of the ways our embodiment structures our awareness.  This will, in passing, involve a critique of the models of artificial intelligence that abstract from this embodiment.  The point, here, is not just to show how we are intertwined with the world.  It is also to make the same claim regarding the relation between our humanity and our animality.  Each shows its special character in terms of the other.  Concretely, this means that our animality cannot be left behind when we consider the human.  The disclosure of our humanity must be thought in terms of it.  This can be put in terms of the Latin root of “education,” which signifies to “draw forth.”  Our humanity is drawn forth from our animality through the education of the latter—concretely, through our learning the conventions that humanize our animal exposure to life.  Thus, our animal hunger is humanized through all the conventions concerning the meal, from its preparation to its consumption.  The same holds for our exposure to death, which is humanized through our various grieving and burial rituals.  Similarly, the conventions regarding courtship, marriage, children, and family humanize our exposure to sexual passion.  It is through our “education” in such conventions that we we allow our animality to appear as human.  The humanization of this animality is a form of intertwining that allows us contact from within both our animality and humanity.  

The same point can be made regarding our relation to the divine and the various religious rituals and conventions we employ to humanize our exposure to it.  Again, there is a drawing forth (an education) of our humanity.  Through it, we create a space for the disclosure of the divine, thereby allowing us to experience our humanity and divinity from “within” one another.  To make this argument, I will use a reading of Yann Martel’s Life of Pi to argue that our embodiment also includes the intertwining of the human and the divine.  Its point will be to show how the thrusting of the “within” without—this time, into the realm of the divine—allows us to grasp what is beyond us “in itself.”  What I aim at in this reading is an account of our relation to the divine that accepts rather than denies our flesh.  The same holds for the account of self-making that follows it.  In creating our own conditions, we, in a sense, make ourselves.  What are the limits to such self-making?  Such limits, I will argue, are set by our embodiment, that is, by the finitude and situatedness it imposes on us.  The ultimate basis here is the organic functioning that allows us to have projects.  The temporality of this functioning, which is that of desire, first places us ahead of ourselves and, hence, provides us with the temporal possibility of conceiving ourselves in terms of some future state.  As such, it serves as an apriori condition for our making or conditioning ourselves.   Here, my claim will be that we can speak of the ethical obligations of our selfhood precisely because this condition springs from our embodiment.

Ethical obligations concern our relation to others.  As such, they involve our responding to them, that is, to the presence they offer us as embodied.  The crucial notion here is that of the return.  Here, my claim will be that the excessive character of another person’s presence determines a specific mode of apprehension: that of an ongoing return.  The point follows from the other person’s freedom.  Such freedom shows itself in the other person’s constantly eluding my attempts to grasp him, once and for all.  In constantly exceeding the interpretation I place on him, he requires that I return for more information.  While I am reformulating my interpretation, he moves on and, thus, demands a further return.  As other, he can, in fact, only be grasped in an ongoing return.  A phenomenological analysis of this return understood as a mode of perception occurs in Chapter 7.  For the present, it is sufficient to say that human beings are such that they escape all fixed interpretations.  This is why we have to return to them again and again, continuing to talk or otherwise engage with them if we wish to grasp them.  Their apprehension can only be an ongoing affair.  In Levinas’ terms, such apprehension must take account of the “saying” of the other that continually adds to and emends the “said” that is our already accomplished grasp of him.  This means that the constitution of the sense of his presence as excessive occurs in and through the ongoing return to this “saying.”

The turn from such general phenomenological analysis to politics occurs when I examine the public space of political action.  As we shall see, it is also constituted in just such a return.  As multiply determined by the different interpretations of those who act in it, it has an excessive presence.  Like the individuals determining it, it manifests this presence in its openness to 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.  The basis of this presence of the future is the presence of others, i.e., the presence of their exceeding givenness.  As free, my others will be what they will be, not simply what I determine and anticipate from my past experience of them.  This sense of futurity characterizes the public space determined by all the actions of those engaged in the political realm.  This insight can be put in terms of the intertwining of the “within” and the “without.”  The freedom that is within each of us is apprehended as it is “in itself” outside of us.  The public space generated by our excessive presence is the place of its apprehension.  
As we shall see, this public space is actually that of “civil society.”   It will provide the framework for the examination of the concepts of freedom, authority, power, and citizenship—in short, all those conceptions that determine the content of the “social contract.”   The fundamental claim of this book is that they all presuppose the plural condition of humanity, a condition imposed upon us by our embodied finitude.  Understanding our freedom in terms of the latter allows us to comprehend and, thus, work to prevent the violence that rends political life.   It also yields an insight into the political character of the virtues of tolerance and forgiveness.  Tolerance, as a political virtue, is enacted through our bearing or supporting the alterity of the other—this in acknowledgement of the gift of freedom that he offers us.  In forgiveness, this alterity becomes that of the divine.  This is because, as I shall argue, forgiveness, per se, is not a human possibility.  It becomes such only in the intertwining of the divine and the human.  As a more than human possibility, it allows us to encounter the divine from “within.”  Given that political life at times requires forgiveness, it also presupposes this intertwining of the human and the more than human.
Merleau-Ponty’s concept of “intertwining” comes from his last work, The Visible and the Invisible.  Its context is an examination of the perceptual faith that we all share.  He understands the intertwining that marks such faith as a structure of being itself, which he calls “flesh.”  Since this understanding sets the basis for the explorations that follow, the examination of our embodiment will begin with this concept of “flesh.”  I am going to interpret this in terms of the recursive character of all organic life.

Chapter I

The Intertwining: The Recursion of the Seer and the Seen

Perhaps the most difficult task for a reader of The Visible and the Invisible is to understand what Merleau-Ponty  means by the “intertwining.”  The brevity and scattered nature of his comments on this concept and the fact that this work remains unfinished contribute to this difficulty.  Because of his untimely death, we cannot know with any certainty what the final state of this work would have been.  All we have are fragments and indications.  What they show is that Merleau-Ponty was working on a basic characteristic of being itself: namely, the tendency of a being to be affected or conditioned by that which it affects or conditions.  The formal (mathematical) conception of this type of self-affection (or self-conditioning) is that of recursion. After having shown how Merleau-Ponty’s conception of the intertwining grows out of his inquiry into perceptual faith—more specifically in the conditions for the possibility for its justification—I will then show how such conditions imply that being itself is recursive.

Perceptual Faith

As Merleau-Ponty writes, perceptual faith seems to embrace a contradiction.  I assert, for example, “that I see my table, that my vision terminates in it, that [the table] holds and stops my gaze with its insurmountable density…. Still, as soon as I attend to it, this conviction is just as strongly contested by the very fact that this vision is mine.”
  “The ‘natural’ man, he adds,  “holds on to both ends of the chain, thinks at the same time, that his perception enters into the things and that it is formed this side of the body.”
  Thus, the very “experience of my flesh … has taught me that perception … emerges in the recesses of a body”—my body.
  Similarly, I put the perception that the other has “behind his body”—i.e., in his head (ibid.).  Yet, we both claim that our perception terminates in something out there.  In fact, we regard each other and the seeing we engage in as out there among the things.  As embodied, we are present among them; the seer, because he has a body, is also seen.  He is, as seen, taken to be in the world.  Yet the world, as seen, is also taken to be something in him—that is, somehow “behind his body.”  Thus, each of us has to say, “I am in the world and the world is in me.”  This double assertion is, on a basic level, that of the intertwining of the perceiver and his world.  The thought of this intertwining begins with the question:  How can both assertions obtain?

The reason why I can say that perception is “mine”—that is, emerges from the recesses of my body—is that I perceive in and through my body.  Having a body, however, places me in the world.  Thus, “my hand,” Merleau-Ponty writes, “while it is felt from within, is also accessible from without, itself tangible for my other hand.”  Touched, “it takes its place among the things it touches, is in a sense one of them….”
  In other words, it is of the same order as the things it senses.  The hand that is touched is in and a part of the world it touches.  Yet, this tactile world is also in it.  The hand that touches provides a place for the tactile to appear.  The same holds for my body as such.  In my bodily being—concretely, through my eyes, ears, tongue, nose, and skin—I provide the venues for the world’s appearing.  As Merleau-Ponty expresses this, “because our flesh lines (tapisse) and even envelops all the visible and tangible things with which nevertheless it is surrounded, the world and I are within one another ….”
  My flesh lines (or covers) the world by providing measures “for being, dimensions to which we can refer it.”
  Though flesh, I can refer to the sensible aspects of being.  I can measure it along the axes or dimensions of its tastes, sounds, smells, roughness and smoothness.  Now, my body can provide such measures because it does not sense the world as an external observer; it senses it as part of it.  In Merleau-Ponty’s words, my flesh is capable of measuring the world “because  my eyes which see, my hands which touch, can also be seen and touched, because, therefore, in this sense they see and touch the visible, the tangible from within ….”
  It is this very sense of encountering and measuring being from within that perceptual faith embraces when it declares that its vision is out there, terminating in the object.

Horizonality

The conclusion Merleau-Ponty draws from this analysis of perceptual faith is not merely that “the world and I are within one another.”  It is also that “there is no anteriority of percipere to percipi.”
  We cannot say that the perceiving is prior to the perceived or vice versa.  Rather, the intertwining of seeing and the seen signifies the priority of visibility itself.  In his words: “What there is then are not things first identical with themselves, which would then offer themselves to the seer, nor is there a seer who is first empty and who, afterward, would open himself to them ….”
  What there are are “things that we could not dream of seeing ‘all naked’ because the gaze itself envelops them, clothes them with its own flesh.”
 Thus, the red of a red dress is, in the intertwining of seer and seen, “a momentary crystallization of colored being or of visibility.”

There are two ways to express this conclusion.  The first is epistemological.  Given that perception is a function of having sense organs—eyes, ears, tongues, noses, skin—perceivers are necessarily embodied.  Since embodiment is a necessary condition of perception, and there is no visibility without perception, embodiment must structure visibility itself.  This means that visibility has the structures of horizonality.  Its foreground-background structure is ordered according to the “near to” and the “far from” my sense organs.  When the “far” becomes the “near,” when, for example through my bodily motion, I approach a distant object, a new distance, a new “far”—a new horizon providing the background for the near—opens up.  Furthermore, the visual transition from the near to the far occurs perspectivally.  Things, as I move among them show first one side (the side facing me) and then another.  In all this, my body is both my openness to being and that which gives it a concealing character.  I can see because I have eyes in my head, but this very fact means that seeing what is in front of me is not seeing what is behind me.  The being that appears is always surrounded by the being that does not appear, that is hidden.

Phenomenologically speaking, these conclusions are obvious.  They follow from the fact that my embodiment demands that I have a given spatial “point of view.”  Correspondingly, what I see, the visible as such, is structured by this necessity.  It must contain the apparent and the hidden.  What is less obvious is that the division between the two underpins my ability to question or even to have an intentional relation to the world.  Without the hidden, my questioning cannot begin.  I do not, for example, ask if the front of a red house is red as I stand before it.  I can, however, ask about what color the house is inside.  As this example indicates, I can only sincerely ask about what I do not know, i.e. about what is not present or given to me.  Such nonpresence, however, characterizes the being-seen-in-horizon that is necessitated by my embodiment.  A similar point can be made about my intentional relation to the world.  When, for example, I assert that my present perception is “of” a chair, I make a distinction between the perception and the chair.  The chair offers me more than a single perception.  It appears in a whole horizon of perceptions, of which the present perception is just one member.  Phenomenologically, when I say that the perception is intentional—that is, is a perception of the chair, my claim is that this perception is a member of what Husserl calls the “inner horizon” of this object.  It is part of the connected, indefinitely extendible set of experiences which constitute the visibility of this object.  This implies that visibility, insofar as it has a horizonal structure, is also intentionally structured.  It always is given from a point of view, a point from which it appears one perception at a time.  Because these perceptions can form “inner horizons,” there is always membership, always the attribution of a perception to the inner horizon to which it claims a membership.  The intentional relation of a perception or a “consciousness” to a visible object is, phenomenologically regarded, just such membership.

The preceding epistemological reflections have an ontological counterpart.  If we are really going to affirm with perceptual faith that our senses grasp being rather than appearance, we have to say that the structures of appearing are those of being itself.  The affirmation here is that being is itself horizonal.  The structures of appearance and hiddeness that characterize visibility are also those of being.  This implies, as Merleau-Ponty remarks, “if Being is hidden, this is itself a characteristic of Being.”
  Given this, we cannot say that the object is something that is there all at once, its nonperceived aspects existing in the same fashion as its perceived aspects.  Rather, to take an example, we have to affirm that the visible, perspectivally appearing object exists horizonally.  Its being there as a side is one with our regarding it as such.  For Merleau-Ponty, then, “what merits the name of being” is “the system of perspectives that open up to it….”

The radical, yet scientifically verifiable nature of this claim is apparent when we apply it to the worlds of the very large and the very small.  Thus, in quantum mechanics the electron “is” where it is observed to be when it is observed.  Its position is not just uncertain before its measurement.  It has no definite position.  The most we can calculate is its probability of being detected at some position.  It “exists” at a location as a probability density.  Similarly, in relativity theory, we cannot speak of absolute time or spatial extent.  The length and observed clock time of an object is nothing in itself.  It only has a value in terms of the object’s speed relative to an observer.  That the observer is intertwined with the observed points to the fact that intentionality itself is not just a structure of the visible as such; it is also inherent in being.  
The Recursion of Flesh

Given that the structures of visibility are set by embodiment, the claim that they are also the structures of being leads Merleau-Ponty to speak of being in terms of embodiment.  When he does, he calls it “flesh.”  “Flesh,” he writes, “is not matter, is not mind, is not substance.”  It is, rather, “a sort of incarnate principle that brings a style of being wherever there is a fragment of being.  The flesh is in this sense an ‘element’ of Being.”  It is like the “earth, air, fire and water,” which were once thought to be elements insofar as they designated styles of things.
  Flesh, here, does not refer primarily to our flesh—something we overlay on the world.  Rather, “it is an ultimate notion … it is not,” Merleau-Ponty claims, “the union or compound of substances”—for example, body and spirit—“but thinkable by itself.”
  The thought of flesh does, of course, involve me insofar as it expresses “a relation of the visible with itself that traverses me and constitutes me as a seer.”
  But as such, it involves more than me.  It “is the formative medium of the object and the subject,” which means that “we must think of it … as an element, as the concrete emblem of a general manner of being.”

What is this manner of being?  Merleau-Ponty describes it as “the coiling over of the visible on the visible.”
  This coiling over is “the return of the visible upon itself”—one that proceeds via the “carnal adherence of the sentient to the sensed and of the sensed to the sentient.”
  The return is a kind of back and forth between the two.  Using the image of the bursting open or dehiscence of seed pods, Merleau-Ponty writes: “flesh is … the dehiscence of the seeing into the visible and of the visible into the seeing.”
  The back and forth between the two is characterized as like “that certain divergence, that never-finished differentiation, that openness ever to be reopened between sign and sign.” The reference here is the ability of our mental life to enrich itself each time it returns to itself via the signs it uses.
  The return, in other words, is not simply an unchanging back and forth.  It is characterized by openness, differentiation, and divergence.  

Formally speaking, a return that is not mere repetition is known as “recursion.”  Recursive processes are those where the results of the process feed the process.  In mathematics, a recursive function is one that operates on a number (its “argument”) and uses the resulting number as its new argument.  For example, taking the function x + 1 and letting the initial argument for x be 1, we have the function equal 1 + 1 or 2.  Taking this result as the new argument for x, we let x = 2 and x + 1 now gives us 2 + 1 or 3.  Such a return of the result to the function can be repeated indefinitely.  Its basic idea is that of a feedback loop and, as such, is found everywhere.  It characterizes flesh, for example, in its metabolic processing.  The metabolic process of flesh takes in nourishment, turns it into flesh, i.e., into the very metabolic process that it is as a living growing organism, using the result to acquire further nourishment.  This recursivity characterizes life as such: the results of its processing is itself as a process.  Through this result, that is, through itself, it continues the metabolic process, the result being itself as a metabolic process.  This means, as Hans Jonas observes, “organisms are entities whose being is their own doing ... the being that they earn from this doing is not a possession they then own in separation from the activity by which it was generated, but is the continuation of that very activity itself.”
  It is because of this that they display a certain primitive intentionality, a certain stretching out or directedness towards the world.
  Organisms have a world towards which they are directed since the processes that they are require it.  To succeed they must find nourishment; to be they must reach out beyond themselves.  Of course, only the most primitive organisms feed on inorganic matter.  In general, life feeds on life.  Its reaching out beyond itself involves all the activities through which it seeks to ascertain and capture its prey.  It also includes the self-differentiation and specialization that allow it to take advantage of the differentiated environment—the ecological niches—that it itself creates through its activities.  In general, as we ascend the food chain, the return of life to itself involves increasingly complex organisms and organic processes.  

A similar increase in complexity characterizes consciousness.  It too is recursive.  It also works on the result of its processing.  Thus, on the lowest level it takes the impressions it receives from the world and acts to retain them.  To preserve what it retains, the retention that it forms is itself retained.  In other words, the retention itself becomes the new “argument” for the retentional function.  The iteration of this recursive process thus results in chains of retentions of retentions of incoming impressions.
 Each impression is held fast or retained by its chain.  Its degree of pastness is given by the number of retentions that intervene between it and its present retention.  Now, the retention of a series of temporally diverse impressions transforms consciousness.  Without retentional processing, consciousness is simply a fleeting awareness of a momentary impression.  After such processing, what fills it are the series that make up a temporally extended appearance.
  When we take this result and see this series as presenting a given object, this object becomes the focus of consciousness.
  At this point, the individual appearances (the individual members of the series) are viewed in terms of their membership in an ongoing set of appearances.  Each becomes “of” it; each, in other words, is now taken as an appearance “of” the object that appears through the set.  Without belaboring the point, this result can also be processed.  The appearing objects resulting from the last stage of processing can be seen as part “of” a higher unity, a state of affairs.  

What we confront here is an increasingly complex relation of the seer to the seen.  The recursive return of the seen to the seer transforms the latter’s apprehension from a momentary awareness of a fleeting impression to an awareness of a temporally diverse series of impressions, and then to an awareness of objects, and from thence to an increasingly complex awareness of states of affairs.  A corresponding increase in complexity characterizes the intentional relation of the seen to the seer.  If flesh is visibility itself, if as Merleau-Ponty says, it is “a texture that returns to itself and conforms to itself,”
 taking the structure of this return as recursive allows us to see how the flesh that is visibility is a “style of being.”  Indeed, it allows us to see how this style characterizes life itself.  In its most general aspect, this style is that of an action being conditioned by conditions it results in.  So understood, the recursive style is perfectly universal.  It applies to every being as it interacts with the world.  Thus, taken as recursion, the intertwining that Merleau-Ponty designated as flesh applies to the world itself.  Its universality is such that it is the “flesh of the world.”

To see how completely our flesh determines our grasp of the world, we have to turn from Merleau-Ponty to the philosopher whose investigations of the body’s role in our awareness first inspired Merleau-Ponty’s work.  In turning to Husserl, we will broaden our account of our awareness of the world to include the bodily self-awareness that is inseparable from it.  Such self-awareness rests on our ability to grasp ourselves as both subject and object, as both touching ourselves and touched by ourselves.  This ability does not just allow us to distinguish ourselves from the world.  It also discloses the profound differences between human and artificial intelligence.  

Chapter II

Artificial Intelligence and the Phenomenology of Flesh


A. M. Turing argued that there was “little point in trying to make a ‘thinking machine’ more human by dressing it up in ... artificial flesh.”  We should, instead, draw “a fairly sharp line between the physical and the intellectual capacities of a man.”   For over fifty years, drawing this line has meant disregarding the role flesh plays in our intellectual capacities.  Correspondingly, intelligence has been defined in terms of the algorithms that both humans and machines can perform.  In continuing the reflections of the last chapter, I would like to raise some doubts about this paradigm of research in artificial intelligence.  Intelligence does not just involve the working of algorithms.  It is founded on flesh’s ability to move itself, to feel itself, and to engage in the body projects that accompanied our learning a language.  This implies that to copy intelligence—i.e., produce an artificial version of it—the flesh that forms its basis must also be reproduced.

The Body’s Role in the Structure of “First-Person” Awareness


To begin with some very general remarks, the most basic structure of our awareness of the world is its “first-person” character.  It is always awareness from a particular point of view— a “here” that no one else shares.  The reason for this has already been indicated.  It is the fact of embodiment, i.e., the fact that different bodies cannot occupy the same space and, hence, cannot share the same “here.”  Embodiment also underlies the particular foreground-background structure of experience.  The view I have of some object is surrounded by a horizon or connected series of views that I could have were I to shift my body’s position and view the object from elsewhere.  Every time I do take a new position, a new view of the object achieves prominence.  It becomes the foreground, while the other perspectives form the background.  Now, when I assume an impersonal third-person perspective and speak of the object in itself, that is, the object as it is simultaneously available to all perspectives, I dispense with this foreground-background structure.
  Doing so, however, I also dispense with my awareness of the object.  This is because this foreground-background structure is essential to consciousness.  In fact, it is consciousness in its intentional structure.  Consciousness perceptually intends or directs itself to an object by bringing one of its aspects to the foreground and relegating the rest to the background.  To posit an object “absolutely” without this structure is, then, to posit it in a way that it can never be intended by consciousness.  In Merleau-Ponty’s words, “... the absolute positing of a single object is the death of consciousness.”
  This is because the very notion of consciousness as intentional presupposes its embodiment.  Our having a body gives our consciousness the position from which it intends. 


Because I can move my body, this position is not fixed.  The motility that my body affords allows me to have a whole series of views of the object.  In my experience of the object there is a correlation between my bodily movement and the appearing of the object.  The horizon of this appearing is set by my movement.  I move myself and the object appears differently.  Now, each time I do move, I experience not just a change in the “optical” sensations of the object.  My sensations of my body, the “kinesthetic” sensations that allow me to sense its movement, are also present.  Describing their relation, Husserl writes: “the running off of the optical and the change of the kinesthetic [sensations] do not occur alongside each other, but rather proceed in the unity of an intentionality that goes from the optical datum to the kinesthetic and through the kinesthetic leads to the optical.”
  For example, I reach for a glass that I see.  As my hand closes about it, I feel its weight.  As I bring it to my mouth, I adjust the amount of tension and the force of my arm.   I continually make such adjustments as I tilt the glass and drink from it, thereby decreasing its weight.  The “unity of an intentionality” that Husserl refers to points to the fact that optical and kinesthetic sensations are both involved in the appearing of the object.  The glass is not a mere “phantom,” but rather a real object with weight precisely because my own bodily sensations form part of its appearing.
  To intend the object as “real” is, then, to include in its intention its relation to the body.


Husserl in this context speaks of “the kinesthetically motivated presentation of objects.”
  My bodily abilities set the parameters for the ways in which I can present objects to myself.  They determine, for example, whether an object is in or out of reach, whether it is graspable or too heavy to handle, and so on.  As I make my way in the world, I make use of the information I have built up since childhood of what I can and cannot do.  Within this context my kinesthetic sensations play a motivational role in my making objects present to myself.  Such sensations do not just inform me of my present situation with regard to some object.  They also prompt me to adjust my behavior.  Thus, feeling an object slipping from my hand, I tighten my grasp as I bring it towards me.  To get a better look, I stand on my toes and crane my neck.  In the context of my knowledge of my bodily “I can,” my kinesthetic sensations motivate the specific actions I take to make objects present.
 Without such sensations, then, I lose the full use of this “I can.”  This loss, however, is the loss of the horizon through which I gain my knowledge of the object.

Touch and Self-Awareness


It may be objected that the fact that our grasp of objects involves our bodies does not prevent machines from imitating this.  They are, after all, physical objects.  Thus, one could well imagine building into their processing an analogue of the foreground-backgrounds structure that characterizes consciousness.  As for kinesthetic sensations, there already exist machines that handle objects.  They monitor their weight and adjust the pressure that they apply to them.  The difficulty here is that such self-monitoring never amounts to the self-awareness that our flesh affords us.  The foundation of such self-awareness is our sense of touch.  When I touch an object, I feel both its properties and my sensations.  To use Husserl’s examples, I feel both “the coldness of the surface of a thing and the sensation of cold in the finger” when I touch a cold object.  Similarly, “in the case of a hand lying on the table, the same sensation of pressure is at one time taken as a perception of the table’s surface (of a small part of it, properly speaking) and at another time, with a different direction of attention and another level of interpretation, it results in sensations of my fingers pressing on it.”


This doubling of sensation is not yet self-awareness.  For this, I must touch myself.  When I do so, then, the two parts of my body have a double functioning.  Functioning as a physical object, each moves and touches the other.
  Functioning as flesh, each has touch sensations with the possibility of taking them in a two-fold way.  The hand, for example, that touches the other hand moves it as an external object and is felt as such.  The touched hand feels the touching hand’s smoothness, warmth, etc.  It also, however, feels its own sensations as it is being touched.  The same holds for the touching hand.  The hand it touches is felt like an external thing, and it also feels internally its sensations of touching, i.e., the pressure on its fingers.  As a result, each hand is both sensing flesh and sensed object.  As a sensed object, it has its real properties.  As sensing flesh, it has its localized sensations that spread across its extent.  Each hand through the other thus becomes aware of itself as a sensing object.  Each is grasped as an object that, qua sensing, is also a subject.  The ability of flesh to be taken as both subject and object gives it the special character of its self-awareness.  In this self-awareness, there is an implicit dichotomy between the self that is aware and the self of which it is aware.  The two selves are the same and yet divided.  A certain “inner distance” separates them.  At the origin of this inner distance is the fact that on the level of touch, flesh’s relation to itself is not direct, but rather mediated.  Thus, the fact that each hand mediates the other’s self-awareness opens up the distance between the sensing and sensed selves, while the fact that both hands are mine convinces me that both selves are the same.


As Husserl makes clear, no other sense can substitute for touch in founding this self-awareness.  Take for example sight.  I can regard my body, but as Husserl notes, “I do not see my body, the way I touch myself.  What I call the seen body is not something seeing which is seen, the way my body as touched is something touching which is touched.”   What is lacking here is “the phenomenon of double sensation,” a phenomenon that could only occur if “one eye could rub past the other”—that is, if eye could touch eye.
   Similarly, when I look at myself in a mirror, “I do not,” Husserl adds, “see the seeing eye as seeing.”  The eye I regard is like the eye of another.  I have to employ empathy to indirectly judge that it is identical with my eye.”
  The eye that regards me from the mirror is, in other words, experienced as an object.  My seeing it does not give me a first person experience of its seeing.  To have this I would have to experience its seeing as my seeing.  Touch does this since the hand that is touched also feels. Here the sensations of the touched hand point back to the touching hand as touching.  By contrast, the eye that I regard in the mirror is like the inanimate objects that I touch.  I feel their properties, but I do not feel them feeling me.  They do not return my awareness to myself.  


How, then, do I regard my eye as my own?  I can do so, according to Husserl, only by touching it.  Touched, it provides the “touch and kinetic sensations” that allow me to apprehend it as belonging to my body.
  Such sensations are crucial.  As Husserl writes, “A subject whose only sense was the sense of vision could not have an appearing body.”
  For my body to appear as mine, i.e., for there to be the self-awareness that makes it mine, we need  “the phenomenon of double sensation.”  Lacking it, we are like those patients the neurologist, Oliver Sacks, describes who, on waking, attempt to make room for themselves by shoving their  own legs out of bed.
  Unable to touch themselves, they react to and move their bodies like foreign objects.  This can be put in terms of the “localization” that touch provides.  The kinesthetic sensations of tension that I experience in moving my hand become localized because they are constantly “intermixed” with those of touch.  It is through touch that I experience movement as my own.  It is because the visual body coincides with the tactual that it participates in this localization, i.e., is recognized as my own.
  Without touch, then, I would have none of the abilities that allow me to unfold the world in the horizonal structures that are correlated to my movement.  The kinesthetically based motivations that lie behind my bodily “I can” would fall away. 

Objectivity and the Role of the Body in Grasping Others


One distinguishing feature of our intelligence is its ability to make objective claims.  Such claims involve the object as it is in itself, the object as simultaneously available to all possible perspectives.  As already noted, no individual consciousness can directly grasp this object.  Qua embodied, consciousness always manifests a first person perspective.  How, then, can we speak of the object in itself?  As Kant observed, we do this through positing other observers like ourselves.
  The horizon of possible perspectives implied by the object in itself is correlated to a horizon of possible observers similar to me but located elsewhere in the perceptual field.  What I take to be objectively valid is what I and others agree on, what is “there” for all of us.
  As Eugen Fink pointed out, to follow this line of reasoning is to define “... the objectivity of objects by the character — if one will — of intersubjectivity.”  The formulation is such “that one cannot establish between objectivity and intersubjectivity a relationship such that one or the other is prior; rather, objectivity and intersubjectivity are indeed co-original.”
  Such co-originality signifies that their grasp occurs together.  Thus, the intelligence that makes objective claims for its apprehensions must also be able to grasp others as having similar apprehensions.


How, then, do I grasp such others?  Husserl writes in this regard, “It is clear that the apprehension of the body plays a special role for the intersubjectivity in which all objects are apprehended ‘objectively’.”
  This is because others appear to me through their bodies—more specifically, through their bodily behavior.  Thus, I apprehend others as like me insofar as they behave as I would were I in their situation.  As long as they do, I transfer to them my sense of my subjectivity controlling my body.  Now, the fact that my own body appears to me as both sensed object and as sensing flesh plays a crucial role in the transfer.  This dual character means that objective exteriority and sensing interiority pertain to the same lived body.  Thus, in making the transfer, I can go from the exterior appearance of the other, i.e., the other viewed from the outside in his or her bodily behavior as sensed object, to the other’s interiority, i.e., the other as sensing flesh, i.e., the other as having apprehensions as I do.  Because my own body has both aspects, I take the other’s body as also having this dual character.  Assuming this, I can move from the other as object to the other as subject.
  

My sense of myself as a behaving subject involves, of course, not just sensing, but also my reaction to what I sense.  As such, it includes the motivating role played by my apprehensions. What I see prompts me to respond in certain typical ways to a given situation.  Observing that others have similar responses, I take their apprehensions of the situation as similar to my own.
  Since the objective world, taken as the world that is there for both of us, is correlated to these similar apprehensions, my grasp of this world occurs in parallel with my grasp of others.  Both are founded and continually confirmed by the similarity of our bodily behavior.  What founds my awareness of this similarity is my awareness of the dual character of my own body.  This, however, has its ultimate foundation in my sense of touch.


This sense is, in fact, crucial to the sense of myself controlling my body.  I do not control my body the way I move external objects.  Because of the localization of my kinesthetic sensations, when I move myself, I feel myself being moved.  The moved arm, for example, is sensed as both mover and moved.  As such, I have a sense of moving it immediately.  As Husserl writes: “the body as a field of localization is ... the precondition for the fact that it is taken as ... an organ of the will,” that is, as “the one and only object which, for the will of my pure ego, is moveable immediately and spontaneously.”
  The sense of my subjectivity controlling my body that I transfer to the other is precisely this sense of being an animate body.  Recognizing the other as “like me” is recognizing him as an animate, embodied subject.  My sense of this presupposes touch, since touch is what localizes kinesthetic sensations.  Thus, without touch, the whole process of comparing the other’s behavior to my own cannot begin.  Without it, I cannot make the co-theses of intersubjectivity and objectivity.  But this means that I cannot employ my intelligence to make objective claims.  The “others” that such claims require are simply not available.  

The Relation of Verbal to Bodily Behavior


Here, it may be objected that in establishing an objective world others are there for me primarily as conversational partners.  To state the obvious, I cannot see out of the other’s eyes.  Verbal behavior is what I chiefly rely on to judge whether other people apprehend the world as I do.  In this view, what is correlated to the objective world is not perceptions but language.  The common world, the world that is there for all of us, is the world that is the correlate of our common language.  We ourselves are its correlates as speakers of this language.  It is, in fact, as speakers of this language that we recognize one another as similar subjects.  This linguistic view of subjectivity is implicit in Turing’s test for artificial intelligence.  In this test, a thinking machine and a person are hidden from view and communicate to the experimenter only through typed messages.  Not penalizing the machine for its lack of human flesh means in this context eliminating all but its verbal behavior.  When an interlocutor cannot tell which hidden speaker is a person and which is a machine, then the machine can be said to have passed the test.    


The Turing test has generated a multitude of imaginative movies featuring talking computers.  Despite this, the thought of a machine actually speaking as we do has an overwhelming difficulty.  It ignores the actual processes involved in the learning and functioning of language.  The original context of our learning how to speak involved our initial life projects such as going to bathroom or learning how to eat at the table.  These projects were accompanied by a constant commentary from our caregivers.  Each new activity with its related objects was introduced to us with a verbal description.  As a result, the objects we encounter already come clothed with verbal meanings.  Such meanings, however, betray their origins by being correlated to our projects.  If, for example, our project is to write, then “paper” will bear the sense of “what you write upon.”  If it is to start a fire, then its sense will be “combustible” material.  In each case, what determines sense is the object’s instrumental character; it is its function as a means for the accomplishment of our projects.  The point here is perfectly general.  Our learning a language is determined by the fact that, as William James noted, objects only appear as correlates of the projects that reveal them.
  In fact, as Heidegger stresses, it is only in terms of such projects that the world appears at all, i.e., as articulated into objects with disclosed properties.
  Thus, the intersubjective character of language—the fact that it expresses meanings that we can share—points back to the intersubjective or shared character of the life projects that set the context for our learning how to speak.  Granting this, we cannot abstract the functioning of language from such projects.  These projects, however, were initially body projects.  They involved our learning how to use our bodies to achieve our goals.  Even as adults most of what we do involves this use.
  Given this we cannot abstract verbal from bodily behavior.  Without the body, we would not have the projects that define language.  Without it, we would lack the context required for assessing linguistic intelligence.  This is because the appropriate or inappropriate use of language is ultimately determined by the activities that reveal the senses our words relate.  For humans to engage in these activities, they must have bodies.  


The points that I have raised may be put in terms of the relation of artificial to natural intelligence.  Either these two are ultimately distinct in kind or else we have to say that what is absolutely essential to one must also be present in the other.  Natural intelligence, I have argued, involves having a body.  Given its evolutionary history, this is, of course, hardly surprising.  Yet, if we accept this, then we have to say, contrary to Turing, that we cannot draw “a sharp line between the physical and the intellectual capacities of a man.”  A truly “intelligent machine” would have to possess both capacities were its intelligence to be at all similar to our human intelligence.  In involving embodiment, it also involves our animality.  It is, in the sense we have described, “intertwined” with it.  Our animality is both within our human intelligence and contains such intelligence.  We can thus use our animality—as given by the basic features of our embodiment—to disclose the nature of our human intelligence.  This, however, can also be reversed.  We can show how our human intelligence, through the conventions it imposes, creates the space for the disclosure of our animality.  

Chapter III

Aesthetic Education and the Project of Being Human

The attempts to describe intelligence apart from embodiment are part of a long philosophical tradition, one that, at least implicitly, seems driven by the fear of death.  As I noted in the Introduction, such fear seems to be behind the attempts to prove the immortality of the soul by showing its separation from the body.   Thus, Socrates, at the beginning of his proofs for the immortality of the soul, asserted that “the philosopher more than other men frees the soul from association with the body as much as possible.”
  His “soul most disdains the body, flees from it and seeks to be by itself” in the practice of philosophy.
 Descartes, as we observed, made a similar set of assertions.  Having defined the soul or self as a “thinking thing,” he concluded “…I am entirely and truly distinct from my body.”  This means that “I can be or exist without [this body].”
  This, of course, implies that I can survive after the body’s death, which is also the conclusion that Socrates aims at in making the above remarks.  To add a fresh example, let me cite Heidegger’s rather startling assertion.  In his Letter on Humanism, he writes: “The human body is something essentially other than an animal organism.”
  This claim occurs in his attempt to discredit the definition of man as the animal rationale—which, he reminds us is the Latin translation of the Greek, , the “animal possessing logos.”
  What is contested is our animality.  He asks: "are we really on the right tract towards the essence of the human being as long as we set him off as one living creature among others?  Even when we attempt to distinguish humanity through the specific difference “rationality,” we still, according to Heidegger, “abandon the human being to the essential realm of animalitas.”
  To do so is to see our body as “an animal organism.”  It is to take our “animal organism” as implicit in the rationality that distinguishes us.  Heidegger will have none of this.  Neither will Descartes nor Plato.  

Whence comes this reluctance to face the animality that is implicit in our embodiment?  Whether or not its origin is the fear of death, it does distort our view of who we are.  This includes the nature of our relation to each other.  To counter this, I am going to consider this relation in terms of our animality.  My goal is to renew the sense of the human as “the animal possessing logos” and, with this, to answer the question of the renewal of the sense of ‘humanism’ originally asked of Heidegger.
  The claim I will be making involves humanistic education in the literal, Latin root of the word “educate,” which signifies “to lead or draw out.”
   Such education, I will argue, is what first “draws out” the human.  That out of which the human is drawn is our animality.  It is, more specifically, the senses, the imagination, and the desires we share with other animals.” 
  The education of these is, in the first instance, an “aesthetic education.”  Such education is a condition of the possibility of the human, both individually and collectively. 
  It is the “drawing out” of both our individual and intersubjective humanity.  Such drawing out does not leave our animality behind.  It, rather, creates the space for its disclosure.

Anthropogenesis

In his book, The Open, Man and Animal, Giorgio Agamben argues that the modern view of our relation to our animality arises with the advent of comparative anatomy.  Linnaeus, the founder of scientific taxonomy, writes that “as a naturalist,” he “hardly knows a single distinguishing mark which separates man from the apes.”   The only thing he can observe is that the apes “have an empty space between their canines and their other teeth.”
  How then are we to distinguish man given that we “cannot find a generic difference between ape and man which is consistent with the principles of natural history.”  The answer Linnaeus comes to is that man “becomes man only if he raises himself above man,” i.e., above what his physiology reveals.
  Man does this when “he recognizes himself” as man.
  This is why the attribute “sapiens” is added to the “homo.”  As Agamben sums up Linnaeus’ conclusion, “to define the human … through his self-knowledge means that man is the being that recognizes itself as such, that man is the animal that must recognize itself as human to be human.”
 This signifies, he adds, “Homo sapiens, then, is neither a clearly defined species nor a substance; it is, rather a machine or device for producing the recognition of the human.”  Since this recognition “makes” the human, what we have here is an “anthropogenic machine.”

Given that the focus of this recognition is to distinguish man from the animal, this machine functions by defining the human by excluding the animal.  The animal is the nonhuman.  The social and political implications of this view become apparent when we realize that the anthropogenic machine can also function to animalize what we no longer wish to consider human—i.e., to deny the humanity of people that we previously took to be human.  In this case, as Agamben writes, “it functions by excluding as not (yet) human an already human being from itself, that is, by animalizing the human, by isolating the nonhuman within the human.”  The result of this process, Agamben adds is “the slave, the barbarian, and the foreigner, as figures of the animal in human form.”
  Thus, in the 19th century, the blacks’ “animal nature” justified their slavery.  As almost a different species, more akin in their intelligence to animals than to humans, the blacks, so their owners comforted themselves, were incapable of revolt.
  In the 20th century, with the Nazis, the same process of animalization resulted, Agamben writes, in “the Jew, that is, the non-man produced within the man.”  This “non-man” was associated in their propaganda with rats and other vermin.  In the concentration camps, his sheer animality meant that he could be treated as a laboratory animal for various procedures.  Thanks to our present day hospital technologies, Agamben adds, we also have the example of “the overcomatose person, that is, the animal separated within the human body itself.”
  This is the person whose organs can be “harvested,” whose body, given the appropriate permissions, can be used as a resource.  In each case, the animalization of the human thrusts the human into the category of what Agamben calls “bare life.”  This is the life that lies exposed to and defenseless against our manipulation.   Since the animal is within the human, the ultimate specter here is one of a “humanity that has taken upon itself the mandate of the total management of its own animality.”  This would be the humanity that manages the resource of its genetic inheritance according to its desires.
  As part of our animal nature and, hence non-human, this resource, like the black slave or the Jew in the Camps, is excluded from the protections offered to the human. 


The question that arises here is: What do we mean by the human?  There is an obvious circularity in the anthropogenic machine.  The attempt to define the human by the exclusion of the nonhuman demands that we have some notion of the human.  Without this, we cannot know what to exclude.  In fact, the notion of the machine, like Linnaeus’s original definition of homo sapiens, suffers from an obvious lack of content.  Lacking any definite concept of man, the machine’s attempts to define it by exclusion lack a natural limit.  Not knowing what man is, we cannot know how much to exclude, how much to place in the animal realm.  Man, himself, in the context of this machine, can only have a functional definition.  He becomes the being that exercises power over the animal.  As a pure, contentless functionality, this power has no limit.  Thus, its exercise over the animal reduces the animal to “bare life.”  The latter’s separation from the human is a separation from any sense of inviolability.
  It becomes the life of the animals bred for slaughter—in particular those raised on factory farms.  “Bare life” is also exemplified by the life of the Jew in the camps, whom anyone may kill with impunity,
 and the life of the overcomatose patient, whose organs lie ready for removal.  It is also life in the form of the genetic material, be it plant, animal, or human, that is open to manipulation.  These examples point to what is at work here.  To use Nietzsche’s term, it is “will to power.”  Undeterred by any determinate content, the goal of such will is power, in particular, power over nature—not for some definite end, but only for the increase of power.
  At the end of the process of reducing the animal to bare life, the animal disappears and so does the human.  Thus, as some proponents of artificial intelligence assure us, the human is only a stage on the way towards a non-organic “cybernetic” form of higher intelligence.  Here, the will to power, understood as the will to complete technological mastery of the animal (both outside and within us) ends by absorbing both the animal and the human. 

Pragmatic Disclosure


To avoid this impasse, we need an alternate view of our humanity.  We cannot, if we want to avoid circularity, define the human by exclusion.  Heidegger himself suggests an alternative when he writes that “[t]he essence of the human being lies in ek-sistence.”
  He also asserts, however, that “[i]n ek-sistence, the region of the homo animalis, of metaphysics, is abandoned.”
  I would like to think of ek-sistence without abandoning this region.  Given that “ek-sistence” refers to our ability to “stand out” from our environment and so disclose it, my focus will be on Heidegger’s concept of human reality as disclosive Dasein.  This is the Dasein that, in disclosing the world, discloses itself as human.  My claim will be that the disclosure of the human provided by aesthetic education is also a disclosure of its animality.

Heidegger’s notion of disclosure was implicit in the last chapter’s linking of verbal and bodily behavior.  Its basic thought is that disclosure is essentially pragmatic.
  Pragmatic action, rather than speculative thought, first determines how the world appears to us.
  Water, for example, appears as a liquid to drink or as something to douse a fire or something to wash with depending on our particular needs.  Similarly, wind can be seen as wind to fill our sails, if our goal is to take a sailboat across the lake.  Disclosure, as such examples indicate, exhibits things in their instrumental value.  They are disclosed insofar as they are useful for our projects.  Our interpretations of them, our considering them as something definite, is based on this.  In Heidegger’s words, interpretation “appresents the what-it-is-for of a thing and so brings out the reference of the ‘in-order-to.”
  As a result, the world becomes articulated.  It gains its meaningfulness as an “equipmental totality.”  This disclosure of the world is also a self-disclosure.  As persons for whom our being is an issue, our being becomes that of the accomplishers of these projects.  Thus, the project of writing a book, if carried out, makes a person an author.  Similarly, the builder is the person who has built something.  

Since such projects involve the world, so does the Dasein, the human reality, that is disclosed through them.  Insofar as it is defined through projects involving objects in the world, its fundamental ontological mode is, according to Heidegger, being-in-the-world.  This being-in-the-world involves our comportment or behavior towards beings, which is itself based on our understanding of being.
 What is this understanding?  It is my knowing how to make my way in the world.  It is my already always implicitly grasping the context of the relations involved in my tasks, my projects.  To take a homely example, my understanding of “breakfast” is constitutive of my being-in-the-world of the kitchen in the morning.  I “understand” how to go about making breakfast.  The objects in the kitchen—the eggs, plates, cereal bowls, spoons, etc.—all have meaning; they are “understood” in their purpose; and I behave or “comport” myself towards them accordingly.  Heidegger calls the place of such interrelated objects a “Bezugsbereich.”  This term designates an area of relations that is suited to disclose beings in a particular way.  The kitchen is one example of a Bezugsbereich.  Another is the law court, whose trial proceedings are meant to disclose guilt or innocence.  A very different Bezugsbereich is provided by the scientific laboratory, which discloses being in its measurable material properties.  As such examples indicate, the human world consists of multiple areas of relations.  Each has its particular manner of revealing being.  Corresponding to each is a particular understanding of how we are to make our way among its objects.  Thus, the richer and more multiple our understanding is, the richer is our human world. Its meaningfulness increases along with the complexity of our behavior.  So do the aspects of it disclosed by our behavior.

With this, we have Heidegger’s distinction between the animal and the human.  It occurs as part of a triple thesis.  According to Heidegger, “the stone is worldless (weltlos); the animal is poor in world (weltarm); [and] man is world-forming (weltbildend).”
  The difference lies in the nature of their projects.  We are rich in such projects and, hence, rich in the world they disclose. The stone, not having any, is worldless.  As for the animal, it certainly accomplishes tasks.  For Heidegger, however, its actions are instinct-driven.  In his words, its relations to the world, its comportment, manifest “the drivenness of instinctual captivation.”
  The result is that “the animal behaves within an environment (Umgebung), but never in a world (Welt).”
  For it to behave in a world, it would have to have understanding, i.e., consider things according to their purposes.  For this, however, it would have to have projects.  This would require its having a human sense of futurity, one which involves the projecting of oneself forward to the goal of a project.  The difference between being motivated by the goal and instinctual captivation is temporal.  What triggers the instinct that “captivates” and, hence, controls the animal is present in the environment.  The goal of a project, however, is not yet present, not yet existent.  It lies ahead of us waiting to be accomplished.  Insofar as disclosive behavior is governed by the grasp of the goal, the animal is world-poor.  This is because its captivation places it “essentially outside the possibility that beings could be disclosed to it.”  As Heidegger writes, “The animal as such does not stand within a potentiality for revelation of beings.”  This includes its own self-revelation.
 

Aesthetic Education

How then is the animal to be revealed?  As “world-poor,” it cannot reveal itself—i.e., place itself in a world.  It must, then, rely on us.  Yet, insofar as we treat it simply as a use value, as material for our projects, we reveal it from the outside.  The premise of this sort of revelation is the exclusion of the animal from the human.  It is, as we saw, a concealment of the animal that becomes, given our own animality, a self-concealment.  To avoid this, we have to reveal it from the inside, i.e., reveal it to itself by placing it in a world or Bezugsbereich.  This we can only do to ourselves, i.e., to our own animality.  The name of the process that accomplishes this is “aesthetic education.”  Understood as the education of our senses that transformed them into a more refined sensibility, it gives our animality a world; it provides it with a place of self-disclosure.  Disclosed as our animality, this animality becomes disclosed as “human.”  In other words, the process is such that we ourselves become disclosed as human animals.   

Two factors enter into aesthetic education.  The first is our animality in its mortality, its needs and drives.  The second is convention.  By this I mean the agreements we make with others.  Such agreements, insofar as they involve communication with others, require speech.  In Greek, the word for “speech” is logos, which can also designate reason.  The intersubjective logos that makes possible convention is, however, not yet “reason” in any formal or “logical” sense.  It is, however, an example of “human intelligence.”  The best way to see it at work is through of few examples.  The most basic is the meal.  Two things enter into it.  The first is our hunger; the second is the art of its preparation.  The two are intertwined, each allowing the other to be disclosed.   Thus, our animal hunger allows the disclosure of the meal that satisfies it.  Conversely, the disclosive world or Bezugsbereich that our animal hunger inhabits is, generally, provided by our national cuisine.  Through the “art” of cooking and the conventions of the cuisine, hunger is disclosed as hunger for this or that type of food.  What the conventions of the cuisine do is humanize the animal need for food.  They do this by educating our animal sensibilities.  Taste, texture, color and aroma are all present, even in the simplest meal.  The more complex the meal, the more subtle their blend. The resulting education of our sensibilities is what first results in the human taste for food.  The same point can be made with regard to marriage.  Here, the two elements that intertwine are sex and convention.  By the latter I mean all the conventions, from those governing the marriage contract as a legal document to those society imposes as expectations governing the arrangements for living together, for raising children, for support in old age and so on.  Whatever they may be, whether they function well or poorly, they provide a significant place of disclosure for our animal sex drive.  In the tangled web of marital relations involving partners, children and aged parents, sex shows its human face.  This showing can, of course, involve other places of disclosure: the date, the affair, the long term extra-marital relation, etc.  The disclosive situation can be either heterosexual or homosexual.  Each has its conventions.  Each has its way of educating the sensibilities that enter into the sexual act.  Whatever these may be, we have an area of relations that draws out the human reality of sex.  The same argument can be made about our human sense of justice, which results from the intertwining of our animal passion for revenge and our society’s conventions about what constitutes a fair exchange.  These conventions are at work in our sense of fair contracts.  They are also at work in the penalties we impose—that is, in the way we determine the “debt” the criminal owes to his victims or, more generally, to society at large.  When educated by the laws, the animal passion for revenge becomes a passion for justice.  Justice is the human face of this animal passion.  The point of the law court with its conventions is to provide a place for its disclosure.  

The examples I have been giving could be multiplied.  I could, for example, show that the human sense of history results from the intertwining of memory and understanding.  By this, I mean the understanding that grasps things in terms of their plot, their storyline.  Each society has its conventions of plot and story and thus each has its way of educating the memory.  I could also show how the fine arts—painting and music, for example—educate through their conventions our senses of sight and hearing and, through these, aspects of our emotional life.  Instead, however, I will focus on just one further example, one which touches our animal nature most directly.  We all recall the syllogism: “All men are mortal, Socrates is a man, Socrates is mortal.”  More properly expressed, it should begin with “All animals are mortal.”  Our animality and our mortality imply each other.  Death is an unavoidable, basic fact of organic life.  What discloses it as a human death are all the conventions associated with the funeral ritual.  The sense that without this, a person’s death is reduced to that of an animal drives Antigone to ritually sprinkle dust on her dead brothers’ bodies.  This symbolic funeral is, she believes, worth every risk.  The same sense of disclosure is, I believe, behind the Nazi concentration camp’s practice of disposing of bodies by burning them in large ovens or simply bulldozing them into open pits.  The point of such disposals was to prevent their disclosure as human deaths.  It was the final chapter of their attempts to deprive the inmates of their humanity.  Among the first evidences of our humanity are the stone-age remains of grave sites.  The pollen left from the flowers placed in the grave, the implements left with the long vanished corpse—all these point to burial ceremonies.  Because these ceremonies disclose the human, they mark the emergence of the human.  It is not too much to say that what we call “culture”—from such stone age ceremonies to the requiem masses of Mozart and Panderewski—receives a continuing impulse from our attempts to disclose death as human.  In this history, the education of the passions surrounding death spill over into a continuing education of all our sensibilities. 

The Intersubjective and the Ethical

There is something common to all the conventions I have mentioned.  As social conventions, they are inherently intersubjective.  The human animality they disclose is itself shown to be social.  Thus, the human taste for food is enhanced when we share it with others.  This need is so great that the solitary diner at a restaurant often takes a newspaper or book to read so as to simulate the presence and voice of a companion.  As for the meal, the more elaborate its preparation, the more likely it is that it has been prepared for both oneself and for another.  The same points can be made about sex, whose intersubjective character is shown by the multiple kinds of relationships that constitute its human face.  The sex drive they disclose is intersubjective.  It is both for-oneself and for-and-with-the-other.  Grief also has this for-the-other character.  The death we live through and mourn is that of the other.  The funeral service normally has a communal character.  The passion for revenge also involves the other.  Its human disclosure as justice shows us seeking it not just for ourselves but also for others.  What is “drawn out” or “educated” or “disclosed” by these conventions is, then, our humanity in its relation to others.  

To this, it can, of course, be objected that many of our conventions have not been exactly humane.  Slavery for millennia disfigured the relations between different peoples and races.  Female circumcision with all its horrors is still practiced in some parts of Africa.  Such examples could be multiplied.  Behind them lies the question of ethics.  What is its relation to the sense of the “human” drawn out from aesthetic education?  An answer can be found by noting that “ethics” in this context has multiple senses.  It has, first of all, the sense of the “fitting,” i.e., the “appropriate” way to handle those passions, desires and drives that spring from animality.  There is in each convention a sense of limitation, of boundaries that should not be trespassed.  Thus, the passion for revenge is limited and shaped by the conventions of justice, that of sex by those of marriage.  As for grief, the mourning rites set a limit to its expression.  The wake, the funeral and the burial services are all instituted to shape its fitting disclosure.  Built upon this is a higher sense of the fitting, one where we regard how our conventions fit together.  The insight here is the same as the ancient view that one lacks virtue when one’s desires impede one another.  The virtuous or “well-functioning” person is, in this view, not the person, for example, who desires to be slim and to overeat, but rather he whose desires and projects for realizing them enhance one another.  The same can be said of the various conventions by which we humanize our animality—i.e., draw out our humanity from it.  We cannot really practice both slavery and justice.  We cannot insist that women be circumcised and exhibit the mutual for-the-other quality of human sexual life.  The contradiction involved in such conventions points to the fact that such conventions are disclosive as intersubjective.  To the point that they fail to disclose the other as human, they also fail to disclose the humanity of those who practice them.  What is pointed to here is yet another, higher sense of ethics, one that focuses on the empathy that is necessary for our functioning as social animals.  Such empathy can be seen as a concrete disclosure of our human being-for-one-another.  This higher ethics preserves this.

The Project of Being Human

To speak of disclosure is to speak of a project.  Every disclosure of a thing, according to Heidegger, reveals its “what-it-is-for.”  It brings out the reference of the thing’s ‘in-order-to”—the ultimate referent here being the goal that animates the project.  To apply this to the conventions I have been describing is not just to claim that they place our animality in a sphere of disclosure.  It is also to assert that they disclose its “what-it-is-for” in terms of the project of being human.  Insofar as being-human is the project’s goal, it lies in the future as a not-yet.  As such,  it does not manage the project.  Rather, the humanity the goal expresses results from the project.  This implies that “disclosive Dasein” does not designate the human, but rather a condition for its realization.
  In saying this, I do mean to say that being-human lacks all content.  Such an assertion would return us to the empty functionality of the anthropogenic machine.  The implication is that the project of our aesthetic education is ongoing, that its disclosure of the human is always partial and on the way.  

As history teaches, the actual conventions and rituals that provide the place of disclosure constantly change. What does not change is their role in mediating our exposure to the natural (animal) passions that sex or death or injury arouse. Also unchanging is the fact, mentioned above, that each convention carries with it a sense of the fitting.  With its finite compass, ritual brings a certain closure; it imposes a certain measure on what, in itself, is immeasurable, be this our grief, our sense of injury or the passions of desire.  This imposition is their shaping and their “education.”  As education, it is a drawing out.  What is drawn out is the human.  That out of which it is drawn is our sensible (animal) exposure to life.  The forms of this education are all the forms of culture from burial rituals to concert-hall performances.  Insofar as their study enhances their action, the humanistic education consisting of such study is part of the project of disclosing the human.  This disclosure necessarily involves the self-disclosure of the animal within us.  Our animal exposure to life is the place of disclosure of our humanity.  Without it, the disclosure of our humanity cannot begin.  Only when we realize this can we begin to treat animality as such with respect.  “Respect” means not reducing it to “bare life.”  It means overcoming our reluctance to face our embodiment and animality.  To respect their role in our ongoing project of being-human demands a certain overcoming of our fear of mortality; it requires a certain courage.  

For Socrates, this overcoming was accomplished by seeing himself as distinct from his embodiment.  My claim is that courage implies an acceptance of our embodiment.  To accept this is to face not just the death—“the impossibility of all our possibilities,” as Heidegger puts it—that is implicit in our flesh.  It is to accept as equally implicit a possibility that is beyond all our possibilities.  This is the possibility of the divine.  Our flesh, in other words, embodies alterities—elements that necessarily escape our comprehension.  Our response to the divine, as to our death, requires an “aesthetic education,” that is, certain conventions and rituals to make its human face apparent.  In both cases, as we attempt to make explicit the unknown, we deal with projections.  In making present the divinity we embody, we attempt to express the unknown through rituals and the beliefs they sustain.  This projected expression of the unknown is both true and false, both valid and invalid.  In this, it is like the way we deal with the mortality within us.   For the impossible representation of our death, we substitute possible ones, making its human face apparent to us through symbolism and ritual.  In this we provide the dimensions for its appearing and grasp “in itself” what is within us.  In giving it a world in which it can appear, we, thus, give it its “truth”—its unhiddenness or disclosure in the Heideggerian sense.  But, we also conceal it insofar as we forget its excessive character, that is, the fact that it can be represented only through projections.  The same holds for our relation to the divine and, indeed, to our animality in general.  In providing a world in which they can appear, we do not deny them, but rather express the “truth” of what is within us.  

All of this, undoubtedly, seems quite abstract.  Fortunately, we do have a piece of literature, Yann Martel’s Life of Pi, that makes concrete our action of providing possible representations for impossible ones.  That literature should provide an example of this action is not surprising, given that it proceeds by fashioning metaphors, that is, by transferring descriptions from familiar to unfamiliar objects.  Such a transference can be understood as a clothing of the unknown into the known.  In its providing us with characters who we come to know, it makes apparent what is within us.  Insofar as this involves translating what we cannot accept into terms that we can, it mirrors the hidden action by which we educate ourselves.  The virtue of Martel’s tale is that it makes explicit this education of our animality and divinity.

Chapter IV

The Intertwining of Incommensurables: Yann Martel’s Life of Pi
In the Author’s Note that introduces the Life of Pi, Yann Martel claims that he first heard of Pi in a coffee shop in India.  A chance acquaintance tells him, “I have a story that will make you believe in God” (LP, vii).
  The story concerns the life of an Indian boy who grows up surrounded by the animals of his father’s zoo.  When Pi is sixteen, his family decides to emigrate.  His father sells off the animals to an American zoo and the family travels with them across the Pacific.  The steamer sinks during a storm and Pi finds himself on a lifeboat with a hyena, a wounded zebra, an orangutan, and a Bengal tiger.  The hyena attacks the zebra and then the orangutan, devouring both.  He, in turn, is killed and eaten by the tiger.  Pi stays alive by acting as the tiger’s zookeeper.  Feeding it with the fish he catches and giving it water from the solar stills that he finds on the lifeboat, he survives until the boat, carried by the equatorial current, reaches the shores of Mexico.  

How is this improbable tale supposed to bring belief?  What has this story of animals, first in the zoo, and then on the raft, to do with God?  The mystery deepens when at the end of the book Pi relates a second story, one where humans rather than animals are the agents.  In this account, related after the first provokes incredulity, the ship’s French cook becomes the hyena, a wounded sailor the zebra, Pi’s mother the orangutan, and Pi himself plays the role of the Bengal tiger.  The tale, in other words, becomes one of cannibalism and human savagery.  A Japanese official, who interviews Pi, remarks “What a horrible story” (LP, 345).  He also admits: “The story with the animals is the better story,” to which Pi responds, “And so it goes with God” (LP, 352).  Again the question recurs: What have the animals to do with God?  How can the first account, where animals take the place of human agents, lead to God?


Martel’s tale is an account of alterity—the alterity both of animals and God.  It shows how we tend to define our humanity by drawing a line between it and our animality, defining our humanity by excluding our animality.  This exclusion includes its projection onto the nonhuman.  Yet animality is not just other than us; it is also within us.  In Levinas’s phrase, our relation to it is a “difference that is not indifference.”
  The same holds for our relation to the divine.  This is also other and yet within us.  How do we draw the line between our humanity and divinity, defining our humanity in terms of it?  In the story, PI confronts these two forms of alterity, at times accepting, at times projecting outward their presence within him.  His passage across the Pacific is, in fact, a journey into the depths of these questions, the hidden reaches where our relations to our animality and divinity are deeply entangled.  The entanglement is such that we cannot understand our humanity without including both forms of alterity.  Martel’s tale shows how our humanity is defined by the boundaries we draw and the ways we are forced to trespass them.

The Loss of the Human
The first part of the Life of Pi contains a defense of the well run zoo and the lives animals lead in its enclosures.  We should not think of the animals as imprisoned and yearning to be free.  For the animal in a good zoo, his enclosure is his home.  “A house,” Martel writes, “is a compressed territory where our basic needs can be fulfilled close by and safely.  A sound zoo enclosure is the equivalent for an animal.”  The inhabitant  finds within it “all the places it needs—a lookout, a place for resting, for eating and drinking, for bathing, for grooming, etc.”  Miraculously, without the need of hunting, food appears (LP, 19).    By contrast, “animals in the wild live lives of compulsion and necessity.”  They face “an environment where the supply of fear is high and the food low and where territory must constantly be defended and parasites forever endured.  What is the meaning of freedom in such a context?” (LP, 17).  In fact, offering freedom to an animal comfortably settled in its enclosure is, Martel asserts, as “if you went to a home, kicked down the front door, chased the people who lived there out into the street and said, ‘Go! You are free!  Free as a bird!  Go!  Go!’” (LP, 18).  Neither humans nor animals would appreciate the gesture.  What we have in the well run zoo is, in fact, an artificial Garden of Eden, one where “all animals are content” (LP, 20).  Martel concludes his defense of zoos with the words: “I know zoos are no longer in people’s good graces.  Religion faces the same problem.  Certain illusions about freedom plague them both” (LP, 21).  He does not specify what the illusion of freedom is that plagues religion.  To learn this, we have to consider existence outside of this Eden-like state.


In his first days in the life boat, this existence assumes the form of a savage struggle.  The zebra, whose leg has been broken by its jump into the life boat is the first to be attacked by the hyena.  He bites and pulls the skin of his victim, which “came off the zebra’s belly like gift-wrap paper comes off a gift….”  As Pi describes what follows: “The zebra’s attempts at self-preservation only whipped the hyena into a frenzy of snarling and biting.  It made a gaping wound in the zebra’s side….  It started pulling out coils of intestines and other viscera.  There was no order to what it was doing.  It bit here, swallowed there, seemingly overwhelmed by the riches before it … the zebra was being eaten alive from the inside” (LP, 138). The female orangutan meets a similar fate.  At the end of their battle, she “lay … next to the dead zebra.  Her arms were spread wide open … she looked like a simian Christ on the Cross.  Except for her head.  She was beheaded.  The neck wound was still bleeding” (LP, 145-46).  Pi is so outraged, he decides to throw himself on the hyena, but then he notices the tiger crouching beneath the tarpaulin covering the rear of the life boat.  The tiger springs on the hyena, who surrenders to its superior force almost without a struggle.  In Pi’s description, the tiger’s “jaws closed on the side of the hyena’s neck.  Its glazed eyes widened.  There was a noise of organic crunching as windpipe and spinal cord were crunched.  The hyena shook.  Its eyes went dull.  It was over” (LP, 166-67).


This account is interspersed with contrasting descriptions of the animals’ lives in the zoo.  The tiger, who by dint of a clerical error received the name of his captor, “Richard Parker,” came to the zoo as a cub.  He had never killed before.  The orangutan, named “Orange Juice” because of her tendency to drool, was another long-time resident of the zoo (LP, 123).  The “mother of two fine boys,” she would enfold the young Pi with her arms.  The zebra in the zoo would gently pull the carrots proffered it.  Pi’s religious mentor exclaimed on seeing it, “What a wondrous creature,” while his science teacher called  it “the Rolls-Royce of equids”(LP, 93).  The Eden-like, religiously-tinged description of their encounter is in stark opposition to Pi’s account of the zebra’s helplessness on being eaten alive: “Once or twice it reared its head straight up, as if appealing to heaven—the abomination of the moment was perfectly expressed” (LP, 139).  Only the hyena, “an animal to pain the eye and chill the heart” fails to receive some commendation, though Pi admits, “a hyena’s catholicity of taste is so indiscriminate it nearly forces admiration…. Hyenas snack on the excrement of herbivores with clucks of pleasure….  They eat their own kind … once they are dead”  129).  These, however, are descriptions of hyenas in the wild, not in the zoo.


The contrasting descriptions of the other animals raise the question of the status of our humanity.  They make us wonder whether our humanity is itself the result of the provision of zoo-like conditions—houses, supermarkets, police, the stable routines of work, etc.—without which we would also revert to a similar savagery.  Would we, so deprived, cross what we take to be the line between the human and the animal?  Pi faces this question in the most immediate way.  A self-described “puny feeble, vegetarian life form,” he must kill to survive.  The transformation he undergoes can be described in his reaction to such killing.  He first kills a flying fish that lands in his boat.  Pi relates: “I wept heartily over this poor little deceased soul.  It was the first sentient being I had ever killed.  I was now a killer … now I had blood on my hands.  It’s a terrible burden to carry.  All sentient life is sacred” (LP, 203).  But, then, using this fish as bait, he catches a dorado and takes the hatchet “in both hands and vigorously beats the fish on the head with the hammer head” (LP, 205).  He comments: “You may be astonished that in such a short period of time I could go from weeping over the muffled killing of a flying fish to gleefully bludgeoning to death a dorado…. The explanation … is simple and brutal: a person can get used to anything, even to killing” (LP, 205).  As the journey progresses, his clothes rot away: “For months I lived stark naked except for the whistle that dangled from my neck by a string” (LP, 213).  He now subdues fish like an animal: “A fish jumping out of water was confronted by a famished boy…. I stuck fingers into eyes, jammed hands into gills, crushed soft stomachs with knees, bit tails with my teeth … With time and experience I became a better hunter.  I grew bolder and more agile.  I developed an instinct, a feel, for what to do” (LP, 216). 

In fact, as he admits, “I descended to a level of savagery I never imagined possible” (LP, 218).  As he describes this descent: “By degrees the range of my appetite increased.  Whereas at first I gutted fish and peeled their skin fastidiously, soon I no more than rinsed off their slimy slipperiness before biting into them, delighted to have such a treat between my teeth” (LP, 235).  Having noted that animals’ cages must be kept clean, since, “animals being gluttons for anything that remotely resembles food,” they will even eat feces (LP, 233), he admits, “I could put anything in my mouth, chew it and swallow it—delicious, foul, or plain …  I tried once to eat Richard Parker’s feces” (LP, 236-7).  He only gives up when, having tried it, he finds “there is nothing to be had here” (LP, 238).  Not taste, but lack of substance turns him away.  In this, he is no different from Richard Parker.  In fact, as he remarks: “It came as an unmistakable indication to me of how low I had sunk the day I noticed with a pinching of the heart, that I ate like an animal, that the noisy, frantic, unchewing wolfing-down of mine was exactly the way Richard Parker ate” (LP, 249-50).

The Double Training

How then does Pi draw the line between the animal and the human?  In Martel’s descriptions, there is, first of all, his relation to the divine.  He prays many times a day.  In his list of activities for an average day, the first item on waking up is “prayers.”  Prayers also mark the periods of mid-morning and late afternoon.  He also prays at sunset and at night during his fitful sleeping  (LP, 210-211). The sense of the divine that moves him to pray is illustrated in his reaction to lightning during a thunder storm.  It is the opposite of Richard Parker’s: “I turned to Richard Parker and said, ‘Look, Richard Parker, a bolt of lightning.’  I saw how he felt about it.  He was flat on the floor of the boat, limbs splayed and visibly trembling.  The effect on me was completely the opposite.  It was something to pull me out of my limited moral ways and thrust me into a state of exalted wonder” (LP, 258).  After a particularly brilliant flash, Pi relates: “I was dazed, thunderstruck—nearly in the true sense of the word.  But not afraid.  ‘Praise be to Allah, Lord of All Worlds, the Compassionate, the Merciful, Ruler of Judgment Day!’ I muttered.  To Richard Parker I shouted, ‘Stop your trembling!  This is a miracle. This is an outbreak of divinity’” (LP, 259).


The second way of drawing the line is in his relation to Richard Parker.  Upon discovering the provisions in the life boat and constructing a raft on which he sits a safe distance from the boat, Pi considers his various options with regard to the tiger.  He could attempt a direct assault on the animal in various ways—plans one through five—or he could follow “Plan Number Six: Wage a War of Attrition.”  In Pi’s first thoughts, “Waiting for him to waste away and die would require no effort on my part.  I had supplies for months to come” (LP, 175).  But then he realizes that the narrow stretch of water that separates the raft from the boat is no obstacle to an animal “crazed with thirst and hunger….  He will swim as far as he has to, to catch the drifting raft and the food upon it” (LP, 178).  Direct assault would be suicidal, while a war of attrition would almost certainly be lost.  Only one option is left: “I had to tame him.  It was at that moment that I realized this necessity.  It was not a question of him or me, but of him and me” (LP, 181).  Pi’s method of taming Richard Parker was to stand on the prow, rock the boat and blow the lifeboat’s whistle.  Because the tiger associated the resulting sea-sickness with the sound of the whistle, Pi, gradually gained command of him.  Using the whistle, he even trained the tiger to jump through hoops. 


How are we to understand these actions of Pi?  What is their symbolic import?  One clue is provided by Pi’s matching second story, where the actions of the animals are ascribed to humans.  Another clue is present in the clerical error that results in a human name, “Richard Parker” having been given to an animal.  It is accompanied by a corresponding error that results in an animal’s name being given to the hunter that found it.  The hunter’s family name is listed as “None Given,” and his first name as “Thirsty” (LP, 148).  The reversals of agency and names both point to a corresponding reversal where the animal actually names a property of the human, a property that we project on to the animal.  If we accept this, then we can see Pi’s assertion that both he and Richard Parker needed to survive—that it was not a question of one or the other—as a concealed acceptance of his own animality.  The training of Richard Parker, so necessary if both are to survive, is actually a training of Pi’s own animal nature.  Drawing the line in this case means, not so much the exclusion of the animal, as its education.  One humanizes the animal in the sense defined by the last chapter: the habits inculcated by training educate the animal by drawing out the human from the animal.   


The same claim can be made with regard to Pi’s relation to the divine.  The religious awe inspired by the lightning is educated by being placed within the framework of “Allah, Lord of All Worlds.”  The lightning is not seen as something to tremble at, but rather as an “outbreak of divinity.”  The training that accomplishes this education occurs during the times set aside for prayer.  Its basis was formed by the religious education that Pi had gained from his religious mentors.  To acknowledge the necessity of this training is to accept the necessities that confront us, not just with regard to our own animality, but also with regard to the divinity that also lays claim to  us.  It is in fact, to begin to undo the “illusions of freedom” that plague both zoos and religion.

Animality and its Repression


In psychoanalytic theory, the suppression of an experience or aspect of the self does not cause it to vanish entirely.  It reappears in symbolic forms.  Such forms substitute a “possible” or “acceptable” representation for an unacceptable and, therefore, “impossible” representation.  The Life of Pi contains a number of examples of such substitution.  One of the most striking occurs when first Richard Parker and then Pi go blind.  Pi admits that he has “failed as a zookeeper” and prepares to die (LP, 268).  He says: “And now I leave matters in the hands of God, who is love and whom I love” (LP, 269).  But just then he hears a voice asking, “Is someone there?”  Pi replies, “Of course someone’s there.  There is always some one there.  Who would be asking the question otherwise?”  The voice replies, “I was hoping that there would be someone else” (ibid.).  They discuss food.  While Pi concentrates on vegetarian dishes, his interlocutor is a meat eater.  In fact, there is no flesh that he won’t eat: boiled beef tongue, tripe, pancreas, a calf’s brain in brown butter sauce, bleeding raw beef, marinated rabbit, frog’s legs, etc.—all form parts of his diet.  The only thing he abhors is vegetables.  In his semi-conscious state, Pi concludes that he talking to Richard Parker—“the carnivorous rascal.”  Forgetting that the tiger was brought to the zoo as a cub, he asks, “have you ever killed a man” (LP, 273).  The voice admits to killing and eating first a man and then a woman.  When asked if he has any regrets, the voice replies, “It was them or me….  It was the doing of the moment.  It was circumstance….  I didn’t think about it.”  To which Pi replies, “The very definition of an animal.  That’s all you are.”  The voice asks: “And what are you?”  Pi replies: “A human being, I’ll have you know.”  To which the voice says: “What boastful pride”  and Pi replies: “It’s the plain truth” (LP, 274). 


If, as the second story at the end of the book suggests, Pi is actually Richard Parker, what we have here is the exposure of the projections Pi makes onto the tiger.  Pi is not, in fact, “a puny vegetarian life-form,” but actually a killer.  Richard Parker represents the animality that he cannot accept.  The impossible representation of himself as capable of cannibalism is covered over by a possible one: that there is a tiger on board that engages in the acts he cannot own.  The assertion that he is a human being conceals from him the truth that his humanity includes the animality of the tiger.   

This point is driven home when he notices that the voice has a French accent.  The voice now becomes that of someone like Pi, stranded on a lifeboat, who has also gone blind.  Again food is discussed and again the voice indicates that it will eat anything.  Neither, however, has any food.  Drawing their lifeboats together, Pi invites the stranger on board with the words, “Come my brother, let us be together and feast on each other’s company” (LP, 282).  The stranger falls on him and to Pi’s remark, “My heart is with you,” replies,  “You’re damn right your heart is with me! … And your liver and your flesh” (ibid.).  The blind stranger is a cannibal.  But before he has time to act, Richard Parker appears and attacks him.  Pi relates: “I heard the merest clicking of claws against the bottom of the boat  … and the next moment my dear brother shrieked in my face like I’ve never heard a man shriek before.  He let go of me” (LP, 283).  Pi now regains his sight and sees the stranger’s carcass.  He gaffs an arm to use as bait.  He then confesses: “I ate some of his flesh.  I mean small pieces, little  strips that I meant for the gaff’s hook …. They slipped into my mouth nearly unnoticed” (LP, 284).  Again the symbolism is clear.  The stranger with the French accent also represents an aspect of Pi that he will not acknowledge.  This is the part of him that will do anything to survive, even become a cannibal.  The blindness of Pi and his double represents Pi’s blindness to the censored chapters of his own history.  What he cannot accept about himself, he projects onto the other.  Here, however, the other is not just Richard Parker.  It is also the chef of the second story.  Just as the hyena kills the zebra and the orangutan, in the second story, the chef kills the wounded sailor and Pi’s mother.  He, like Pi, also eats part of the flesh he was supposed to use as bait.  For Pi to call him “my dear brother” is, thus, to admit implicitly that the animality within him is both tiger and hyena.  It includes the revolting, omnivorous habits of the hyena as well as the predatory power of the tiger.

Perhaps the strangest example of projection occurs with Pi’s encounter with a mysterious floating island.   Lacking any soil, the island’s base is made up of “an intricate, tightly webbed mass of tubed-shape seaweed, in diameter a little thicker than two fingers” (LP, 286).  Out of this dense web of vegetation, trees grow.  The island appears to satisfy both Pi’s and Richard Parker’s every need.  Pi, the vegetarian, finds the algae forming the base of the island “wet with fresh water” (LP, 287).  Its consistency is that of water chestnuts; it has a “light sweetness” he finds delicious, and eating it gradually restores him to health.  Richard Parker’s needs are met by the island’s innumerable meerkats.  He had no need to hunt them since “these meerkats had gone for so many generations without predators that any notion of flight distances, of flight, of plain fear, had been genetically weeded out of them” (LP, 298).  Soon, he too, is sleek and fit again.  Finding all his needs met, Pi relates, “Nothing, I thought, could ever push me to return to the lifeboat and the suffering and deprivation I had endured on it—nothing!  What reason could I have to leave the island?” (LP, 310). 

What changes his mind is the discovery that the island’s vegetation is actually carnivorous.  Noticing a tree with fruit, he climbs it to investigate.  He finds that the dull green fruit are densely packed masses of leaves.  Pulling them off one by one, at its center  he discovers “an unspeakable pearl at the heart of a green oyster: a human tooth.”  When he peels the other fruit, he finds “Thirty two teeth.  A complete human set.  Not one tooth was missing.  Understanding dawned on me….  The island was carnivorous” (LP, 311).  At night the algae turned acidic, digesting everything that did not, like the meerkats, shelter in the trees.  A person, however, who died in a tree would also be digested.  Although in no immediate  danger, Pi cannot bear the thought of what the fruit concealed: “Nothing but teeth left! TEETH!”  He makes a “grim decision …  “I preferred to set off and perish in search of my own kind than to live a lonely half-life of physical comfort and spiritual death on this murderous island” (LP, 313).  

Despite the satisfaction of his physical needs, Pi flees the revelation the island offers.  What appears to be a Garden of Eden turns out to have teeth in the heart of what may be symbolically regarded as its “forbidden fruit.”
  Concealed within the vegetarian paradise is the action of a carnivore.  Thus the symbol of the island points to repression and its breakdown.  The truth of the island and Pi’s truth—that both are carnivores—are impossible representations.  They must be fled from in spite of the physical hardship this involves.  

The Better Story
Pi’s journey ends when his boat runs aground on the shore of southern Mexico.  Richard Parker leaps over him to reach the land.  He runs towards the jungle, never looking back.  In Pi’s words: “Then Richard Parker, companion of my torment, awful, fierce thing that kept me alive moved forward and disappeared forever from my life” (LP, 316).  The disappearance of Richard Parker marks Pi’s reentrance into human society.  Pi is discovered, bathed, clothed, and taken to the hospital.  Sometime later, he is interviewed in the hospital by officials from the Maritime Department of the Japanese Ministry of Transport.  

He begins by telling them his story with the animals, which they refuse to believe.  In particular, the tiger provokes disbelief: “Not a trace of it has been found” (LP, 329).  Pi attempts an elaborate defense of its existence, asserting improbably: “There is no doubt in my mind that feral giraffes and feral hippos have been living in Tokyo for generations without being seen by a soul….  And you expect to find a tiger in a Mexican jungle!  Its laughable, just plain laughable” (LP, 330).  The stress on the undiscoverability of the tiger indicates that Pi no longer needs the qualities he projected as those of the tiger.  Once the “zoo” conditions of society—its stable boundaries and protections—have been reestablished, wildness is not required.

The disbelief that Pi’s first story provokes makes him attempt a second story, “a story without animals.”  In this story the cruelty of the animals is ascribed to the human survivors of the life boat.  Thus, in the first story, the hyena is introduced as snapping at flies.  Now, Pi describes the cook “swinging his arms and catching flies and eating them greedily.”   He also shares the hyena’s omnivorous habits: “He was a disgusting man.  His mouth had the discrimination of a garbage heap.  He also ate the rat.  He cut it up and dried it in the sun.  I—I’ll be honest—I had a small piece, very small, behind mother’s back. I was so hungry” (LP, 337).  As for the wounded zebra, this becomes a young “beautiful” sailor who broke his leg jumping from the ship.  When his foot became  “black and bloated,” the cook persuades Pi and his mother to help him amputate the sailor’s leg.  The sailor suffers horribly: “His screams were all the worst for being unintelligible” (LP, 338).  When Pi wants to throw the sailor’s leg overboard, the cook prevents him, saying he will use it as bait.  This, as he admits to Pi’s mother, was his motive in forcing the amputation (LP, 339).  When the sailor dies, the cook butchers him: “He cut up everything, including the sailor’s skin and every inch of his intestines.  He even prepared his genitals” (LP, 341).  And not just for bait.  When Pi’s mother catches him eating the sailor, she shouts, “You animal!  How could you?  He’s human!” (LP, 342).  When the cook later strikes Pi and his mother rushes to defend him, she pushes Pi into the water and is herself killed: “He caught her by the wrist and twisted it.  She shrieked and fell.  He moved over her.  The knife appeared.  He raised it in the air.  It came down” (LP, 343).  This scene is reminiscent of the orangutan’s  struggle with the  hyena: “The hyena … jumped on the bench and caught Orange Juice on the wrist before she could strike” (LP, 144).  The hyena beheads the orangutan.  Similarly, the cook beheads Pi’s mother and goes even further in his savagery by tossing the head to Pi in the water (LP, 344).  When Pi comes to kill the cook, again there is a parallelism of the details.  In both cases, the victim yields without a real struggle (LP, 344).  In both cases he is eaten.   In Pi’s description: “I stabbed him repeatedly.  His blood soothed my chapped hands.  His heart was a struggle—all those tubes that constructed it.  I managed to get it out.  It tasted delicious, far better than turtle.  I ate his liver.  I cut off great pieces of his flesh” (LP, 345).  


The parallels between the two accounts are obvious.  As the Japanese interviewers note: “Both the zebra and the Taiwanese sailor broke a leg … And the hyena bit off the zebra’s leg just as the cook cut off the sailor’s … The blind Frenchman they met in the other lifeboat—didn’t he admit to killing a man and a woman?  … The cook killed the sailor and his mother….” (LP, 346).  Since “his stories match,” the interviewers draw the obvious conclusion: “the Taiwanese sailor is the zebra, his mother is the orangutan, the cook is … the hyena—which mean’s he’s tiger! … The tiger killed the hyena—and the blind Frenchman—just as he killed the cook” (LP, 346). 


The questions that arise for the Japanese concern the truth of these matching stories.  Is one of them true, are both true, or is neither the truth?  Pi remarks: “In both stories the ship sinks, my entire family dies, and I suffer….  So tell me, since it makes no factual difference to you and you can’t prove the question either way, which story do you prefer? Which is the better story, the story with the animals or the story without animals?”  The interviewers agree that “the story with the animals is the better story.”  Pi then replies “And so it goes with God” (LP, 352).  


The implication here is that the question of the better story is also a theological question.  To understand the sense of “God” involved, we have to see what is implied in the projections Pi makes.  We can begin with his projection of his qualities onto the animals.  The novel suggests that such projections go on all the time.  Thus, Martel relates that Pi’s father had painted on the wall beyond the zoo’s ticket booth the question: “Do you know which is the most dangerous animal in the zoo?”  An arrow pointed to a curtain to be pulled, behind which was a mirror (LP, 34).  Is man the most dangerous animal?  Pi learns from his father that there is an “animal even more dangerous than us … the animal as seen through human eyes.”  The animal that is “‘cute,’ ‘friendly,’ ‘loving,’ ‘devoted’” is like the “‘bloodthirsty,’ ‘depraved’ animals  that inflame the ire” of those who are cruel to them in the zoo. “In both cases we look at an animal and see a mirror.”  The narrator adds: “The obsession with putting ourselves at the center of everything is the bane not only of theologians but also of zoologists” (ibid.).  The two answers to the question of the most dangerous animal are, then, the same answer.  Looking for the most dangerous animal in the mirror, we see ourselves.  When we regard the animals themselves, we see only the traits that we have projected onto them—traits that point back to us.  How is it that we do not see this—that we remain by and large unconscious of our projections?


The French psychologist, Jacques Lacan writes: “The unconscious is that chapter of my history that is marked by a blank or occupied by a falsehood: it is the censored chapter.”  The censored material reappears in “the distortions necessitated by the linking of the adulterated chapter to the chapters surrounding it.”
  It appears in symptomatic language—i.e., language that points back to what has been censored.  For Lacan, what has ultimately been censored is “the other.”  In his words, “... the unconscious of the subject is the discourse of the other.”  The patient’s symptoms point to the repression of the other’s role in the patient’s self-recognition.
  Not willing to admit the traits that he and the other share, the person cannot recognize himself.  He cannot, for example, see his own animality, which remains a “censored chapter.”   The result is the projections that Pi’s father deplores.  If we accept this, then we have to say that neither story is true.  Pi is not the “puny vegetarian life form” he calls himself in the first chapter.  He is also not just the tiger, Richard Parker, as the Japanese conclude.  He is actually all the animals: the “loving” orangutan, the “beautiful” wounded zebra, the “magnificent” predatory tiger and the “revolting” omnivorous hyena.  All, however, are now buried in his unconscious.  As a Japanese interviewer admits, the truth of Pi’s story is concealed since we are “not inside this boy’s head” (LP, 346).


The fact that both the “story with the animals” and “God” are taken to be “better” stories makes us ask whether God is also a projection of the human.  Is God also one of our censored chapters?  To assume so is to see not just animality but also divinity within us.  Yann Martel gives a number of indications that this is the case for Pi.  Pi gives his name as “I am who I am” to a pizza delivery service in Montreal.
  In listing the contents of the life boat, he includes the item “1 God” (LP, 162).  He also attempts to keep his faith by touching the turban he made with remnants of his shirt and saying aloud “THIS IS GOD’S HAT!”  Similarly, he points to his pants saying aloud “THIS IS GOD’S ATIRE!” to Richard Parker saying aloud “THIS IS GOD’S CAT!” to the boat saying aloud, “THIS IS GOD’S ARK!” and so on (LP, 231-32).  There are also more subtle hints of the divinity with us.  One of the most interesting concerns Mr. Kumar, a baker, who is a Sufi Muslim mystic.  Mr. Kumar introduces Pi to Islam.  As Pi describes their relationship, “I sometimes came out of that bakery feeling heavy with glory” (LP, 68).  Yet, in spite of the closeness of their relation, he cannot recognize him.  As Pi says to himself while waiting for Mr. Kumar at the zoo, “Have you forgotten how plain he looks?  You will never recognize him….  I had to recognize him…. But I had noticed before that it was when I tried my hardest to recognize him that I was least able to pick him out.  The very effort seemed to blind me” (LP, 89).  The divinity within cannot be seen without.  Like our animality, it escapes us.

Like our animality, the presence of such divinity is recognizable through its projections.  Yann Martel gives a comical example of this when Pi’s imam, pandit, and priest converge on him during a walk with his family.  His parents have no idea that he is “a practicing Hindu, Christian, and Muslim” (LP, 71) and listen amazed as he is successively praised for being a good  Christian, Muslim, and Hindu boy.  The three religious figures then begin to quarrel.  The imam tells Pi, “Hindus and Christians are idolaters.  They have many gods.” The pandit responds, “And Muslims have many wives,” while the priest asserts: “there is salvation only in Jesus.”  Soon insults are being traded: Christians are called the “flunkies of a foreign god,” the pandit is referred to as “the slave driver of the caste system,” while the priest calls their beliefs “myths from a cartoon strip” (LP, 75).  This sorry display of intolerance is only brought to a halt when Pi explains, “Bapu Gandhi said, ‘All religions are true.’  I just want to love God” (LP, 76).  This however does not ultimately satisfy his hearers, who depart with grudging smiles.  Pi himself later reflects, “There are always those who take it on themselves to defend God, as if Ultimate Reality, as if the sustaining frame of existence, were something weak and helpless….  The degree of their indignation is astonishing.  Their resolve is frightening” (LP, 78).  These sentiments imply that no one of the religions has the ultimate truth about God.  The fact that these religious figures act as if their God were “weak and helpless” points to a truth that they both accept and conceal from themselves.  Each of their religions is, in its narrowness, a projection.  The “aesthetic education” they offer, both puts a human face on the divine and conceals its excessive quality.


Granting this, how can we say that Yann Martel’s story leads us to God?  Isn’t God, like the animals on the boat, a projection of what is only within us?  For the author, however, the fact that it is a projection does not disqualify its reality.  Our animality remains, even though it forms a censored chapter of our conscious life.  So does our divinity.  In both cases, we face an unspeakable alterity.  Like Richard Parker, our animality vanishes in the confines of civilized life.  We can only relate its story by projecting its qualities onto the animals about us.  The same, Martel suggests, holds with regard to our divinity.  The original experience of the divine, which Pi, for example, has when he leaves the baker “feeling heavy with glory” can only appear in the confines of ordinary life in distinct religious forms—Hindu, Muslim, Christian, etc.  The improbability of the animals in the first story is matched by that of the aspects of each religion that the other religions criticize.  In both cases we have to do with the distortions of symbolic substitutes, of possible representations substituting for impossible ones.  One can put this in terms of Lacan’s assertion that  “the unconscious of the subject is the discourse of the other.”  The discourse of the unspeakable alterity of our animal and divine natures is that of the unconscious—i.e., of the symbolic substitutes it necessarily clothes itself in.  

One way to express this is in terms of Pi’s name.  Pi’s actual name is Picine, which he  shortens to “Pi” to avoid being teased as “Pissing.”  As a mathematical symbol, “Pi” is an irrational number.  It expresses the inability to find a common measure—an exact ratio—between the circumference and the diameter of a circle.  It is a number that goes on forever.  This suggests that there is the same irrationality in man: there is no common measure—no ratio—linking him either to his animality or to his divinity.  He is in his being made up of incommensurables.  Pi himself says “in that elusive, irrational number with which scientists try to understand the universe, I found refuge” (LP, 27).

How are we to understand this?  It seems that to reach the animal and the divine, we have to go beyond the things for which we have common measures.  The animal and the divine show themselves in “the madness that moves life in strange but saving ways,” (LP, 95) the very madness without which “no species would survive” (LP, 45).  This measure beyond measure is the unconscious understood as an alterity that, in remaining other, must always show itself in a series of symbolic substitutes.   Martel’s tale invites us to think of this unconscious in theological terms—that is, not just to position it, like the Freudian id, as below reason, but also as above reason.  

The insight here is expressed by Pi when he gazes out from his raft at the stars shining with “such fierce, contained brilliance.”   Seeing them, he “felt like the sage Markandeya, who fell out of Vishnu’s mouth while Vishnu was sleeping and so beheld the entire universe, everything that there is.  Before the sage could die of fright, Vishnu awoke and took him back into his mouth.” As this last line suggests, such a vision is not one we could bear.  As Pi continues, 

“For the first time  … I saw my suffering for what it was, finite and insignificant, and I was still.  My suffering did not fit anywhere, I realized.  And I could accept this.  It was alright.  (It was daylight that brought my protest: ‘No! No! No!  My suffering does matter. I want to live.  I can’t help but mix my life with that of the universe.  Life is a peephole, a single tiny entry onto a vastness …  This peephole is all I’ve got!’)  I mumbled words of  Muslim prayer and went back to sleep” (LP, 196).  

To live in this peephole is to live with the saving madness that allows Pi to pray and to care for Richard Parker.  To recognize the necessity involved here is, Martel suggests, to avoid the “illusions about freedom” that plague both religions and zoos. 

Such illusions do not just concern our understanding of what is “above” and “below” us.  They also concern our understanding of our own coming-to-be.  Since the 19th century and the development of historical consciousness, this has involved an increasing insight into the ways in which we condition ourselves and, hence, “make” ourselves.  The radical exponent of such self-making was Heidegger.  It is in terms of his denial of any essential limits to such self-making that he contests our animality.  The freedom we have to determine ourselves is, in his view, essentially unlimited.  This is because at the basis of our freedom is simply a nullity, an absence of all essential constraints.  Levinas, in attempting to counter this position, only repositions the basis of our freedom.  He moves it from our own inner non-presence to that of the other who is genuinely grasped as other.  In neither case is the illusion of this absolute freedom (and the absolute obligations it imposes on us) itself unmasked.  Such unmasking involves thinking what is unthought in both philosopher’s doctrines.  This is the role of the body in our having projects, including those by which we make or condition ourselves.  

Chapter V

Flesh and the Limits of Self-Making

A constant theme in human self-reflection has been our ability to escape the control of nature.  As Sophocles remarks in his Antigone, “Many are the wonders, none is more wonderful than what is man.  He has a way against everything.”
   A list follows of the ways in which man overcomes the limits imposed by the seas, the land, and the seasons.  We do this by creating new environments for ourselves.  These environments condition us.  Thus, we do not just escape nature by building cities.  We, in turn, become city dwellers.  The fact that we determine ourselves by determining our world has led thinkers like Hannah Arendt to describe us as conditioned beings.  In her words, “Men are conditioned beings because everything they come into contact with turns immediately into a condition of their existence.”  This includes “the things that owe their existence exclusively to men.”  They too “constantly condition their human makers.” 
  Since Hegel’s time, such self-conditioning has been understood to include our very nature.  Our ability to determine our environments, i.e., escape being determined by nature, has been taken to mean that our nature is our own creation.  There are, in other words, no external limits to the freedom we have to determine who and what we are.  This freedom, to put it paradoxically, is ground-less.  There is nothing prior to it that determines it.  “Freedom,” here, does not signify some nature or essence, but rather the lack of such.  As Heidegger writes, “Freedom is the abyss (Ab-grund) of human existence (Dasein).”  It is our character as ground-less beings.
  

It is this view that I would like to question.  If our self-making is not self-grounding, there is a ground or condition of this process that escapes it.  I am going to argue that this ground is our own corporeality.  It is the flesh that is our most intimate, private possession.  A reflection on such flesh opens us up to the limits of our self-making.  Such limits give our self-hood its ethical parameters.  To show this, I shall consider Heidegger’s and Levinas’s descriptions of our self-making.  I will then argue that what is unthought in these accounts is the grounding quality of our flesh.  Such flesh is not just what is most intimately our own, it is also its “unspeakable” condition.

The Project of Self-Making


Heidegger’s description of our self-making forms part of his explanation of our being-in-the-world.  For Heidegger, as I noted, we are in the world as the place of its disclosure.  We are such a place through our various projects.   The fundamental insight here is that objects generally show those aspects of themselves that suit our practical purposes.  Thus, paper appears as a writing surface if our goal is to write.  It can also, however, show itself as combustible if we use it to start a fire.  The object’s sense, then, is its instrumental character.  It is its function as a means for the accomplishment of our projects. 
  In other words, it is only in terms of our projects that the world appears at all, i.e., is articulated into objects with disclosed properties.  This disclosure of the world is also a self-disclosure.  We reveal ourselves as the accomplishers of various projects.  In doing so, we exhibit our “projective being,” that is, our being ahead of ourselves in our plans and projects.
  For example, when I gather paper to make a fire, I am already there at the goal.  I regard my present activity of gathering paper from the standpoint of lighting the fire.  My past, too, is regarded in this light.  I regard my “having-been” as the factual situation from which I have to realize my goal.
  What I focus on are the resources—here, the collection of old newspapers—the past has provided me with.  

The move to self-making comes through the fact that every project involves not just a choice of what I will do, but also, as inherent in this, a decision on what I will be. 
  Will I be the person making the fire or the person writing?  Will I be the person engaged in this or some alternative set of activities?  Will I, more generally, be the one following this or some other course of life?  The choice, Heidegger constantly insists, is not prescribed.  There is no nature, no human essence, to which I must conform.  Given that my projects determine the ways in which the world will appear, I cannot appeal to its appearance to determine my choice.  Rather than providing me with some stable criteria, the evidence it provides changes depending on my choice.  And so will I, since what is at issue in my choices is my being.  Thus, when Heidegger asserts that “Dasein’s being is care,” 
  he is asserting that the object of such care is our very being.  We are “care” because our being is an issue for us.
  

The radical nature of Heidegger’s account of our self-making appears in its non-grounded or unconditional character.  In Heidegger’s terms, my being is an issue for me because I am no thing, i.e., do not fall under the ontological categories of the ready-to-hand and the present-to-hand that are descriptive of things.
  My absence on the level of these categories gives me the nothingness that is at the heart of my projective being.  This nothingness is what allows me to “be there” with the possibilities I choose to realize.  In Heidegger’s words: “Not only is the projection, as one that has been thrown, determined by the nothingness (Nichtigkeit) of the being of its basis (Grundseins), but also, as projection, [Dasein] is itself essentially null (nichtig) . . . the nothingness meant here belongs to Dasein’s being-free for its existential possibilities.”
   In other words, nothingness belongs to its being-free to choose amongst its different possibilities of being precisely because Dasein is not some thing, not some entity with a determinate nature.  If it were, then its essence would limit its choices and hence its ability to be ahead of itself.  

For Heidegger, the fact that “the primary element in care is the ‘ahead-of-itself’”
 has an important bearing on our use of language to refer to what is absent.  It is precisely because we are not limited to the present, but rather temporally distended, that we can use its symbols—the spoken or written signs that are present to us—to refer to past or future objects.  If, for example, I say that the book is in the next room, the word “book” has a certain directedness—an intentionality—that points to a future presence.  What I intend can be made present by crossing to the next room.  My ability to be ahead of myself—to, as it were, await myself as I presently work to attain some goal—gives me the dual perspective that allows me to use linguistic signs to refer to what can be made present.  

This point can be put in terms of Heidegger’s account of meaning.  As I mentioned earlier, each project, when successful, exhibits those aspects of its objects that are required for our purposes.  Wind, for example, is seen as wind to fill our sails when we use it for this purpose.  Paper can appear as a writing surface or as kindling to start a fire depending on our particular needs.  As we gain more and more skill in making our way in the world, the world itself becomes more practically meaningful.  We “understand” it in the sense of knowing the uses of its elements.  Now, for Heidegger, interpretation, defined as the “considering . . . of something as something” articulates this understanding.  Interpretation makes explicit the instrumental character of the objects I encounter.  It expresses “what one does” with them.  Such interpretations form the core of a language. They constitute the significance of its expressions.
  Thus, the significance of “paper” is made up of all the uses I can put it to.  The fact that it is tied to such uses gives it its inherent intentionality, its inherent pointing forward to the achievement of some purpose.  Underlying this intentionality is my ability to engage in projects, and underlying this, according to Heidegger, is the nothingness of my being.  Such nothingness is not just my non-thingness.  It is the gap, the non-presence, that I span in my temporal being.  This spanning is the distension that underlies both time and language.  It is the presupposition of both my temporal standing outside of myself and the representative function (the intentionality) of my words.

Thus far, I have been writing about language as if it were some private affair, as if the projects that underpinned its meanings were mine alone.  Nothing, of course, could be further from the case.  I learned my initial life projects (everything from learning how to eat at the table to learning how to dress myself) from my caregivers.  Each of these activities was accompanied by a constant commentary that named things, not abstractly, but in terms of the uses they were being put to.  The resulting senses were as common as the uses they expressed.  The same commonality applies to the language of adults.  Its basis is the interweaving of our projects.  This interweaving gives us the commonality of our being-in-the-world.  Since we cannot accomplish our projects alone, our being is always a being-with-others.  Because it is, we cannot have a private language.  Language is inherently intersubjective since it articulates how we interpret things in our being-with-others, i.e., in our engaging in our shared projects.  

For Heidegger, then, there is never any real dichotomy between our common language and the world we share.  The very projects that disclose the world are those that language articulates.  Our disclosure, our language, and the world that appears through our projects are all intersubjective.
   Insofar as we are conditioned by the results of our projects, such conditioning can also be considered intersubjective.  The possibilities open to us in our self-making come to us clothed in the common senses that form our common language.  At their basis lie our common projects.  This implies that our self-making is a common rather than a private project. 

The Privacy of Death

Does this mean that Dasein is intersubjective?  Is it the case that for Heidegger our being-there (our Da-Sein) is ultimately a function of our being with others (our Mit-Sein)?  As reasonable as this conclusion appears, it is one that Heidegger cannot accept. The reason for this is that at the basis of our projects is the nothingness that we span in our being-ahead-of-ourselves.  This nothingness is radically private.  It is, in fact, the nothingness of death.  For Heidegger, death cannot be shared.  Because no one can die for me, “death,” he writes, “is essentially, in every case, mine.”
  It “lays claim to me as an individual.”
  What it “claims,” as it were, is the very being-ahead-of-myself, the very openness that I am in my being-in-the-world.  The possible, in fact, inevitable absence of such being is the real object of my anxiety.  The nothing that I will be when I die points to my inner nothingness.  In Heidegger’s words, “The nothing (Nichts) that anxiety confronts reveals the nothingness (Nichtigkeit) that determines Dasein in its very basis, the basis itself being its thrownness-into-death.”
  

This equation of my inner nothingness with my mortality is the paradoxical heart of Heidegger’s description of our self-making.  The best way to approach it is through the essential futurity and alterity of death.  Its futurity follows from the fact that as long as we are alive, death remains outstanding.  Death is the possibility that lies beyond all our other possibilities.  When it is accomplished, the others must vanish.  This is because, as Heidegger writes, death undoes “our being in the world as such.”  Facing death, we confront “the possibility of our not being able to be there” in the world at all.
  Thus, death is always ahead of us.  Were we to eliminate it, we would suppress our being-ahead-of-ourselves. 
  Such suppression, in other words, would reduce us to a thing.  A thing cannot die.  It also cannot be ahead of itself.  Our not being a thing, our no-thingness, is, however, the nothingness that is at the basis of our projective being.  Thus, the essential futurity of death and the futurity of our projective being both point back to this essential nothingness.  

A similar line of reasoning ties the alterity of death to the alterity of such nothingness.  The nothingness at the heart of our projective being manifests our lack of any definable essence.  In a certain sense, such nothingness is ourselves in our radical self-alterity.  We are, at our basis, other than all the possibilities of selfhood that we can realize through our projects.  In the “null basis” of our being as care, we are also distinct from all the particular beings we disclose. Our inner alterity is such, then, that it is on the other side of everything worldly that we can imagine or know.  We are, in our inner nothingness, non-representable.  The radical alterity of such nothingness thus coincides with the radical alterity of death.  The identification of this nothingness with death focuses on the fact that death itself, as my annihilation, is other than everything I can know.  Its radical alterity is my alterity in my being-ahead-of-myself.  The self I am ahead of as I project myself forward to my goal is myself in my no-thingness.  What I leap over in projecting myself forward is the absence that allows me to be temporally distended.  This, in Heidegger’s view, is the death that is “in” me as my no-thingness or radical self-alterity.

Heidegger writes that “the nonrelational character of death individualizes Dasein down to itself.”
  Because the death that is in me is private, so are my projects.  Confronting my death I realize that I am responsible for my being-in-the-world.  Just as no one can die for me, no one can live my life for me, that is, no one can perform those projects through which I disclose the world.
  This conclusion, though appropriate, is hard to reconcile with the intersubjective nature of our various projects.  Their commonality is behind the commonality of language.  The best that Heidegger can do here is to speak of authentic versus inauthentic existence.  When I live authentically, I myself choose my projects.  Doing so, I “authorize” my being-in-the-world.  Living inauthentically, I simply take over the projects of others.  The possibilities I actualize are those of the crowd.  The language I use reflects its chatter.  What about the language of authentic existence?  To the point that the projects that ground it are private, is it speakable at all?  In Being and Time, Heidegger suggests that silence can be an authentic form of speech.
  In his later works, he appeals to the speech of poets.  These restrictions on the communicative function of “authentic” language indicate that something is missing in his account.  More precisely, they point to something unthought in the nothingness that he sees as underlying our projective being.  

Death and the Other

For Levinas, the element that Heidegger does not consider is the role of the other.  My encounter with the nothingness that underlies my projective being does not occur through my confronting my own death, but rather through my encounter with death in the other.  Thus, Levinas argues that my own death, taken as my annihilation, is simply unthinkable.  In response to Heidegger’s claim that “death is essentially, in every case, mine,”
 Levinas asks, can the death, which is “the alienation of my existence . . . still be my death?”
  Given this annihilation, what sense can the “my” have?  In fact, he writes, “Everything we can say and think about death” actually “comes from the experience and observation of others.”
  This does not mean that I have to experience their dying.  A genuine face-to-face encounter is sufficient.  In such an encounter, I am aware of “the face as the very mortality of the other person.”
   I experience this mortality  “in the rupture of phenomenology, which the face of the other calls forth.”
  This rupture is not a one-time affair.  It is an ongoing breech in my powers of representation.  In Levinas’s words, the “enigma or ambiguity” of the face is that it both “calls forth” and “tears itself away from . . . presence and objectivity.”
 The calling forth occurs in the fact that I can “see” the face of the other.  I can, for example, see the eyes as features of the face.  I do not, however, see what makes them eyes—that is, their seeing.  Both what they have seen and will see escape me.
  This escape is the ongoing “rupture of phenomenology,” a rupture that I experience as my failure to bring to “presence and objectivity” the alterity that makes a face a face.  When Levinas call this face-to-face encounter the experience of the “mortality of the other person,” he is claiming that in it I have that experience of the escape from presence that becomes permanent when the other person dies.

This point can, perhaps, be best understood by putting it in terms of Levinas’s version of the connection Heidegger draws between the alterity and futurity of death.  According to Levinas, the link occurs in Epicurus’ description of death: “If you are, it is not; if it is, you are not.”  This “adage,” he writes, “insists on the eternal futurity of death.”  It brings to the fore, “the fact that it deserts every present. . . .”
  Our actual experience of this desertion is our experience of other persons in their escape from presence.  It is the experience of the rupture in givenness called forth by the face of the other.  The rupture is occasioned by the alterity of death as escaping every givenness.  This escape is also death’s futurity.  Thus, given that the “authentic future . . . is what is not grasped,” but rather constantly escapes the being-present that we do grasp, we have to say that “the other is the future.”
  For Levinas, then, the “relationship with the future” is “accomplished in the face-to-face with the other.”  It is accomplished by the escape of the face in its mortality from every presence.

What Levinas is doing in such passages is relocating death and, hence, the nothingness that our experience of it reveals.  This relocation can be summed up in two points.  The first is that for each of us the death that is first is not our own but that of the other.  This means that the nothingness that underlies our projective being comes to us through the other.   We experience it as an absence in presence.  As Levinas describes it, the experience of the face as the mortality of the other embodies a “relation with the different, which, however, is not indifference.”  It is a relation “where the diachrony is like the in of the other-in-the-same—without the other being able to enter into the same.” 
 What is pointed to here is the fact that the other who I apprehend is, as internalized, “in” me but not the “same” as me.  As a result, facing the other, my self-experience is that of the disturbance or “inquietude of the Same by the other, without the same being ever able to comprehend the other, to encompass it.”
  As a result, I am split by the “transcendence” of the other.  Separated from myself, I experience “the awakening of the for-itself (éveil du pour-soi) . . . by the inabsorbable alterity of the other.”
  By virtue of self-separation, I have the inner nothingness that is the basis for my projective being.  

The second point is that Levinas’s relocation of death is also a relocation of responsibility.  For Heidegger, my responsibility is a responsibility for my being.  What he calls “the voice of consciousness” is actually a call for me to accomplish this being—that is, to “authorize” it through my own choices.  The origin of this call is my own death.  My response to the nothingness it reveals is to take up the task of self-creation—i.e., constantly work to fill the gap in being that is my very selfhood.  For Levinas, by contrast, the nothingness that calls on me to respond is that of the other.  What makes me unique, what individualizes me, is not my relation to my own death, but rather my relation to the death that appears through the other.  Describing this, he writes, “This turning to the other responds to the other, my neighbor, according to a multiple intrigue.  [It is] an inaccessible responsibility whose urgency identifies me as irreplaceable and unique.”
  This means that it is through the other that I accomplish my uniqueness.  My projects proceed through him or her.  In fact, it is through our others that each of us has the futurity that allows us to disclose the world. 

How successful is this relocation of the ground of our self-making?  Do we overcome the nonrelational character of death—i.e., the solitude it imposes—by transferring it to the other?  Or is it the case that the isolating character of death itself gets transferred?  For Levinas, it seems that the singular relation that each of us has to our death also characterizes our relation to the other.  This, he writes, is also a “relation with the singular, [a] relation of difference in non-indifference, [a relation] excluding every common measure, be this to the ultimate, the community, the co-presence” understood as common measures.
  “Excluding every common measure,” the relation to the other is, then, like death, radically exclusive.  

A further difficulty concerns the nonexperiencibility of death.  Death, according to Heidegger, is “the impossibility of any existence at all.”  As such, it includes the impossibility of appearing.  As Derrida notes, this impossibility undercuts the “the very possibility of the existential analysis” that is based on our relation to death.  If death cannot appear, how can we relate to it?  If we cannot, then, as Derrida remarks, “man, or man as Dasein, never has a relation to death as such . . . .”  In fact, given our “nonaccess to death as such,” we cannot even distinguish an authentic from an inauthentic relation to it.
  The same points occur when we assert with Levinas that our encounter with death is through the other.  The inexperiencibility of death, its radical alterity, becomes that of the other.  In Derrida’s phrase, “every other is totally other.”  Thus, for Levinas, the other is present as the “rupture of phenomenology.”  As such a rupture, the other cannot appear.  Yet, as Derrida remarks, “One could neither speak, nor have any sense of the totally other, if there was not a phenomenon of the totally other, or evidence of the totally other as such.”
  Thus, to the point that we take seriously Levinas’s equation of the alterity of the other with the alterity of death, we face the same nonrelation that undermines Heidegger’s existential analysis.  A sign of this is the fact that were every other person totally other, we would lack all basis to distinguish between our others.  We, thus, could not have the exclusive one-to-one, face-to-face relation mentioned above.  The point follows since total alterity, like death itself, robs selves of their individuality.  

The Body


Once again we have to ask: What is unthought in these accounts of our self-making?  Both accounts require that which, in the immediacy of its relation to us, forces us outside of ourselves.  What they lack is a ground of our being-ahead-of-ourselves that affirms rather than annihilates us.  At the beginning of Heidegger’s reflections is the thought that no one can die for you.  Death, he claims, is irremediably private.  Such privacy is a function of death’s nonsubstitutability.  What is unthought, here, is the fact that such nonsubstitutability characterizes the body as whole in its organic functions.  Thus, it is equally true that no one can eat for you, go to the bathroom for you, breathe for you, and so on.  Others can, of course, go to the bank for you, shop for you, or engage in any of the services we daily perform for one another.  Yet, if one of them eats dinner, this does not relieve you of the need to eat your dinner.  Thus, not just my death, but my organic functioning as such is nonrelational.  The privacy of death is, in fact, a function of my bodily, organic being.  It is because of such being that I can die, i.e., exhibit mortality.  It is because of the body’s nonsubstitutability that death has its privacy.  


At first glance, it may seem odd to compare the privacy of death to that of the body.  For both Heidegger and Levinas death is the radically other.  For both, it escapes description.  The body, however, is everywhere exhibited.  Its care and its functions form the daily topic of our conversations.  Such exhibition, however, is actually a concealment.  What is describable is the body as substitutable, i.e., the body in its replaceable sameness with other bodies. What escapes description is the body’s quality of being proper to a person.  This point can be put in terms of its disclosable and nondisclosable aspects.  Following Heidegger, we can say that our body’s disclosure is correlated to its instrumental character.  Thus, its various skills and attributes can be exhibited insofar as they show themselves as means to given ends.
  What is disclosed is the human body as there for everybody.  Insofar as the common meanings of language describe it, this is also the substitutable body.  Many different individuals can, for example, tie their shoelaces or walk down the street.  The ability to perform such tasks thus enters into the general, linguistically expressible sense of the body.  Its nondisclosable, nonexpressible aspect comes from the fact that on a certain basic organic level one body is not substitutable for another.  As such, it constitutes the sphere of the private that escapes linguistic expression.  This escape can be expressed in terms of Aristotle’s assertion that the particular as the particular can be sensed, but cannot be expressed in a language we share with our others.  Such sharing involves the common meanings that express the common features of objects.  But my body, as mine, cannot be common.  As mine, it is the flesh that incarnates me, making me this particular person and not anybody else.  Given that the meanings we use always apply to more than one object, this bodily particularity that we sense and daily live is always inexpressible.  We can feel it but not “know” it in the sense of subsuming it under common notions.

Both death and the body are nonsubstitutable; both, in their inherent privacy, escape being known.  What about their link to the future?  For both Heidegger and Levinas, the futurity of death comes from the fact that, as Levinas puts it, “the authentic future … is what is not grasped.”  The connection, for both, is through the unknowability of death.  It is because death cannot be expressed or grasped that it “deserts every present.”  To uncover what is unthought here, we have to ask: why should this desertion be towards the future?  The radically unknown has no graspable temporal sense.  So does death when regarded in itself.
  In fact, given that death in its radical alterity cannot appear at all, no assertions regarding its temporality can be made.  This limitation does not hold for the body.  Its unknowability is not that of death.  While death annihilates all our possibilities, the body is present to us in the capabilities it affords us.  Its connection to the future is implicit in these capabilities since the projects that allow us to disclose the future are, at their basis, body-projects. They are functions of our bodily “I can.”  What is unthought in the connection between death and futurity is, then, the fact of the body itself.  More precisely, it is the fact that life is prior to death since only a living body can die.  This implies that we have to seek the ground of our self-alterity, not in death, but in our being alive.  It must form the basis of our being-ahead-of-ourselves.  Our projective being must spring from it. 

The best way to see how being-alive implies futurity is through the contrast Hans Jonas draws between the inorganic and the organic.  The inorganic is identical to the matter composing it.  This means, he writes, “its being now is the sufficient reason for its also being later, if perhaps in a different place.”  “A proton,” for example,  “is simply and fixedly what it is, identical with itself over time, and with no need to maintain that identity by anything it does.”  Its conservation is, thus,  “a mere remaining …. It is there once and for all.”
  In other words, temporal distinctions do not enter into its essential description.  Since it is inherently always the same, its temporality is that of sheer nowness.  The case is quite different for the organic.  To be, the organic body must reassert its being from moment to moment.  As I earlier noted, it must reach outside of itself if it is to be.  This is because it is both totally composed of matter and yet different from it.  It must engage in metabolism—in the exchange of material (Stoffwechsel) with the world—in order to be.  Thus, the matter composing it, Hans Jonas writes, “is forever vanishing downstream.” “[I]ndependent of the sameness of this matter, it is dependent on the exchange of it . . . .” 
  Without this, it would not be alive.  Thus, in contrast to the inorganic, its material state cannot be the same for any two instants.  Were it the same, were its metabolism to cease altogether, it would die.  It would become inorganic.  Since it is organic, it needs the influx of new material.  In Jonas’s words, “This necessity (for exchange) we call ‘need,’ which has a place only where existence is unassured and its own continual task.”
   Such need expresses its relation to the future.  Thus, a living body has a future insofar as its being is its doing, i.e., stretches beyond the now of its organic state to what comes next.
   Here, its “will be”—the intake of new material—determines the “is,” that is, determines the nature of its present activity.  Insofar as it exists by directing itself beyond its present condition, it is ahead of itself, it “has” a future.  In other words, the living body, as need, as the necessity for exchange, is already stretched out in time.

Carefully regarded, this analysis indicates the inner connection between futurity and the nothingness that underlies our projective being.  The nothingness that grounds the body’s being-ahead-of-itself is that of need.  It is its not having what it needs.  In other words, the nothingness that makes it be ahead of itself is the absence of what is needed.  In the self-awareness that characterizes sentient flesh, this absence is experienced as desire.  Given that we do not desire what we have, but rather what remains outstanding, felt need or desire is the presence of the future.  It underlies all our modes of being-ahead-of-ourselves.  Without it, there are no choices to be made.  With it, our presence to ourselves is already a being-outside-of-ourselves.  We are there, ahead of ourselves, with the outstanding, desired object.  

The connection between metabolism and the unspeakability of the flesh that grounds our projective being comes from the fact that metabolism involves the continual exchange between the public and the private.  As an object in the world, the outstanding, desired object has a sense.  It is one of a number of similar, substitutable objects.  As part of the body’s metabolic process, however, it becomes private.  The process withdraws it from the world, making it part of the body’s nonsubstitutable flesh.  The withdrawal, then, is from the substitutable and, hence, speakable realm to the nonsubstitutable and nonspeakable realm of the flesh that consumes it.  Given that the metabolic process that assimilates it is that of constant exchange, such flesh offers, when we regard its material components, nothing fixed to which we can return as “the Same” again and again.  The living body, understood as the flesh that is uniquely our own, thus escapes knowledge.
  To know it would be to fix it; but as fixed in its metabolic process, it would not be alive, but rather dead.  

To draw a general conclusion from the above is to note the mediating role of need.  Bodily need relates the unspeakably private—i.e., our flesh in its organic functioning—to the public and the speakable.  It is the basis of our projective being and its disclosure of the world.  To put this in terms of Heidegger’s Being and Time is to observe that his two categories of disclosable being—those of Vorhandensein and Zuhandensein—imply the body in the form of the hand.  Their reference to the hand indicates the body’s role in all our projects and hence in our disclosure of the beings of the world.  What is unthought in Heidegger’s analysis is that this disclosure itself is, in its very temporality, a function of our body’s having its existence as its own task.  The need that drives it is neither isolating (as death is) nor public (as language is).  It is rather our human existence as continuously stretched between the private and the public.  This stretching yields the basic sense of intentionality as intentio, the Latin word signifying a “stretching out” or “straining” towards something.  Bodily need drives the intentionality that directs us beyond ourselves to the world.  In doing so, it gives the world its basic temporal sense.  

The Double Perspective

In the view that has come down to us from Heidegger and Levinas, self-making is projective.  The basis of our being ahead of ourselves is the nothingness that confronts us in either our own death or that of the other.  By such nothingness is signified the groundlessness and, hence, the unconditionality of our self-making.  A sign of this is the unconditional obligation it entails.  As Levinas remarks, Heidegger would probably be more afraid of dying than of being a murderer.
  The point follows from the fact that the Heideggerian focus of obligation is our own being.  Our anxiety revolves around its loss.  Thus, for Heidegger, Levinas writes, “there is only one value, that of being.”
 I am unconditionally obligated to accomplish it.  The same unconditionality applies, in Levinas’s thought, to the other.  My anxiety concerns, not my own death, but rather that of the other.  I am unconditionally obligated to preserve the other person.  Given that I can be for myself only through the other, my projective being, and hence my self-making proceeds through this other.  Thus, the unconditional obligation I have to the other is also an obligation to the ground of my self-making.  At its basis is not some feature or characteristic of a particular person.  If it were, then the obligation would be limited to the presence of such.  The basis is the sheer alterity of the other, an alterity that, in the absence of any limiting conditions, makes the obligation unlimited.  

To reverse the above, we can say that if the ground of our self-making is not the nothingness of such radical alterity, then our self-making is not self-grounding.  There is a ground or condition of the process that escapes it.  Self-making, then, is not a matter of unlimited obligation.  One is not responsible for both the process and its ground.  The ground is, rather, already given.  This, of course, is the point of the previous section.  Its claim is that the required ground is given by our organism in its innate being-ahead-of-itself.  It is ahead-of-itself because its being is a matter of its doing.  The being that it accomplishes is not separated from this doing but participates in it.  This point holds for all organic beings.  It is what structures the consciousness of the organisms that are sentient.  In our case, it grounds all the multiple and complex ways we are, through our projects, ahead of ourselves.  

Obligation in this context springs from the special character of our being-ahead-of-ourselves.  This being-ahead involves the intentionality, the stretching or tension, that relates us to our world.  One side of the relation is the body in its intimacy as one’s own body.  There is here an unspeakable closeness, a withdrawal from every public domain.  The other side of the relation is the body in its disclosure of the world.  On this side is the “I can” that generates the meanings that we fix through linguistic signs.  Following Heidegger, we can trace the common character of such meanings back to the common character of our projects—i.e., to the fact that we learned our projects from others and rely on others to help us accomplish them.
 To admit this, however, does not entail a conflict between our being with others and the privacy of the basis of our projective being.  Such privacy is not that of death.  It is that of the body.  As such, it is continually being overcome in the innate intentionality that characterizes our organic being.  Given that we are social animals, this intentionality is inherently intersubjective.  Beginning with our conception in the womb and continuing with care we require as infants and children, our bodily needs place us in relation with others.  The result is that the “understanding” that grasps the uses of things, i.e., that knows how to “make its way” in the world, is from the start intersubjectively focused.  It apprehends the objects of the world in terms of their public uses.  Its focus is, in other words, on the true-for-all-of-us as we engage in our collective projects and shared acts of disclosure.

This does not mean that the body, taken as the sphere of the private, of the “true-for-me,” is left behind.  The intentionality that discloses the world starts from it.  Given this, human beings in their self-making are stretched between two poles.  They live in the tension of the private and the public, the noncommunicable and the communicable, the true-for-me and the true-for-all-of-us.  In Levinasian terms, their human condition is that of combining both the saying (understood as the life that grounds the possibility of speech) and the said, i.e., the public, fixed utterance.  To be a human being is to be at both poles of this intentionality.  As such, it is to be constantly engaged in the double perspective of the private and the public.  We regard each side from the vantage of  the other.  We grasp each in the claims it imposes on the other. 

This double perspective shapes the special character of human obligation.  The “ought” that I impose upon myself is informed by it.  Thus, when I regard my private desires in terms of their consequences for others, I see that from the public perspective I ought not to give way to them.  Similarly, regarding the public’s demands on me from the perspective of my own needs, I see that I ought to take care of myself.  From the perspective of the intentionality that we are, both obligations are valid.  Neither, however, is unconditioned.  Because of this, we are constantly negotiating between the demands of the public and the private.  Our ethical life is, concretely, the attempt to settle the differences between the two.  Daily we negotiate the balance of our obligations to self and others.
 Such negotiation is both the privilege and the burden of our divided selfhood.  To be faithful to it is to avoid the extremism—the unconditionality—that would make it impossible.

How far this faithfulness takes us can be seen in Abraham’s negotiating with God over the number of just men it would take to spare Sodom and Gomorrah.  Abraham successively lowers the number from 50 to 10.  In accomplishing this, he addresses God, “May I presume to speak to the Lord, dust and ashes that I am” (Gn 18: 27).  The reference here is to his flesh.  In the double perspective it affords him, his embodied being gives him the standpoint from which he can call even on God to exercise restraint.  To draw a strictly secular meaning from this passage is to see such restraint as inherent in the bodily basis of our self-making.  The ethical limits to our self-making are not founded in our supposed absolute, unconditional obligations to self or others.  Their basis is neither the death that is our own nor the death that is traced in the face of the other.  Their roots lie, rather, in our being alive with all its complexities.  Our ethical self-limitation is a function of the ambiguity of the bodily basis of obligation. 

Without such a basis, many of the traditional expressions of such obligation—such as the injunctions to feed the hungry and clothe the naked—lose their defining context.  These injunctions presuppose the needs that come with our embodiment.   They also presuppose our vulnerability.  Thus, the basic ethical injunction to “do no harm” has as its original context the care of the physician in treating our infirmities.  How far does such vulnerability extend?  Does it go beyond our bodily integrity and extend to the world disclosed by our bodily “I can”?   It seems that it must.  Given the bodily basis of our projective being, such being, which is our being-in-the-world, is, itself, vulnerable.  It is subject to the violence that disrupts the ways we can be ahead of ourselves in our disclosure of the senses of the world.  This disruption of disclosure is also a disruption of the disclosed senses.  It is inherent in the “senselessness” of violence, which can attack our being in a cultural or a political world.  Its description thus forms a point of transition from the study of embodiment to an examination of the “body politic.” 

Chapter VI

Violence and Embodiment


One need not accept Hegel’s view of history as a “slaughter bench” to see violence as a pervasive factor of human experience.  As history teaches, a good part of the diplomatic and political activities of humankind have been dedicated to dealing with its collective and individual consequences.  The necessity of such action can be read from the statistics.  According to the World Health Organization (WHO), around 1.6 million lives are lost each year because of violence.  World wide, it is among the leading causes of death for people between the ages of 15 and 44.  These statistics concern only the use of physical violence—that is, the violence defined as “the intentional use of physical force or power.”
  They do not include the cultural and social violence that often accompanies such physical assaults.  As reports of dysfunctional communities, troubled societies and “failed states” like Somalia indicate, this violence, though harder to document, is also widespread. 

While the various forms of violence have been the subject of special studies, research in this area has been hampered by the lack of a unifying paradigm.  Very basic questions, such as those relating to the meaning of violence, remain unanswered.  What is lacking is a paradigm that would allow us to understand the different forms of violence (physical, social, and cultural) as aspects of a unified phenomenon.  To provide such a paradigm, we must begin with the fact that the activities and experiences that underlie all our sense-making activities presuppose the body.  Thus, as the previous chapters have shown, the sense we have of a three-dimensional object in space is generated by the perspectival views we experience as we walk about or handle it.  Its sense as having weight comes from our lifting it, its sense of having certain tactile qualities arises from our touching it.  Its pragmatic sense as a means for achieving some goal, like driving in a nail, comes from our employing it for this purpose.  In each case, our bodily abilities are correlated to the basic senses (both sensuous and pragmatic) we have of the world.  This correlation, I believe, is the key to a unified approach to the different forms of violence.  In what follows, I shall take violence as destructive of sense or meaning.  The relation of violence to embodiment arises through the role that the body plays in our making sense of the world.  Violence is destructive of this role.  It undoes our employment of the bodily “I can” in making sense of our surrounding world—be this its physical, cultural, or social sense.  This destruction does not just affect the senses of our world, it also attacks the senses we have of ourselves within this world.  This is because both are generated together.   They are necessarily co-constituted.

Making Sense of Ourselves and Our World

Husserl, as we recall, stressed the fact that the “unity of the intentionality” that directs itself to an object includes as part of its basis our bodily sensations (see above, p. 31).  The visual object has weight because I feel myself lifting it.  This lifting is part of its perception.  As Merleau-Ponty expresses a similar insight when he writes, “it is literally the same thing to perceive one single marble, and to use two fingers as one single organ.”
  Our perception of the marble is one with a set of bodily acts, those of reaching over, picking up and bringing close the marble.  We also turn our heads, focus our eyes and, if need be, roll the marble between our fingers to see its different colors and determine its hardness and smoothness.  The sense of the marble includes all these qualities.  As such, its perception also includes a certain bodily perception.  I perceive both the different aspects of the object and my body as it plays its role in the perception of the object.  In Merleau-Ponty’s words, “External perception and the perception of one’s body vary in conjunction because they are two facets of one and the same act” (ibid.).  Thus, the perception of the marble includes that of the grasping fingers.  I do not just grasp the sense of the marble, I also grasp the sense of my body as it functions in this perception.  The grasp or “constitution” of the marble’s sense, in other words, goes along with a parallel grasp or constitution of my bodily being.

This co-constitution appears on all the levels of sense-making.  To go beyond the senses of things in their mere physical presence, we have to speak of the uses we put them to as we engage in our projects.  Each such use reveals a pragmatic sense of an object.  Doing so, it contributes to the significance of the world we find ourselves in.  This is also a determination of our own sense.  We become the person who has accomplished these projects.  As such, we are placed within the world that they disclose.  Thus, the co-constitution of the sense of our “I can” and its correlative world makes the “I can” appear within this world.  It gives it a sense of a “being-in-a-world.”  For example, having learned how to use the objects in the kitchen to make and eat breakfast, I do not just disclose the pragmatic senses of eggs, butter, toast, toasters, frying pans, stoves, knives, forks, spoons, plates, and so on.  I also exhibit the kitchen itself as a world, as “an area of relations” determined by this project.  Doing so, I disclose myself as in this world.  My embodied “I can” has its sense as part of it.  When I speak of this world, the meanings of my words are derived from the uses I put its objects to.  Each new use enriches the sense of what is meant by an object.   

This situation, which has been a theme of previous chapters, can be summed up in a multiple correlation:  The components of a word’s meaning are correlated to the ways in which the object it designates can appear, which are correlated to its instrumental character, that is, to the purposes we can put this particular object to.  Such purposes are, themselves, correlated to our specific projects.  To the point that such projects are common, each of these correlated elements will also be common.  The common meaning of an expression will point back to the common usage of an object as means for a given goal.  As earlier noted, these correlations rule out the possibility of a “private language.”  For an expression to be irremediably private, the appearing it relates to would also have to be private.  This would imply the object itself would have to be unique in its instrumental character.  Nothing else would be capable of substituting for a particular object in the accomplishment of some particular project.  To turn this about, we can say that the commonality of meaning is based on substitutability.  For example, not just this piece of paper can be used to start a fire.  Other pieces of paper can also have this use and, hence, can bear the common meaning “combustible.”  

The role of the body in generating these pragmatic senses is one of enactment.  Through a set of bodily activities, we enact senses by putting the objects to the uses that disclose their senses.   We do so through our bodily “I can,”  which may be anything from “I can eat with a spoon” to “I can drive a car.”  Without this “I can,” a person’s words lose their lived sense.  The loss of this “I can” is not, then, just the reduction of the body to a nonfunctioning object.  It is also the loss of the person’s ability to enact and, hence, uncover for himself the senses that make up the world he shares with his others.  Broadly speaking, such senses are ordered according to the levels of their enactment.  Their constitution, in other words, is a multilevel affair which begins with bare physical presence, continues with the pragmatic senses involved in relatively simple, discrete projects, and continues with our collective, cultural projects, where the senses in question can only be generated by groups of individuals working together.  Thus, the “I can” that is correlated to the grasp of a violin as a physical presence is required for the “I can” that discloses it as a musical instrument by playing it.  This, in turn, is required for the “I can play with others” that exhibits the violin’s role in a string quartet.  

What we have here is a series of founding and founded levels that build progressively toward the constitution of the elements making up our cultural world.  Take, for example, the constitution of an aboriginal hunting party.   The collective activities of its members enact the world of the hunt.  Such a world rests on the activities that constitute the pragmatic senses of its individual elements—say, those of the weapons employed.  On the basic founding level, we encounter those bodily activities, such as turning one’s head, focusing one’s eyes, and so forth, that are involved in the project of grasping the basic physical presence of the objects surrounding us.  In each case, a world or milieu is constituted, one that includes a corresponding constitution of body and its “I can” as present in this world.   For example, in disclosing the violin as an ensemble instrument, the “I can” also discloses itself as the “I can play with others,” e.g., as a member of a string quartet.  In the movements of the members of the string quartet as they watch and gesture to each other, moving in tempo with the music, the performers exhibit a sense of embodiment that is founded on but distinct from that which is present when they play alone.  Here, as before, we can speak of “two facets of one and the same act,” namely, the correlative constitution of both the body and the objects it employs as it engages in various projects.   Both are generated by its activity.  When this activity is social, that is, involves shared projects, so is the corresponding embodiment.  Viewed as a social structure, it is correlated in its “I can” to a corresponding social world.  It becomes an embodied “I can” within this world.

Cultural and Physical Violence

The tie just drawn between embodiment and sense-structures allows us to see a common thread in the different forms of violence.  In each case, we confront the destruction of sense that occurs through the impairment of the bodily “I can” that is required to generate such sense.  Violence, we can say, is always bodily, but the body it violates varies according to the performance of this “I can.”  Thus, the many faces of violence that we encounter in our world are differentiated according the form of embodiment and the corresponding “I can” that they violate.  A few examples will make this position clear.  Take, for instance, the destruction of aboriginal cultures by Europeans.  The result of European colonization was not just a transformation of the land through enclosures and the destruction of habitats—a change that deprived the inhabitants of their original means of supporting themselves.  Concomitant with it was a disruption of the contexts of sense by which the natives interpreted their world and themselves within it.  Thus, once the land was divided up and enclosed for farming, the aboriginal hunter-gatherer activity became impossible.  With this, the worlds such activity disclosed were no longer available.  The inhabitants could, consequently, no longer understand themselves within their context.  The men, for example, could no longer see themselves as hunters or pastoralists, given that all the suitable land was enclosed by the colonists.  Their loss was a loss of their sense of embodiment as hunters or pastoralists.  This was not just a loss of a social function along with the recognition and status that this involved.  It was also a loss of a bodily “I can,” one correlated to the specific projects that were no longer possible.  It vanished along with the world such projects uncovered.

If we broaden the sense of “project” to include the religious practices that disclosed to the natives the “spiritual” senses of their world, we can see a parallel example of cultural violence in the activities of the European missionaries, who often traded medical aid and other material advantages for professions of belief.  The transformation of the aboriginal religious self-understanding affected their comprehension of their embodiment.   A striking example of this was the reinterpretation of the tropical native’s body as the “flesh” that was liable to corruption and sin, the flesh, therefore, that had to be covered. 

In Canada, the forcible removal of native children to residential schools exacerbated this destruction of sense.  These children were forbidden to speak their native language, thus preventing them from transmitting its special senses.  The cumulative effect of this imposition of nonnative cultural and religious outlooks was not necessarily their adoption.  The inappropriateness of the latter—as belonging to a different social context and situation, one correlated to a different “I can”—usually ruled this out.  The result was, rather, the collapse of their own interpretative, sense-making categories—including most prominently the ones by which they judged good and evil.  At the extreme, native Canadians suffered a breakdown in their ability to make sense of and, hence, function in their new situations.  With this came the phenomena of abuse.  In the disorders of sexual, spousal, drug and alcohol abuse of some communities, it is possible to see the collapse of their embodiment as a social structure.  


Such abuse may, but need not terminate in physical violence.  When it does, it attacks our physical embodiment and its “I can.”  In the extreme case, it prevents its victim from enacting the basic senses that tie her to her physical and cultural worlds.  A horrific example of such violence is provided by the amputations that were carried out by the various militias that ravaged East Africa during its recent civil wars.  A normally functioning body allows a person to engage in the projects of her society and thus to possess the understanding that is is articulated by the common expressions of her language.  But, when she is subjected to the amputation of hand or foot, or otherwise mutilated, her body no longer is that of the norm.  What is mutilated is not just her body, but also her body-dependent projects.  The mutilation, thus, extends to her pragmatic understanding of the world and her being in it.  The interpretations that articulate this understanding are no longer congruent with those of society.  The same holds for the linguistic meanings that express these interpretations.  Within certain limits—namely those set by the bodily mutilation—she, thus, becomes languageless.  Her mutilation is not just “unspeakable” in the sense of being dreadful.  It is also such as to place her outside of the context of the common meanings she once shared with her others.  Not being able to enact them, they remain “symbolic,” that is, they possess a sense that she cannot fill with intuitive fullness.  Here, the result of such violence is a silencing of its victims.  It removes them from a living participation in the context that would permit the articulation of their situation.  The ultimate violence on the physical level is, of course, that of murder.  Given that the living body is the ultimate foundation of all our projects, this results in the total collapse of sense-making and, hence, in the complete silencing of the individual.

Trauma


To understand the effect of bodily violence on this ultimate level, we have to grasp the temporal aspect of sense-making.  Sense-making is a matter of engaging in a project, even if this is simply the project of wanting to get a better look at something.  In engaging in a project, we project ourselves forward towards what we want to achieve.  We let this direct us.  There is, as we saw in the previous chapter, a temporal distention towards the goal of the project.
  Given this, to assert that sense-making is a bodily function implies that the body, in its own functioning, has this temporal distension.  Such a distention is not something measured by clock-time.  The reference is, rather, to the way we are always ahead of ourselves in our projective being in the world.  We are in the world through our projects since it is through them that we constitute both the senses of the world and those of ourselves as an “I can” within it.  This “I can” includes a sense of ourselves as ahead of ourselves, there at the goal.  It makes our being-in-the-world a being-ahead-of-ourselves.  Now, the ultimate layer of this “I can” is that of our organic functioning.  This is what originally stretches us out in time.  Thus, the bodily basis of our “will be” is based on the fact that our organic being depends upon our doing.  Such being depends upon our taking in new material—something we experience every time we hold our breath.  The more we do so, the more we look forward to the intake of air.  What is thereby exhibited is the need that stands as our ontological condition.  It is not simply our physical being that places us in the world.  Insofar as we are in the world as ahead of ourselves, we are in it as inherently self-transcendent.  Such self-transcendence signifies that the “is” of our present activity is determined by a “not yet” that we have to accomplish.  What places us in the world is, then, our organic relation to the world.  This places us in the world by making us of the world—that is, of the materials that the world offers us for our flesh.  Our sense-making is founded in this relation since it is what grounds the temporal standing outside of oneself that makes projects and, hence, disclosure possible.  


Implicit in the above is a point that is crucial to understanding the effects of bodily violence.  This is that the organically functioning body, in its grounding sense, is itself beyond sense.  Formally, this point follows from Fichte’s assertion “by virtue of its mere notion, the ground falls outside of what it grounds.”
  As Fichte explains, if the two were the same, the ground would lose its function, which is that of accounting for the grounded.  Like the grounded, the ground would, itself, be in need of the same type of accounting.  In a more than formal sense, the senselessness of the body can be understood in terms of what was said about the impossibility of a “private language.”  The impossibility follows from the fact that the common meanings a language employs point back to the common usages of an object to achieve some goal.  This implies that this commonality of meanings is based on the substitutability of objects as means to achieve a goal.  What is absolutely unique, thus, can have no common meaning.  It is unspeakable in that it has no communicable sense.  Now, given that no one can perform our bodily functions for us, the body in its organic functioning does have a uniqueness that defies substitution.  In their very inalienability, such functions are like death.  Just as I alone must undergo my own death, that is, my own cessation of organic functioning, so I alone must engage in the elements of such functioning.   My organic activities, such as eating and sleeping, are, therefore, inalienable.  They cannot be substituted for.  My body, as irretrievably my own, is marked by this inability to have a substitute.  As the flesh that incarnates me, it escapes the signification that is correlated to the disclosure of substitutable objects.  It is sense-less, insofar as, lacking commonality, it gives no handle to sense.   Sense as a one-in-many that expresses what is common to many individuals cannot convey it. 

This senselessness of the body is crucial to understanding the possibility of violence understood as trauma in the psycho-analytic sense.  Such trauma combines a lack of sense with strong emotional affect.  The body, as the place of our sensuous passivity to all the degrees of pleasure and pain, is the seat of affect.  As the organic functioning that makes possible sense, it is, in its unique singularity, beyond sense.  Thus, the strong affect that reduces it to itself, that is, limits its self-presence to the immediate, nonsubstitutable, nonexpressible presence of such an affect, results in trauma.  The effect of this trauma is a kind of suffocation similar to that which Levinas described in his work, Existence and Existents.
  It involves feelings of entrapment and panic.  The victim, experiencing it, has a  horror of being closed in with no possibility of escape.  The reason for this comes from the self-transcendent nature of organic functioning.  Such functioning is inherently outside of itself.  As the expression of need, it directs itself beyond itself.  As expressing our dependence on the world, its basic mode is that of exceeding itself.  To cut off such self-transcendence is, thus, to threaten this functioning with extinction.  It is to eliminate the “I can” that allows an organic being to live by transcending itself.  The experience of such trauma is, thus, that of the collapse of this “I can.”  Were the “I can” still possible, disclosure and, hence, sense could be generated.  The person exercising it would have a future.  By virtue of her projective being, she could escape from the senselessness she had been reduced to—this, by engaging in sense-making and interpreting herself accordingly.  In other words, she could disclose a world and herself in it in the ways that she learned from her others.  She could, herself, be speakable, that is, expressible as a sense structure that is part of the sense of the world.    


Ultimate violence is the cutting off of this possibility.  I say “ultimate” because with the bodily violence that results in such trauma we are at the founding level of constitution.  Below this is simply the cessation of all organic functioning.  What our analysis of the lowest level makes clear is that violence, taken as a destruction of sense, is an undermining of both embodiment and the sense constituted through such embodiment.  Since this sense includes that of embodiment, we confront on the lowest level the senselessness of embodiment that is passively experienced as pure affect.    


Whatever the level of violence, the pattern is the same.  In each case, we have the disruption of a constitutive level and, hence, of the senses of self and world that it founds.  What remains after the disruption are the lower founding levels.  These, too, can be disrupted until we come to the ultimate founding level, which, not having a level of sense-making beneath it, is itself senseless.  To illustrate this schematically, we can take the highest levels of constitution to be those of the social and cultural sense-structures that are occasioned by the collective “I can.”  Such an “I can” is itself an expression of our social embodiment.  Cultural violence destroys such sense-structures by attacking the embodied “I can” that accomplishes them.  Founding this “I can,” we have the individual “I can” with the sense-structures it generates.  Given that the projects generating such structures were learned from the individual’s others, this founding level is, of course, never pure.  No complete abstraction of it from the collective level is possible.  In spite of this, however, we can speak of typicalities and patterns of disclosure that characterize individual lives.  We can also speak of the violence that disrupts them, that robs such lives of their lived senses.  On the lowest level, we have the bodily functioning that underlies the individual “I can.”  Its destruction affects all the higher levels.  This is why cultural genocide can always be accomplished through the elimination of a people and, if pursued relentlessly, always includes this as an ultimate option.  What is crucially important is not to wait till this occurs.  This, however, involves being sensitive to the destruction of embodiment and embodied sense that characterizes all the stages of violence.  


The question of such sensitivity is not abstract.  The embodiment that thrusts us into the world makes us present to each other.  We share a common public space where the violence we undergo becomes publicly present.  In our media-intensive age this public presence is largely through mass produced images.  At what point does the surfeit of such imagery make a spectacle of human suffering?  When does it turn us into voyeurs?  To answer these questions, we have to understand how we are present to each other and how this presence can be corrupted.
Chapter VII

Excessive Presence and the Image

Daily the television confronts us with scenes of human suffering.  In the news, starving children stare vacantly through listless eyes, weeping storm victims survey the ruins of their lives, the casualties of the latest terrorist bombing regard us from their hospital beds.  We are also confronted with documentary films with their images of victims of previous catastrophes, both natural and human.  Regarding this collective output, one has to ask: at what point does this surfeit of imagery make a spectacle of human suffering?  What, in fact, is the boundary between receiving information and engaging in voyeurism?  This question does not concern just the news and documentaries.  Art itself often trades in violent imagery.  How do we understand the ethical and political implications of the distinction between being a witness and watching a spectacle?  What is the significance of the progressive erasure of this boundary?  In what follows, I am going to suggest some answers to these questions by exploring where art, ethics, and politics coincide.  My claim will be that this place of coincidence is the peculiar presence they offer us.  The voyeurism that marks our media-intensive age, I will argue, corrupts such presence. It converts what we witness into a disposable spectacle.

The Presence of a Work of Art


Hans-Georg Gadamer noted that a literary text has peculiar presence.  In his words, “The words of such texts are authentically there only in coming back to themselves.  This means that they are originally and authentically Texts—that is, they are words that first achieve their presence in this return—by fulfilling the true meaning of the text out of themselves.”
  Gadamer’s insight is that a literary text accomplishes its intention by returning the reader to itself.  It fulfills its intention as a text, and thus becomes present as such, in this return.  This claim can be clarified by contrasting the intention of a piece of literature with those of different types of text.  The intention, for example, of a text that promulgates a law is that the law be obeyed.  If people do acknowledge and obey it, it achieves its presence as a law.  The intention of an informational text is simply to convey information.  It achieves its presence when people read and (if appropriate) act on the information it conveys.  Such information can easily fall out of date.  No one, for example, would read last week’s grocery flyer to shop for this week’s sales.  The staying power of such texts is quite limited.  By contrast, a literary text is not informative in any straightforward way.  We do not read Homer’s poems for their informational character.  They keep their literary value whether or not they depict actual events.   When we read a letter of Horace’s as literature, its relation to the particular person it addresses is not relevant.  Whatever information it might have conveyed about the existing world has long since lost the possibility of being acted on.  While the fulfillments of legal and informational texts occur in the context of the actual world—that is, in people actually obeying the law or acting on the information they have received—the literary text gains its fulfillment through a linguistic context.  Its fundamental intention is simply to be read again.  When we do return to read it, we fulfill this intention.  It is at this point that it achieves its presence as a literary text.


What exactly is this presence?  Gadamer asserts that the words of a literary text achieve their presence “by fulfilling the true meaning of the text out of themselves.”  They, in other words, determine the interpretation.  They do so in a way that constantly seems to be new.  Thus, we reread literary texts because they constantly offer us more than they did on our last reading.  New insights, resonances, colorings appear.  Such texts appear to exceed our previous interpretations.
  In this sense, the presence that they offer may be termed “excessive.”  It exceeds our intentions.  It surprises us.  This is why it is profitable to reread the text.  Unlike a law or a piece of information, it sets a context of interpretation that puts us in the position of always “catching up” with it.  The same type of excessive presence also characterizes the visual arts and music.  Good paintings last.  They draw us back to them again and again.  The same holds for symphonies, sonatas, and songs.  A song that does not draw us back to hear it again never achieves the excessive presence—the presence that exceeds that of the previous experience of it—that characterizes the work of art.

The Presence of the Person


Formally regarded, there are a number of possibilities of relating intentions to fulfillments.  The givenness of what we intend can exactly match our intentions.  It can be other than what we intend—as is the case when we are mistaken.  The givenness also can be less.  It can, for example, not offer the detail that was part of our intentions.  Finally, givenness can exceed our intentions.  In showing itself, the object presents us with more than what we intended.  To intend the object as having such excessive presence is, paradoxically, to intend it as exceeding our intentions.  Such presence has a peculiar quality.  It makes us aware that more is being offered than we can formulate in our intentions.  The interpretations based on our previous experience are not sufficient to grasp the sense it embodies.  We have to adjust our interpretation and return to it again.  In such a return, however, we face the same situation.  Yet another return is called for.  


The preeminent example of such presence is not the work of art, but rather the other person.  In his actions, the other gives himself as both like and not like me.  He behaves generally as I do, but not in any strictly predictable way.  There is always a certain excess in what he shows me.  He is not limited to the predictions I make from my own experience.  To intend the other as manifesting this quality is, as indicated, to intend the inadequacy of one’s intention.  The intention directs itself towards a fulfillment that will exceed its intentions.  To give a temporal cast to this is to note that this exceeding 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., his exceeding givenness.  The other will be what he or she will be, not simply what I determine and anticipate from my perspective.


The presence of this givenness is, in fact, the presence of freedom.  In its “excess,” we have the phenomenological ground of three mutually implicit concepts: alterity, freedom, and futurity.  “Alterity” shows itself in the fact that the other shows himself as other than what I project from my perspective.  He or she exceeds the intentions that are based on this.  As just noted, this very exceeding manifests the openness of the future.  Freedom is implicit here, since as other than what I can determine or predict from my perspective, the other shows himself as free from my control.  The open horizon of the behavior that I confront in regarding him points to the other as exercising his own control of his behavior.  The margin of the autonomy that constitutes his freedom is phenomenologically present to me in the excess of his givenness—i.e., in his exceeding the intentions by which I attempt to anticipate what he will do or say.  Alterity, here, is thus experienced as the alterity of agency.  As such, it is experienced as the very otherness that opens up the future.

The Ethical Aspect of Presence


There is an ethical aspect to such presence.  It can be expressed phenomenologically in terms of Husserl’s insight that perception is interpretation.  According to Husserl, every intending to see involves an interpretation of what we do see.
  In fact, the interpretation guides the behavior that accomplishes the perception.  Thus, to see a three dimensional object, I don’t limit myself to one position, but either turn the object or shift my location to view its other sides.  By contrast, to view a photograph, I limit my motion to attaining an appropriate viewing distance.  I do not attempt to see it from behind.  As these examples indicate, there is a correlation between the interpretative intention that animates the seeing and the disclosive behavior that it guides.  In particular, there are limits to our behavior towards others that we do not have with regard to things.  Such limits point to the exceeding quality of the intention to the other.  The intention itself, in guiding the behavior, makes some actions appropriate and others inappropriate.   In making me limit my behavior, the intention imposes an ethical aspect on my encounter with the other.  

How does the intention accomplish this?  To intend the other as exceeding your intentions is to intend her as free.  This means that you intend her as the author of her actions.  To do so, however, is to raise the question of whether she would authorize your actions.  Would she consent to your treating her in the way you intend?  Would she, for example, authorize your lying to her?  Can you assume that she would make this an object of her will?  If not, then to intend her as free is to limit your behavior in this regard.  Kant expresses this limitation in a formulation of his categorical imperative: “act so that you treat humanity either in yourself or others as an end and never simply as a means.”  Concretely, this means that I cannot treat a person as a thing.  In those actions that the other could not authorize, the recognition of the other’s freedom imposes limitations on my freedom.  

To understand such limitations phenomenologically, we have to note that in confronting a person, the relation of intention to fulfillment suffers a reversal.  Encountering the other, I am called upon in my response to fulfill her intentions.  The exceeding character of my intention to the other is based on this fact.  Thus, the intention that intends its own exceeding is actually an intending, a stretching forth, that awaits.  Here, to intend is not to interpret, but rather to suspend the interpretative act till the other gives the lead.  If perception is interpretation, then what we have here is a waiting to perceive.  In this waiting, we acknowledge the inviolability of the other person.  The other has authority in the sense that we accept her as the author of her own intentions.   Her givenness as an author is excessive in the sense that it exceeds the simple perceptual givenness of a mere thing.  It exceeds this by exceeding the interpretation we place on such givenness.  The excess is her interpretation, the very interpretation that, in animating her behavior, meets ours and calls on us to respond.  


To intend the other as a person is, then, to intend to heed this very call.  The intentionality that directs itself to the other is accordingly a form of responsibility.  It is a stretching forth that responds to the authority or autonomy of the other.  Engaging in it, we take moral responsibility for our own behavior.  We exercise our own freedom to bind ourselves to listen.  What we heed over and beyond what is said is, to use Levinas’s term, the “saying” of the other.  The excessive givenness of such “saying” points to the authority of the other, the other as always capable of adding to the “said,” to the already interpreted, to the already accomplished.  Because of this addition, it is profitable to return again and again to the other.  The other has authority.  She sets the context of her interpretation, one that causes us continually to reinterpret her as we engage in this return.  In fact, it is only in terms of this return, constantly repeated, that the other’s unique presence manifests itself.  


This analysis shows a remarkable convergence of the presence of the other and that of a work of art.  In each case, we have the requirement of yet another look.  In each case, we encounter the kind of presence that exceeds the intentions directed to it, a presence that continually calls on us to adjust our intentions.  Such convergence, I think, is responsible for the moral status of art, that is, for the fact that, in its very presence, it embodies a demand to be treated with respect.  The acknowledgment of this demand points to art’s status as the materialization of our subjectivity.  The artwork stands before us as a material presence that exceeds such presence.  As such, it has an ethical presence.
 

The Presence of the Political


The same points can be made about the presence of the political.  Such presence is a function of the plural condition of humanity.  This condition expresses itself in a plurality of interests, views, groups and the parties formed to represent them.  To participate in the representative politics that respects this condition, we must take account of others.  In the give and take of politics, we have to come to terms with their interpretations of our collective state, which may exceed or be different from our own.  So regarded, political life is grounded in the excessive presence of others.   Their differing interpretations of a situation present us with a range of possible choices for collective action.  Given our finitude, we cannot, of course, realize all of them.  We have to choose.  In facing this choice we confront the excessive presence of the political.  It is the presence of that which contains more possibilities than we could possibly realize.  As forcing us to choose, it is also the presence of our collective freedom.  This freedom is ongoing.  As based on the excessive presence of our others, it is, then, a presence that constantly requires a return, a readjustment, a new interpretation.  In a manner similar to the artwork and the person, it is there, it has its presence in just such a return.  As such, it also has an ethical presence, one that demands that we treat it with a certain respect.

Erasing the Boundary


The place of coincidence of the artwork, the person, and the political is, then, the presence that requires a return.  That all three have this presence is implied in the fact that they are all functions of the human, more particularly, of the excessive presence by which the human is recognized.  This means that the undermining of this presence affects them equally.  


In the West, this undermining is largely economic.  It is a function of our increasing tendency to understand presence in economic terms.  To the point that we do, people will appear as economic agents.  Their world, correspondingly, will consist of goods that can be measured in economic terms.  Politics in such a world will take as its sole task the ensuring of the smooth functioning and growth of the economy.  It will see its job as increasing the gross domestic product by promoting exports, enlarging domestic consumption by increasing employment, and insuring that the educational and research capacities of the nation are such as to maintain its competitive position.  As for freedom, its primary manifestation will be that of economic choice.  In the words of the free market theorists, each purchase a person makes will count as a kind of vote.  In such voting, freedom will consist of choosing between competing brands.  Given the power of advertising and the media to sway our choices, such freedom will, of course, be open to manipulation.  Insofar as politics is thought of in these terms, the same forms of manipulation will be available to those with an economic interest in what the voters choose.  Thus, one aspect of this reduction of presence will be an inherently oligarchic system.  When purchases count as votes, those with more money by definition have more votes.  When political choices are understood as choices between competing brands, political candidates will be marketed as such.  The money required for such marketing will increase the political power of wealth.


The transformation of presence that occurs in this process can be understood as a type of commodification.  This commodification results from the fact that one can make a great deal more money producing a large number of standardized products than from making something unique.  The mass production that makes the former possible acts to decrease the unit costs of what one produces and therefore to increase overall profits.  In the conditions of modern, capitalist production, then, presence becomes standardized.
  It becomes the presence of a commodity.  This loss of uniqueness also affects the presence of the political insofar as the same mass techniques are used to present political alternatives.  Thus, the same images, the same sound bites, the same slogans are used again and again.  The attempt to maximize political exposure while lowering the unit costs of doing so invariably commodifies the political image and message.  The result is a presence that has no excess.  Rather than being something that is there through its return, the political becomes an object of consumption.  


One way to express this transformation is in terms of pornography.  Pornography objectifies its subject.  Through the image it presents, it transforms the person into a consumable object.  The voyeur consumes it and moves on to the next pornographic image.  The pornography of violence has the same effect.  Presence here is not a function of a return, but rather of a chain of substitutions, where one image, when consumed, gives way to the next.  In both cases, the object loses its uniqueness.  It exists only in its replacement.  To the point that art itself becomes viewed as a commodity, the same phenomenon occurs.  To see this, one need only observe how long people will actually look at a painting in a gallery before moving on.  


Hannah Arendt put this generalized transformation of presence in terms of the contrast between the lasting of a cultural object and the functionality of a consumer item.  In her words, “An object is cultural to the extent that it can endure: its durability is the very opposite of functionality, which is the quality which makes it disappear again from the phenomenal world by being used and used up.”
  When we treat images as consumer items, we become a voyeur.  This holds no less for pornography as for the images of human suffering that we “consume” with the news.  It also holds for the politics that transforms candidates and issues into consumable sound bites.  In each case, the erasure of the boundary between being a witness and watching a spectacle signifies the loss of the excessive presence that is at the root of our ethical and political responsibility.  The image that is allowed to express this presence refuses to be consumed.  It provokes us, calling on us to respond just as another person does.  Feeling the call, one returns to it again and again as to a master.  Our own political, ethical, and artistic responsibility is to keep open the place for this call. 


In the realm of politics, this place is that of the public space of open debate.  To maintain this space, we have to preserve its excessive quality against the commodification that tends to flatten it out.   As philosophers, how are we to do this?  The attitude that reduces political messages to sound bites is part of a more general world-view, one that tends to reduce everything, including our freedom, to economic terms.  It views not just the practice, but also the results of political life in economic terms.  To counter this, we have to deepen our understanding of the relation of freedom to politics.  The relation is such that beyond any economic goals that it may advance, politics wills the maintenance of the space that allows freedom to appear.  The goal of political life is, in fact, public freedom.

Chapter VIII

Politics and Freedom 


The role of freedom in political life is often taken for granted. Were one limited to the daily news, one would think that politics had largely been absorbed by economics, that its chief function was promoting the growth of the economy.  Even when this is broadened to include society’s collective interests in the health, education and welfare of its citizens, the sense of the political seems consumed in the technocratic imperatives of running a modern state.  How anemic this sense actually is can be seen by the fact that all the functions defined by these imperatives can be carried out in a tyranny.  To define politics in terms of such functions, in fact, misses what is essential to the political.  A tyranny exists to the point that decisions are concentrated in a single individual, party, or system.  Politics, however, involves give and take.  It is the art of compromise.  It is the way that we deal with our plural condition, the way we manage the plurality of views and interests that mark our collective life.   Political parties are formed to represent these.  Their absence in a tyranny points to what is lacking in the contemporary sense of the political. What is missing is a sense of alternatives.  Marxism, with its “one party states,” does not allow for such.  Neither does the attempt to reduce politics to economics, that is, to see political choices as determined in advance by the “iron laws” of the marketplace.  In each case, we ignore the role freedom plays in politics.  


Such freedom involves choices whose scope is not limited in advance by a particular dogma.  When we attempt to understand it, a number of questions arise.  It is unclear, for example, how the openness of real choice can fit into the organized structures of political life.  What prevents the expressions of freedom from disrupting this life?  What sets limits to their arbitrariness?  The general question here concerns the adaptability of freedom to a political  context.  I am going to argue that the possibility of freedom’s not rending the political context comes from freedom itself.  It is implicit in the ways freedom gets its content, that is, the actual options that are available to it.  My position is that freedom is inherently political because its origin is social.  

The Coincidence of the Political and the Social


Since Darwin’s time, we have been accustomed to call man a “social animal,” ranking him along with other such social species as bees.  Social animals are those whose mutual dependence makes them live together.  Following Aristotle, we also call man a “political animal,” indicating his tendency to organize himself politically.  Less often noted is the coincidence of these designations.  In the original sense of the Greek, when humans were called “political animals,” the reference was to a form of social organization, that of the city or polis.  To be a political animal was to be an animal that lived in cities.  Living the life of the city was living a political life.  Participation in its politics was the special way the human expressed his life as a social animal.  Such participation, in other words, distinguishes human sociality from that of other animals.  A number of animals—bees, for example—have social structures.  They can be seen to organize themselves according to the different roles demanded by their social hierarchies.  They do not, however, have political structures.  The roles they take up are biologically determined.
  For humans, however, these roles are political.  However much those who possess them attempt to declare such possession “natural”—i.e., springing from birth and descent—it is clear that their possession is a matter of contention.  The determination is political.  It is the outcome of contending factions, each pursuing what it takes to be its interests, each making choices as to what these interests are and how best to pursue them.


As indicated by the use of the word “choice,” the operative character here is freedom.  Freedom determines the way humans organize themselves as social animals, turning the expression of their social nature into politics.  For humans, the political and social coincide because they are both free and mutually dependent.  Their mutual dependence encourages them to live together in communities.  Their freedom makes the life of such communities “political.”  The fact that the political is tied to a specific kind of social organization—that of the community—points to the correspondence, not just of the political and the social, but also of freedom with the social.  This implies that just as the social life of humans is determined by their freedom, so also their freedom is determined by their social life.  Human freedom gains its specifically political character in the multiple interactions that make up social life.

How Others Give us the Content of our Freedom


To see how this occurs we need to remind ourselves that the content of freedom consists in the choices available to it.
  Such choices are not abstract.  They are not pulled from thin air, but rather are the result of our encounters with others.  Thus, the child first becomes aware of them 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 a possibility, it still forms part of what we could be capable of given the appropriate motivations and circumstances.  When it is an act we disapprove of, our not performing it, involves in some measure our willing not to do so.
  


This enrichment of our options is also an enrichment of the meanings the world has for us.  These meanings are both linguistic and disclosive.  When a child’s caregivers teach her initial projects, they accompany this with a constant stream of verbal commentary.  She first learns, for example, 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 that her caregivers and companions introduce her to.  As is obvious, the more multiple the projects an object is involved in, the more multiple are its meanings.  Thus, besides meaning something to eat with, a spoon can also mean something to ladle sugar with, to measure with, to stir with, and, for children, also something to dig in the garden with.  Each new use discloses a new aspect of it and adds to what comes to mind in connection with the word.  This same holds generally.  As the previous chapters have shown, the pragmatic meanings of the objects that fill our world reflect our understanding of how we and others “make our way” in the world.  Their multiplicity of meanings is correlated to the multiplicity of our projects and thus indicates the options that form the content of our freedom.


Our awareness of this content has a double effect.  On the one hand, it separates us from our given situation.  On the other, it animates our questioning of this situation.  Both follow from our awareness of the alternative ways of being and behaving, i.e., the alternative ways of disclosing the world that our others have shown us.  Each individual, in confronting such alternatives, is invited to consider his own way of being and behaving in terms of a range of possible alternatives.  In considering his present situation as disclosed through his current projects as just one possibility among many, he takes it as something that could be otherwise.  Doing so, he robs it of its necessity.  Rather than being taken as necessarily determining him, he regards it as something that could be changed.  With this, we have the freedom that Sartre describes when he writes: 

“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 essentially social.  It cannot occur without the alternatives that others present us.  Confronting these alternatives does not just separate the individual from a given situation—that is, loosen its hold on him.  It also places the situation in question.  It invites him to ask for the reason why the situation is as it is.  Now, to ask why something exists the way one finds it is to implicitly assume that it could be otherwise.  To reverse this, we can say that it is the assumption that a state of affairs is not necessary, but rather could be otherwise, which first raises the question of the cause of this state’s being as it is.  It makes us inquire into the circumstances upon which our present situation depends.  


Given that political debate begins with such questioning, we can see why free societies generally oppose censorship.  Freedom to speak and to publish is not just one expression of freedom among others.  It is essential to its genesis.  Politically, it is through our spoken and written words that we present to one another the alternative ways of being and behaving that result in alternative ways of disclosing the world.  Such words, then, are the carriers of the content of our freedom.  They determine the direction of the debates through which free societies shape their course.  This relation of freedom to language extends to all the forms of its expression.  In its ability to depict alternatives, language as such is a reservoir of freedom.  This is because in the multiplicity of its meanings, it preserves the multiplicity of projects that generated the disclosures such meanings signify.  Through their implicit reference to these projects, its meanings collectively present to us the content of our freedom.  Thus, the impoverishment of language through the narrowing of the horizons of discourse is itself an impoverishment of freedom.

The Social Origin of the Hiddenness of Human Agency


To take freedom as resulting from our encounters with other people is to admit its vulnerability.  It can be impoverished by others.  Its very genesis can be stunted by the various agencies of social control.  At the extreme, it can be brought to a standstill.  The special character of this view can be seen by contrasting it with the type of thinking that takes freedom as essential to the self, i.e., as a something belonging to human selfhood apart from our social interactions.  Those who see the state as a social contract founded by consenting individuals generally assume that freedom has this innate character.  The basis of politics for such theorists is our natural, i.e., inborn, freedom.  John Locke, for example, writes: “To understand political power right[ly] and derive it from its original, we must consider what state all men are naturally in, and that is a state of perfect freedom to order their actions and dispose of their possessions and persons as they think fit ….”
  It is because they have this freedom that they can form the social contract.  For Hobbes, who considers the natural state of man a “war of everyone against everyone,” this liberty was equally prior to society.   In this war, what is commonly called the “right of nature … is the liberty each man hath to use his own power, as he will himself, for the preservation of his own nature, that is to say, of his own life.”
 For both Locke and Hobbes, politics begins with a contractual limitation of this original liberty.  

By contrast, the claim I am advancing is that this liberty is social.  It is a function of our existence as social animals.  The empirical evidence for this view consists in the susceptibility of humanity to tyranny, that is, the ability of states, systems, and ideologies to limit human freedom for long periods of time.  It also involves the importance tyrannies place on the control of ideas, that is, on the control of the language that serves as its medium.  Were liberty innate, the break-up of a tyranny—no matter how long its duration—would necessarily involve the restoration of our “natural” freedom and with this, our ability to immediately recommence  the social contract.  Such, unhappily, is rarely the case.  

The reason that the recovery from a tyranny is so difficult is to be found in the social character of freedom.  Freedom is not some “private,” innate capacity of individuals.  In fact, the very notion of the “private” is posterior to their relations to each other.  To see this, we have to ask why we assume that humans are free.  What is the evidence for this assumption?  How, in other words, do we recognize another person as a free individual?  To answer this question phenomenologically is to describe this recognition in terms of intention and fulfillment.  For most things, we recognize something as itself when it shows itself as we intend it, that is, as we expect it to appear given our past experience.  The intention, we can say, forms our anticipatory interpretation of a given experience.  Now, as the last chapter showed, there are four possible relations of intention to fulfillment.  The givenness of what we intend can exactly match our intentions.  It can be other than what we intend—as is the case when we are simply mistaken.  The givenness also can be less.  It can, for example, not offer the detail that was part of our intentions.  Finally, givenness can exceed our intentions.  In showing itself, the object offers us more than what was intended.  A comic example of the intention to another person not finding an adequate givenness is provided by the mistake sometimes made of assuming that a store mannequin, when seen from a distance, is actually a sales person.  As we approach it, we see from its stiffness and lack of response, that it is merely a mannequin.  We expected to catch its eye; our intention included a person’s ability to respond to our gaze.  But in remaining fixed, the mannequin offered us less than what we intended.  What about the other person exactly matching our intentions?  The difficulty here is that such an other is not actually other.  This becomes clear when we examine what a complete givenness of the other would entail.  Were I to intend the other in his actual self-presence, the goal of my intending would be a literal looking through the other’s eyes.  What I would really want to grasp would be how the world appears to this person, that is, what he sees, thinks and feels.  As is obvious, were this goal fulfilled, our two consciousnesses would merge.  A consciousness that was fully present would not be other, but would rather be part of my own.  This means that the very success of my intention in finding a corresponding fulfillment would rob it of its intended object, which is, after all, not myself but rather someone else.


The remaining alternative is that of an intention that intends its own surpassing.  In intending the other I expect that the other will surpass the content of my intention.  Thus the other that I recognize as a person does not simply mirror my behavior.  There is always a certain surplus in what she shows me.  She is not limited to the content of my intention, that is, to the anticipations that arise from my interpretation of her situation.  She acts out of her own interpretation.  To intend her as such is, as I noted, to intend the inadequacy of one’s intention.  The genuine intention to the other necessarily includes within its sense the otherness of what it intends.  In aiming at such otherness, it anticipates that not everything will be given as it anticipates.  It includes an expectation of the new, of the unforeseen.  Thus, the excess that the other shows us confronts us with the openness of the future.  The future that includes her depends on her determination, not simply our own.   Insofar as this determination is through her acting on her own interpretations, this excess is also experienced as the presence of her freedom.  It is experienced as an alterity of agency, one that I take to be as free as my own.


What is the origin of this excessive presence?  Is it some “private” innate capacity of the individual or is it irremediably social?  The claim here is that it is social.  In fact, what we take to be the private or hidden quality of the freely willing self is itself a result of finite individuals interacting with other such individuals.  It stems from the fact that each person gains from its others an awareness of human possibilities, one that exceeds its finite capacity.  Thus, each of us knows that a knife can be used as a weapon, though few of us have employed it for this purpose.  This very awareness, which is independent of the approval of this use, is a kind of excess.  To borrow a pair of terms from Levinas, we may call the sum total of an individual’s public history, the “said.”  This history serves as basis for predicting his or her behavior.  The person’s actual behavior we can call “the saying.”  To assert that “the saying” exceeds “the said” signifies in this context that the other has a private side, a nonpredictable dimension that exceeds what is publicly available.  This dimension is the content of our freedom.  It forms the core of our alterity.  This alterity, however, does not arise from some transcendent, metaphysical grounding.  It is not a function of a nonappearing agency.  Rather, its ground is our others, or more precisely, the possibilities that they exhibit and that we internalize.  This internalization gives each of us our privacy and the content of our freedom.  Privacy, in this context, is not a matter of choice, not a matter of choosing to keep things hidden, for example, deciding to not say all that one knows.  It is rather an ontological condition.  It stems from our finitude, that is, from our incapability of exhibiting or even expressing all that we are capable of.  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.

Political Freedom versus Abstract Willfulness


I began by asking how freedom can fit in with the organized structures of political life.  What prevents its rending this life?  Why isn’t its expression one of pure willfulness?  The answer is that the freedom that functions within and maintains the structures of political life is a freedom that is faithful to its origin.  As such, its expression is always in terms of a context, one given by others.  Its content is formed by the ways of being and behaving that are shaped by the various projects of individuals and groups.  To the point that these projects 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.  Thus, 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.  


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 power, by the suppression of the other’s freedom.  In politics, however, it is a matter of negotiation, of give and take, of compromise.  The possibility of such compromise points to a fundamental difference in the way politics and tyranny view freedom.  In a tyranny, freedom is individual and abstract.  Its pure expression is the arbitrary whim of the individual.  This lack of context makes compromise impossible.  The contentless will, to the point that it takes no regard of others, i.e., does not take into account their interpretations of a given situation, has no grounds for compromise.  It is, thus, limited to an all or nothing mode of expression.  

It is just such a will that can rend political life.  In extreme cases, such as that of the Nazi “seizure  of power,” it can bring it to a halt.  The end of political life is marked not just by a concentration of power.  Its fundamental feature is the suppression of the alternatives that form the content of freedom.  Thus, the ideal for a tyranny is a populus that has no idea of such alternatives.  It is a populus that thinks, acts and discloses the world according to a limited number of state approved projects.  So disclosed, this world cannot offer any evidence running counter to the claims of the state.  Freedom in such a 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.  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, hence, 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 the 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.  Civil society 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 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.  Corresponding to this, politics is the art of this negotiation.  The survivors of a tyranny 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 a civil society.  It is only in terms of such society that their freedom can gain the specifically political character that works with rather than rends political life.
Freedom versus Sovereignty

The difference between political freedom and the freedom that lacks a defining context can be put in terms of Hannah Arendt’s distinction between sovereignty and freedom.  Sovereignty, she writes, is “the ideal of uncompromising self-sufficiency and mastership.”  To conflate freedom with sovereignty is to assert that to be free, one must be sovereign, one must have a complete autonomy and mastery of one’s situation.  This conflation is, she notes, an ancient error, “which has always been taken for granted by political as well as philosophic thought.”  The error is that it ignores the essential plurality of the human condition.  In her words, “If it were true that sovereignty and freedom are the same, then indeed no man could be free, because sovereignty … is contradictory to the very condition of plurality.  No man can be sovereign because not one man, but men inhabit the earth.”  This condition of plurality, she adds, does not obtain, “as the tradition since Plato holds, because of man’s limited strength, which makes him depend upon others.”
  It obtains because human action is always entangled.  This entanglement is not just a result of the complexities of human action, which are such that they inevitably ensnare the actor.
  It comes from the social character of freedom.  For freedom to have a political expression, it must be plural.  It must draw its content from the web of human relations.  Freedom is itself conditioned by the plurality of the human condition.

This conclusion can be expressed in terms of the Czech philosopher, Jan Patočka’s belief that “… political life in its original and primordial form is nothing other than active freedom itself.”  It is a life that exists “from freedom for freedom.”
 The statement holds if we take this freedom to be collectively grounded.  So understood, politics arises from the excess that each of us gains from our others, the very excess that each of us presents to our others.  Politics is from freedom as springing from this excess.  It is for freedom insofar its result is a continuation of this excess.  The excess is the margin by which the other exceeds our intentions.  Thus, in political life, alterity is at the heart of public debate.  It begins with differing interpretations of a situation, differing views of how to handle it.  The public discussions that characterize political life presuppose this excess.  They continue it insofar as the different options they publicly air achieve a public presence as possible courses of action and, hence, form part of the content of our collective freedom.  In such debates, politics, in its very practice, aims at something more than the particular goals that its practice involves.  Beyond all the goals involving the economy, public safety, welfare, health and so on, politics wills its own continuance as a free activity.  It wills the multiply-determined social space that makes possible political action.  

To translate this general insight into some guidelines for political action, more theoretical work needs to be done.  We have to understand the proneness to violence that corrupts and ultimately destroys political life.  We also have to examine in a much more detailed fashion the public space of political action.  Only then can we begin to think of what may be called the “virtues” of political life—i.e., those habits of mind that are essential for its functioning.  To begin this work, we need a concrete example—one that exhibits the need for rethinking the concept of sovereignty.  What we are after is a way to think, not sovereignty as freedom, but rather freedom as sovereignty—that is, sovereignty as the gift of the other.  

Chapter IX

Sovereignty and Alterity

Europe was in crisis when Husserl gave the lectures sponsored by the Wiener Kulturbund.  In 1935, her democracies were weakened by the economic depression, while fascism and communism seemed triumphant.  Everywhere there was a sense of menace, of the impending renewal of the European civil war whose first stage had ended in 1918.  Husserl said in Vienna, “The European nations are sick; Europe itself, they say, is in critical condition.”  Asserting the “obvious difference … between health and sickness … for societies, for peoples, for states,” he turned his questioning to Europe.
  How do we distinguish between its “healthy growth and decline”?  Does it have an inner, spiritual destiny, one whose abandonment would signal its decline?  Can we find within Europe a recognizable shape, an identifying characteristic, whose loss would be a symptom of illness?  Finally, and most importantly for Husserl, was the question of the specific sense of European responsibility: To what does the idea of Europe respond?  What is the task, the destiny corresponding to its “healthy growth”?  Readers of Patočka’s Heretical Essays know how the same questions exercised him forty years later.  He also raised the question of the “decadent” and the “positive” with regard to Europe.
  Like Husserl, he attempted to define European responsibility in these terms.

Drawing on both Patočka and Husserl, I would like to use the insights of the previous chapter to raise these questions again.  Europe’s situation has, of course, radically altered.  Instead of the depression that prevailed when Husserl spoke, there is general prosperity.  Both fascism and communism have disappeared.  The cold war divide that in Patočka’s time threatened to bring on a third, annihilating phase of the European civil war has also ended.  For the first time a majority of Eastern and Western European nations are bound together in a union that is not an imperium.  What does this new situation tell us about Europe, about its identity and prospects?  I am going to argue that its identity is that of a task.  It is that of undoing the error of conflating sovereignty with freedom.  Positively expressed, the task is that of reconciling sovereignty and alterity.  The corresponding sense of responsibility that grows out of this task is that of responding to the other who, precisely as other, makes sovereignty possible by putting it into question.

Alterity as Marking Europe


No great effort is required to show how alterity characterizes Europe.  Both its history and present reality exhibit a mélange of states, peoples, cultures, and languages offering distinct perspectives on the European reality.  What is significant is the interpenetration that characterizes this diversity.  The individual cultures have provoked each other; they have put one another into question.  As we know from Burckhardt, the Italian renaissance spread far beyond its original borders, questioning and transforming the cultures north of the Alps.  The same transformative power is evident in the protestant reformation of the North, the industrial revolution that spread outward from England, the political revolution initiated in France, and the host of specific cultural influences from Kafka to Schönberg, each of which caused others to question their premises, their ways of seeing and expressing the world.  


The city is the crucial element here.  As Ortega y Gasset observed, “Greeks and Latins appear in history lodged, like bees in their hives, within cities, poleis.  This is a simple fact, mysterious in its origin, a fact from which we must start ….”
  He adds: “the city is … the creation of an entity higher and more abstract than the oikos [the house] of the family.”
  It “is not primarily a collection of habitable dwellings, but a meeting-place for citizens, a space set apart for public functions.”
  What we have with the city is “the invention of a new kind of space,” a “new dimension.”
  It is a place set apart for encounter and debate.  Those whom one meets in this public space are not necessarily relatives or friends.  They can be members, as in Athens, of ten separate tribes.  As Plato’s dialogues witness, they can also be visitors from distant places, mysterious “strangers.”  The European successor states of the classical world also bear the sense of being places of interpenetration, of cultural exchange.  In Ortega y Gasset’s words, “In its origins, the State consists of the mixture of races and of tongues.  It is the superation of all natural society.  It is cross-bred and multilingual.”
  Its very vitality springs from this fact.  Thus, the great period in ancient Greece occurred through its contacts with the older civilizations of the East.  The same holds for Rome in its relations with Hellenistic culture.  Parallel modern examples can be found in turn-of-the-century Vienna with its mixture of Germans, Slavs and Jews, and in Paris in the 1920’s with its polyglot population.  In each case, we have peoples and cultures encountering and calling one another into question.  We have the sense of their having to answer, to respond to each other.


This sense of encounter is not just external.  It is inherent in the mixed configuration of the elements that formed Europe.  Leopold von Ranke’s triad of Classical Antiquity, the Germanic peoples, and Judeo-Christianity has often been criticized.  It tends to put ethnic, political, and spiritual influences on the same plane. 
  It also leaves out important elements, most notably the Slavs and Magyars.  Nevertheless, it does point to the alterity inherent in European identity.  The Germanic and Classical synthesis of this identity, as Kierkegaard showed, is radically challenged by the Christian.  The disastrous attempts of the Nazis to conceive and enact a Europe apart from its Judeo-Christian heritage witness the necessity of this challenge.
  With regard to its Greco-Roman classical roots, as Remi Brague has shown, Europe has often felt itself in an inferior position.
  This did not just result in its attempts to reestablish a “Roman” imperium, it also involved an earnest effort to absorb classical learning as it became available.  Such learning is not Germanic either in form or spirit.  Its absorption by the mediaeval church, given the challenges it offered, was also highly problematic. 
   Putting Christianity into question, it ended by transforming it. 
The Shaking

Patočka in his Heretical Essays presents us with what seems at first to be a different view of Europe.  He sees its identity and vitality as springing from its freedom.  Freedom here does not mean a liberum arbitrium or the free choice of the will.  It signifies, rather, freedom as a kind of propedeutic to vision.  It is freedom in Heidegger’s sense of “letting being be what it is, not distorting being.”
  One lets it be to show itself “as and how it is” in order to see it as such.  Freedom, so conceived, is in service of the truth.  In Patočka’s words: “Freedom, in the end, is freedom for truth, in the form of the uncovering of being itself, of its truth.”
  Where Patočka shows his originality is in his depiction of the ground of this freedom.  What makes it possible, he writes, is not just Heidegger’s “understanding for+ being, but also a shaking of what at first and for the most part is taken for being in naïve everydayness, a collapse of its apparent meaning.”
  Such shaking is a shaking of our prejudices, one that results in the collapse of our everyday stereotypes.  It undoes the typicalities by which we short circuit vision.  It stops us from substituting a ready-made category for the effort to actually see what we are talking about.

Both religion and philosophy play a role is such shaking.  Socrates, who introduces it to Athens, “expresses the meaning of life problematized” according to Patočka.  His contribution to Athenian life is “meaning in the mode of questioning.”
  The result of such questioning, he writes, is “an upheaval aimed at the former meaning of life as a whole.” It is an overturning that confronts us with “the problematic nature, the question of the ‘natural’ meaning” we previously took for granted.  When transformed into an inner dialogue of the soul, its disturbance of our certainties makes possible the freedom that is perception. 
   A different sort of shaking occurs when this inner dialogue becomes transformed into a “drama of salvation and grace.”  The “chief personage” here, according to Patočka, is a combination of “the transcendent God of antiquity” and “the Old Testament Lord of History.”  Together they comprise the Mysterium Tremendum, before which the soul trembles.  This trembling, Patočka claims, is a shaking where “the overcoming of everydayness assumes the form of the care for the salvation of the soul which … trembles in the knowledge of its sin and with its whole being offers itself in the sacrifice of penance.”
  This trembling shakes us loose from our everyday world, the world on this side of the death that separates us from the next world.  The result is the creation of a distance, of another perspective, that allows us to see this world anew.

Careful readers of Patočka’s essays can recognize within them a version of Ranke’s triad.  The Judeo-Christian heritage, classical antiquity (as represented by philosophy) and the successor races of the Greco-Latin world are all still there.  Patočka’s originality is to assert that  the origin of Europe is the shaking of these races by the heritages of Jerusalem and Athens.  By virtue of such shaking, we have the freedom that consists in the openness of seeing.  With the ability to grasp what has not yet been seen, that is, the new, we have the possibility of politically enacting it, and hence, the possibility of history in the developmental European sense.
  

The best way, perhaps, to sum up Patočka’s position is through Heraclites’ claim that “Polemos [or war] is the father and king of all” since it reveals things, both gods and men, as they are.
  Citing Heraclites’ statement, “We need to know that Polemos is what is common, and that conflict is the right (dike = eris), and that everything takes place through eris and its impetus,”
 Patočka writes, “the power that arises from strife is a power that knows and sees: only in this invigorating strife is there life that truly sees into the nature of things.”
  The city (or polis) for Patočka is the engine of history because, as he says, “conflict itself gives rise to the tension, the tenor of the life of the polis, the shape of the space of freedom that citizens both offer and deny each other.”

The Traumatism of the Other

Patočka’s position complements rather than opposes what was said above about alterity.  In fact, his doctrine of shaking as making possible freedom links freedom with alterity.  This at least holds when we see alterity as itself the ground of the shaking.  To assert this, however, is also to admit that the fundamental form of such shaking is not, per se, conflict or war; it is rather what I would call the “traumatism of the other.”
 What shakes us is not necessarily the other we do battle with.  If we are successful, this other may be disposed of without further thought.  What shakes us is precisely the other who causes us to think.  It is the other whom we allow to call us into question, the other who disturbs our certainties about ourselves and our world.  To understand this “traumatic” action of the other, I shall review and, at a certain point emend, Husserl’s account of how we recognize others.

The simplest and most direct way to do this is in terms of Husserl’s claim that an “analogizing apperception” underlies our recognition of the other. As the term, analogy, indicates, the claim is that the recognition of the other involves a proportion.  Three of the proportion’s terms are directly experienced.  The fourth, which is the subjectivity of the other, cannot be directly experienced.  It must be filled in or “solved” in terms of the other three.  Two of the experiential terms are the appearing bodies of myself and my other.  The third term that I experience is my control of my body, that is, my ability to consciously direct its behavior according to the sense I make of my situation.  Now, if the appearing of the other’s body shows that he behaves as I would, then I recognize him as a subject who controls his body just as I control mine.  As part of this, I acknowledge him as making sense of his situation in the same way that I would.  This recognition is a result of my filling in the fourth term of the proportion: my appearing bodily behavior is to his as my subjectivity is to his subjectivity.  Thus, I recognize the other as a subject like myself by “solving” for the fourth proportional, that is, by transferring to him my sense of myself consciously controlling my behavior.  This transfer is verifiable insofar as it is based on the observed similarity of our behavior.  For Husserl, if the other does not behave as I would, I do not recognize him as a subject.  My behavior, in other words, functions as the standard for verification.

The difficulty with this account has often been remarked on.  It tends to reduce the other to an expression of myself.  If we follow it strictly, a person who behaved differently than I would could not provide me with the evidence required to make the transfer.  Lacking this, I could not recognize the person as a subject.  In other words, were I to recognize others only to the point that their behavior matched my own, any recognition I had of others would actually only be a self-recognition. To avoid this, we have to emend Husserl’s account and affirm that the other’s behavior also functions as a standard.  This means that in my encounter with the other, I do not just assume that he will behave as I would in his situation, thereby taking myself as a standard.  I also assume that were I in his situation, I could very well act as he does.  In other words, I also take his actions, his behavior as a standard for verifying my selfhood.  In doing so, I imaginatively put myself in his situation in order to regard the world in terms of his categories, his interpretations, his ways of making sense of the situation.  

Doing so, however, I also put my own categories, interpretations, and ways of making sense into question.  The more I take up his categories, the more my own are shaken.  At the extreme point my openness to the other, i.e., the openness that allows me to recognize him as a subject with an authority equal to my own, becomes a traumatism.  In acknowledging the other as equally capable of setting a standard, I open myself up to a shaking that undermines my view of the world.  Even in its less extreme forms, the recognition of the other is a shaking.  In offering me an alternative perspective, it raises the question of which is valid.  It thus forces me to move beyond my preconceptions and regard the world directly.  My amendment to Patočka’s position is, then, not to question the necessity of shaking.  It is only to say that it is as much a question of openness to the other as it is of conflict.

Freedom and Political Life

The position I am advocating can be put in terms of Patočka’s view of political life, which was cited in the last chapter.  He asserts that “political life in its original and primordial form is nothing other than active freedom itself.”  It is a life that exists “from freedom for freedom.”
  For Patočka, this freedom comes from shaking—a shaking that occasions a “life that truly sees into the nature of things.”
  Politics, in enacting this shaking, takes the resulting vision as something to be carried out.  In Patočka’s words, it “turns it into the practice of life itself.”  Politics is, in other words, the practical element of the spiritual life that comes with such shaking.
 

My position is that the fundamental form of this shaking occurs in our being called into question.  What this means is that the politics that is “from freedom for freedom” arises when different factions representing different choices for the direction of the state have the power to call one another into question.  This involves Polemos, not as violence, but as speech.  Polemos makes possible political life when it is a combat in words, one where the different factions can present their views publicly without the fear of violence.
  This form of Polemos first appears in Greece.  In its city states (and most particularly in Athens), we have the first appearance of democratic politics.  We see advocates contending for their positions in public places before public assemblies.

The relation of this form of conflict to philosophy is more than simply shaking.  It involves the question of appearance versus reality.  In the West, this question and the philosophical tradition it engenders first appeared in the polis.  Its civic context was public, political debates, where different claims were made and the issue was how to decide between them.  How do we know which proposed course of action is the right one?  How can we tell which course is only an illusory venture?  Is there any general guide in distinguishing the two?  As we know from Plato’s Gorgias, which defines the opposition of goodness to pleasure as that between the reality and the appearance of the Good, such questions also have an ethical and philosophical aspect.  The dialogue links the philosophical question of reality versus appearance to the political question of which leaders aim at the good of the state and which merely pander, offering only its appearance.  In other dialogues, we see the question of appearance versus reality raised in the context of the investigation of being.  The questions here are:  What is the very being of to be?  What characteristics define the really real?  In which type of being are they preeminent?  In which type are they present to a lesser extent, the result being that we have to speak of the image rather than the reality of being?

Historically, the answers to these questions have by and large corresponded to forms of government.  Thus, Plato, the aristocrat, posited different levels of being corresponding to the levels of his divided line. Aquinas, living in monarchical times, made a single division between God’s being, which is infinite, pure, and unmixed, and the compound being of finite creatures.
  By contrast, living in the modern period with its mass democracies, we generally reduce being to a common property of all existents.  What is behind this correspondence between ontology and politics?  One explanation is that different forms of government express different forms of agreement.  In a democracy, every vote being equal, the agreement of the majority prevails.  In an aristocracy, consent is weighted according to a hierarchy of  classes.  In an absolute monarchy, only the sovereign needs to consent.  Now, in practical life, intersubjective agreement determines what is real.  When I doubt whether what I am seeing is in fact the case, I generally resolve my doubts by asking others if they see what I see.  Taking what I and others can agree on as “real,” I dismiss all the rest to the realm of mere appearance.  It is this basic fact that allows us to see how modes of agreement, which are basically political, influence modes of being.  The influence, however, also works in the opposite direction.  Philosophy has political consequences not least because modes of being also imply modes of agreement.  As Plato saw, the way I conceive being also affects the way I envisage politics.  

Freedom and Sovereignty


Given the above, one might conclude that questions of politics could be confined within the structures of philosophical and political debate.  Against this, however, is the violence that led Hegel to describe “history as the slaughter-bench at which the happiness of peoples, the wisdom of states, and the virtue of individuals have been victimized.”
   There is, in fact, a long line of philosophers who see violence as founding and maintaining the state.  Thus, Hobbes argued that to found a state, one must monopolize the means of violence.
  Such violence, in other words, stands at the origin of the state’s basic law or constitution.  As Agamben noted, this originary violence appears in its naked form when, in response to a threat to its constitution, the state suspends civil rights and declares a state of emergency.  In this exceptional situation (Ausnahmezustand), the citizen stands exposed to the violence that first established the basic law.  This means that his relation to such violence is unmediated by the law.
  Even when, however, the laws are in place, violence plays its role in preserving them.  As Walter Benjamin observed, such law-preserving violence appears in the penalties the laws impose and in the actions the armed police can use to enforce them.
  


I do not mean to ascribe this darker view to Patočka.  Patočka’s position, with its conjunction of Polemos and freedom is more subtle.  Yet if we conflate sovereignty with freedom, we can see an inner connection between freedom and violence.  The connection appears in the argument:  If we wish to be free, we must be sovereign, that is, we must rule rather than be ruled.  To achieve this, we must engage in violence, we must deprive others of their ability to rule us.  The argument implies that the thrust towards freedom is itself an impetus towards violence.  This implication finds support in the fact that the Europe that, beginning with the Greeks, distinguished itself from oriental despotism by prizing freedom is the same Europe that has had such a long history of fratricidal conflict. 


If we take this view seriously, then we cannot combine freedom and alterity.  The freedom of one state, people or culture, as long as it is equated with rule, implies the lack of freedom of its alternatives.  Given, however, the alterity that is essential to Europe, the very statement of this dilemma indicates an historical task that is definitive of Europe.  It is the task of managing alterity without succumbing to violence.  In the long history of Europe, various methods have been tried.  The Roman model attempts to contain violence through a universal centralized power.  This, however, undermines the freedom that is equally essential to the idea of Europe.  The enlightenment model, advocated by Kant and Husserl, tries to substitute a disinterested, objective reason for central power.  Husserl, for example, sees a cure for the European sickness in “a universal critique of all life and goals, of all the forms and systems of culture that have already grown up in the life of mankind.” 
  As universal, this critique includes mankind’s political systems and structures.  “Universal,” however, does not just mean “all-embracing.”   It also signifies taking up a universal point of view and, hence,  abstracting from all particular interests.  Only as such, can the universality of reason substitute for the Roman centrality of power.  The difficulty of attempting to secure agreement on this basis comes from political life itself.  As our daily newspapers give witness, politics is always about interests; it is always carried out from particular standpoints.  Moreover, as long as these interests form the content of our freedom, the equation of freedom with sovereignty continues to leave open the possibility of the partisans of such interests resorting to violence.  

The Plurality of the Human Condition


If the above is correct, then the only way to escape from violence and preserve freedom is to break the tie between freedom and sovereignty.  As I cited Hannah Arendt, the equation of the two is an ancient error, “which has always been taken for granted by political as well as philosophic thought.”  Such thought errs by ignoring the fundamental plurality of the human condition.  This plurality conditions freedom itself.   Thus, the very content of our freedom comes from our others.  So does the questioning of our situation.  The basis of this entanglement is the embodied selfhood that unites us with our others through our needs.   In fact, our dependence on the other begins before birth as we rest in the womb.  It is later confirmed in our nurturing and education.  Initially, we cannot feed or care for ourselves without our caregivers. We cannot speak or think without the language they provide.  From the first, then, we are for the other.  The first objects of our intentionality are our caregivers.  Given our initial helplessness, it is only through them that we can be for ourselves.  Yet such caregivers, as the child learns, are in fact other.  They do not automatically satisfy our needs.  They show that they have needs and corresponding demands of their own.  To be for yourself through the other is, then, to learn to manage to cope with a selfhood that includes the other.  This inclusion, insofar as it includes alterity, gives a person the spacing, the inner distance from himself that allows him to be for himself.  A person can, from the perspective of the other, regard himself from a critical distance and pass judgment.  The other’s calling him into question then becomes a critical self-assessment.  With this, we have the freedom and the shaking described above. 

To act out of freedom is, then, impossible without the other.  We can never disentangle freedom from the plurality of the human condition.  Given this, the attempt to equate freedom with sovereignty has to fail.  This is not just because were it to succeed, it would result in the isolation of the individual—in Arendt’s words, either in the single individual’s “arbitrary domination  of all others” or, failing this, in “the exchange of the real world for an imaginary one where these others would simply not exist.”
  The attempt has to fail because with such isolation, the individual’s freedom would itself fail.  The essential plurality of the human condition is, in other words, so fundamental that it is determinative of freedom.  
The New Politics

To translate this to the political and social realm is to regard philosophically the efforts to manage alterity that characterize Europe today.  As indicated, the underlying problem is violence.  How, in fact, do we break the historic connection between sovereignty and violence?  At its root is the error of thinking freedom in terms of sovereignty, that is, in terms of ruling others.  To break this tie, we have to reverse this relation.  We have to think sovereignty in terms of freedom.  Such freedom is, as Patočka asserts, a letting things be “as and how” they are so that they can show themselves as such.  It is, however, only possible when we let our others be as and how they are.  Only in this way is the seeing possible that is the essence of such freedom.  

The self can be for itself, that is, for its freedom, only through its others.  The self is for itself by allowing these others to put it into question.  Thus, it must let them be in their alternative ways of being and behaving since it is only as provoked and shaken by these alternatives that it has its possibility of the freedom that is seeing.  Given that we can rule only if we can see how things are, and that we can do this only through our others, the result is a transformation of what it means to rule.  To rule is to engage in what Patočka called the “solidarity of the shaken.”
  In my view, this solidarity is that of those who are shaken, not by war, but by the others, collectively, that they have let be.  It is a solidarity of those who respond to this shaking with a vision that shapes how we can be in our freedom.  Politically, it is based on a seeing of Europe as and how it is.  

This vision, of course, cannot deny the darker side of shaking—the shaking that comes through Polemos as violence.  To see Europe as it is, we must confront the violence that has continually disfigured it.  This violence involves not just the shaking that comes from our openness to the other, but also the shaking involved in rejecting the alterity that appears.  To translate this into political terms is to understand violence not just as destructive of the individual and cultural “I can,” that is, of the embodied selfhood and world that corresponds to these forms of the “I can.”  It is to move to that level of the collective “I can” that forms the “body politic” that inhabits the political world.  The issue is the violence that corrupts this “I can” and its world. 

Chapter X

Political Violence

The violence that has always marked European history reached a culminating point in the first half of the last century.  The two world wars the period witnessed were extraordinarily violent.  In the First, the combatants were subject to an industrial scale slaughter by being systematically exposed to machine gun fire, artillery bombardments and poison gas.  The Second World War added to these horrors with its concept of “total war,” which was defined as a war directed against the totality of the enemy nation: its schools, factories, cities, in short, the entirety of its civilian population.  In pursuit of this policy, cities were firebombed, populations were deported or systematically starved, and non-combatants generally were subject to much the same violence as armies in the field.  This extension of violence to civilian populations continued in the conflicts that followed both in Europe and beyond.  It was particularly marked in the liberation struggles and the civil wars that have extended from the post-war period to this day.  While violence between nations has not been lacking, the organized intra-state violence of civil wars and the violence of “failed” states have come to the fore.  Again and again, we witness outrages against defenseless populations, their robbing and murder by marauding bands.  Such violence seems a continuation of the violence that arises whenever the withdrawal of the forces of civil order occurs.  Whether this is occasioned by a natural disaster or by the fall of a dictatorship, looting and gang violence with its settling of scores seems inevitably to erupt.  As the example of countries from Somalia to Iraq has shown, such violence only ceases when met by the counter-violence of the forces of public order.

Neither the past century nor our own are unique in being marked by violence.  Violence is so prevalent in human history that a good part of the political and diplomatic efforts of mankind can be understood in terms of our attempts to deal with it.  Viewed in this light, the ultimate issue may well be how one prevents political differences from becoming violent.  What makes such a question so difficult for the West is our tradition of equating freedom with sovereignty.  Sovereignty is the prerogative to rule.  As I cited Hannah Arendt, its ideal is that  “of uncompromising self-sufficiency and mastership.”  Given our dependence on others, this self-sufficiency implies being master over them.  We thus face the choice between ruling and being ruled.  To rule, we must engage in violence, we must deprive others of their ability to rule us.  This argument implies that freedom and violence are conjoined.  If we grant this, then we cannot say that the ideal of political life is the maximum consonant or harmonious expression of the freedom of each of the citizens.
 Rather, the conjunction of violence and freedom implies that politics consists not so much in expressing, as containing freedom.  Is this a correct conclusion?  

The fact that limiting freedom does not always contain violence should make us pause.  In fact, our failures with regard to containing political violence indicate how imperfectly we understand its nature.  In this chapter, I am going to argue that the West’s equation of freedom and sovereignty is, in fact, a conflation, one based on a deeper confusion of two very different attitudes we can have towards our others.  My claim will be that we can gain a practical understanding of the nature of political violence only by distinguishing these attitudes.

The Constitutional and Communitarian Solutions


In considering the difficulties of our attempts to contain political violence, I am going to abstract from the question of international violence.  This can be done by accepting, at least conditionally, the argument that led the European nations to join themselves into the European Union.
  This is that international violence is the result of a lack of an international political order, one with the power to enforce its decrees on individual states.  To the point that such an order becomes effectively binding, individual states, at least with regard to the question of violence, can be considered to be federated into a single state, one with an enforceable constitution.  This abstraction allows me to go directly to the classic response to the question of how to avoid intra-state violence.  Such violence, it is asserted, can be prevented through a binding constitution.  The constitution sets, as it were, the rules of the game for managing conflicts of interest.  In doing so, it places limits on the ability of factions to promote their own interests.  Thus, in a democratic constitution, conflicts of interests, to the point that they involve the law, become conflicts over the interests that should be represented in writing the law.  As such, they can be settled by elections.  The same holds for conflicts regarding who should execute the laws.  The president in the American system is chosen by vote.  Parliamentary systems have their own varied ways of choosing the prime minister.  The same holds for conflicts involving who should interpret the laws.  The constitution, in setting up the judiciary, regulates this as well.   


The difficulties with this response are well known.  The electoral system can become undermined by changing the boundaries of electoral districts or by the purposeful exclusion of classes of voters.  The judiciary can become politicized through the partisan choice of judges as representing particular political philosophies or economic or racial interests.  Such politization can include the judges called on to interpret the constitution.  Here, the constitution itself, rather than regulating political conflict, becomes an object of competing, irreconcilable interests.  At the end of this process, the constitution can lose its binding authority.  In the absence of such authority, there is nothing to prevent either the executive or the legislative authorities from ignoring the “rules of the game” it represents.  

The communitarian response to such a prospect relies on the creation of social solidarity.  It holds that the ultimate bulwark against factionalism rending the constitution is a certain social cohesion or consensus—one that translates into a sense of respect for the law and with this into a respect for the constitution itself.  Charles Taylor, for example, warns that “democratic society will collapse” without such “foundations” as “consensus,” “solidarity,”  and “cohesion.”
  We need these foundations to insure not just that people will “pay their taxes without being hounded, but also people will become soldiers and go to war, people will participate in its decisions and vote.”  What is needed is some kind of “identification with the whole.”  He also states: “That is where communitarianism comes in for me … many liberal theories completely ignore the conditions of this kind of creation without which you don’t have a liberal society, you don’t have a democratic society.”
  Taylor’s point is that the state insures its foundation by the “reinforcement of common values” through programs designed to promote these.  The difficulty with this solution can be drawn from the very context of Taylor’s remarks, which is that of his home province, Québec.  Many Québecois did not feel sufficient solidarity with the rest of Canada to accept the draft during the Second World War.  The programs subsequently instituted to insure common values deepened the solidarity among the French, but not with the ethnic groups forming the rest of the country.  In the last referendum on independence, which followed the failure of constitutional talks, the break-up of Canada was averted by the narrowest of margins. At present, the constitution continues to be the chief point of conflict between the Québec nationalists and those who oppose them.  The difficulty, then, of relying on the creation of common values is that commonality can all too often reduce itself to the solidarities of race, language, or class and their associated values.  When it does, such commonality ignores the alterity that is essential to modern, pluralistic states.


The Canadian example can furnish us with another means for holding a nation together.  This is the use of state power.  In response to the activities of the Québec Liberation Front in 1971, the Canadian prime minister, Pierre Trudeau, invoked the War Powers Act, suspending civil liberties.  Although the Act was of short duration, it did forcibly exhibit, through the presence of police and soldiers, the state’s legal monopoly of the means of violence.  In other countries, such “states of emergency” can be frequent and long lasting.  At the end of this prospect is the permanent suspension, not just of civil liberties, but of the constitution itself.  The state becomes transformed into an opponent of political life as this is normally understood.  Politics itself, with the loss of the constitution that regulates the rules of its game, comes to an end and is replaced by a tyranny.  

Hobbes’s Account


It is precisely against such a prospect that most constitutions contain provisions limiting state powers, provisions that declare, in the words of the American Bill of Rights, that “Congress shall pass no law that ….”  The difficulties with such safeguards are both practical and theoretical.  On a practical level, the constitution by itself is a mere piece of paper.  It has no enforcing powers.  Powers of enforcement belong to the state, the very state that can, in declaring a state of emergency, suspend the constitution.  On the theoretical level, the difficulty can be put in terms of the position that nations with their constitutions are the result of a founding violence.  Once called into existence, they maintain themselves through a sustaining violence.  

Thomas Hobbes’ argument for this is instructive.  He traces the origin of violence among men to their natural equality.  He writes: “Nature hath made men so equall in the faculties of body, and mind … [that] the difference between man and man is not so considerable as that one man can thereupon claim to himselfe any benefit, to which another may not pretend as well as he” (Leviathan, p. 94).
   Given this equality, they all feel that they have the same hope of acquiring these benefits.  Competition arises and, with this, enmity.  In Hobbes’ words: “And therefore if any two men desire the same thing, which nevertheless they cannot both enjoy, they become enemies,” the result being that men “endeavour to destroy or subdue one another” (ibid, p. 95).  Each, in fact, so fears the others that he attempts to subdue them in advance.  With this, we have the natural condition of man “which is called Warre; and such a warre as is of every man against every man” (ibid., p. 96).  According to Hobbes, the only way to get out of this condition, where the life of man is “solitary, poore, nasty, brutish, and short,” is through each person laying down his rights to use all means to defend himself.  This is done by his transferring them to the state.  To found a state, in other words, involves the state’s monopolizing the violence that each of us formerly employed to defend himself (ibid., p. 131).  The founding thus occurs when the sovereign “hath the use of so much Power and Strength conferred on him that by [the] terror thereof he is inabled to forme the wills of them all to Peace at home and mutuall ayd against their enemies abroad” (ibid., p. 132).

Two things are striking in this account.  The first is that it follows the paradigm that equates freedom and sovereignty, sovereignty being taken as self-sufficiency and mastery.  To be free, one must be master.  Thus, anticipating that others will try to gain the same goods that he desires, each person, with an eye to his self-sufficiency, attempts to overcome them.   In Hobbes’ words, he endeavors “by force or wiles to master the persons of all men he can, so long till he see no other power great enough to endanger him.”
  When states are founded, the paradigm continues with their attempting to master one another, that is, in their being in an open or concealed state of war.  In both cases, the process is fueled by a competition for “benefits.”  It also rests on the presumed equality of the combatants.  This is the second striking element.   It is the fact that we cannot see a sufficient difference between us to justify our giving someone else an advantage over us.  Hobbes brings the point home by comparing men with other social species such as bees.  Bees have no competition for honor and glory.  All distinctions between them are natural.  They are, thus, distinguished from men by the fact that “the agreement of these creatures is Naturall; that of men is by Covenant only, which is Artificiall.”  Thus, nature regulates the actions of the bees towards their common good.  Men, however, have no such constraints.  Their artificial covenant thus requires “a Common Power to keep them in awe and to direct their actions to the Common Benefit” (Leviathan, p. 131).  This stress on our lack of natural distinctions points to a certain abstractness in Hobbes’ consideration of our “natural state.”  Family, friends, and tribal loyalties are all left out of account.  Each individual is like the others since each is abstracted from the social context—the circumstances of family, history and fortune—that might differentiate him.  In the state of nature, our life, Hobbes writes, is “solitary.”  The question that we will have to consider is whether this atomistic view of human nature is presupposed in the equation of freedom with mastery.  If it is, we will have to work out more clearly its role in the violence this equation entails.  At issue will be whether our failures to understand and, hence, contain violence can be traced to a view of human nature that abstracts it from the entanglements that its embodiment imposes on it.

The Sovereign Exception

According to Hobbes, we should not think the state of nature as a condition that entirely disappears with the founding of the state.  Its persistence, he notes, is attested to by the fact that men go armed when they go on a journey, that they lock their houses when they depart and, in fact, keep certain chests locked even when they are at home (Leviathan, p. 99).  In such cases, they acknowledge that in the absence of state power (for example, in the isolated areas one passes on a journey), a natural condition of war continues to persist.  According to Giorgio Agamben, this persistence is actually an internal principle of the state.  In his words, “Hobbes … was perfectly aware … that the state of nature did not necessarily have to be conceived as a real epoch, but rather could be  understood as a principle internal to the State revealed in the moment in which the State is considered ‘as if it were dissolved.’”
  Such dissolution occurs not just when a natural disaster, such as a hurricane, immobilizes the forces of public order with the resulting rioting and looting.  It also appears when the sovereign declares a ”state of exception” or “emergency” suspending civil rights.  During this time, the sovereign can kill, imprison, or generally molest the citizens of the state with impunity.  The crimes that the sovereign forbids his subjects, he allows himself.  What shows itself in such a state of emergency is, according to Agamben, the violence that first established the state.  Thus, the state of “sovereign” exception is instituted not as some law, but in order to establish the situation in which law is possible.

The point Agamben is making can be put in terms of Walter Benjamin’s distinction between the violence that founds and that which preserves the state.  According to Benjamin, “all violence as a means is either law-making or law-preserving.”
  The violence that preserves the law is present in the means that the police use to enforce the law.  In enforcing it, they preserve the state.  The violence that makes the law, by contrast, founds the state.  Thus, in the conflicts that give rise to the state, the terms of the victorious party become the founding law.  In Benjamin’s words, “the moment of instatement does not dismiss violence; rather at the very moment of law-making, it specifically establishes as law not an end unalloyed by violence, but one necessarily and intimately bound to it, under the title of power.  Law-making is power making, assumption of power, and to that extent an immediate manifestation of violence.”
  This violence shows itself in the use of police powers to enforce the laws.  It appears in its original form “when the state … can no longer guarantee through the legal system the empirical ends that it desires at any price to attain.”  At this point, the police “intervene ‘for security reasons’ in countless cases where no clear legal situation exists.”
  The action of the police in such cases, is “law making” because its “function” is “the assertion of legal claims for any decree.”
 What is at issue here is the legal space itself, which is that of public order.  As both Benjamin and Agamben note, the role of the police is fraught with ambiguity.  It is law-preserving, Benjamin writes, since its ends are given by the laws of the state, and its use of power “is subject to the restriction that it may not set itself new ends.”  Yet as the representative of the founding violence, police power represents something prior to the law.  Thus, “unlike law, which acknowledges in the ‘decision’ determined by place and time … a claim to critical evaluation” by legal scholars, “a consideration of the police institution encounters nothing essential at all.  Its power is formless.”

The paradox here is that the sovereign authority manifested by the police is both inside and outside the state.  Thus, insofar as the police exercise a law-making function, they express this authority as prior to the state, that is, as prior to its laws.  When a state of emergency is declared and civil rights are suspended, the only thing at issue is the restoration of public order.  In Agamben’s words, “What is at issue in the sovereign exception is not so much the control or neutralization of an excess as the creation and definition of the very space in which the juridico-political order can have validity.”  This means that “in its archetypal form, the state of exception is therefore the principle of every juridical localization, since only the state of exception opens the space in which the determination of a certain juridical order and a particular territory first becomes possible.”
  Here, there is no question of law, but of the establishment of law, that is, of the public space in which law can appear.  Hobbes puts this point by noting that in the state of nature, there is no law.  In such a state, “nothing can be Unjust.  The notions of Right and Wrong, Justice and Injustice have there no place.”  The reason for this is clear: “Where there is no common Power, there is no Law: where no Law, no Injustice” (Leviathan, p. 98).  Given that the sovereign represents this common power, he grounds the law.  But as such, he is outside of it.  Thus, as Hobbes states, “there can happen no breach of Covenant on the part of the Sovereign” (ibid, p. 134).  What he represents within the state is the natural violence that is prior to the state.  As Agamben writes, “in Hobbes the state of nature survives in the person of the sovereign who is the only one to preserve its ius contra omnes.  Sovereignty thus presents itself as the incorporation of the state of nature in society.”
  The police manifest this incorporation.  They are both law-making and law-preserving.
  They represent both the constituting power of founding violence and the constituted power of an established legal system.  The ambiguity of their function is that of the power of the sovereign.  In Agamben’s words, “the sovereign power divides itself into constituting power and constituted power and maintains itself in relation to both, positioning itself at the point of intersection.”
 

If this is an accurate description, then we cannot look to a constitutional solution to the question of intra-state violence.  If Hobbes, Benjamin and Agamben are correct, violence both founds and preserves the state.  The state functions by internalizing the violence of nature.  This implies that it has no inherent limits.  In particular, it implies that its “constituting power neither derives from the constituted order nor limits itself to instituting it.”
  What we face here is a fundamental ambiguity.  Existing at the point of intersection between the constituting violence and the constituted legal order, the state permits itself what it forbids its citizens.  In Agamben’s words, “The sovereign sphere is the sphere in which it is permitted to kill without committing homicide.”
  In a certain, precise sense, it grounds the legal order by violating it, that is, by excepting itself from the order’s precepts.  We cannot, then, appeal to it to banish the specter of intra-state violence.  Inherent within the sovereign sphere is the exception to whatever order we try to impose through it.  It itself contains the exception that can be used by political parties, factions and other groups to break through the order it imposes.  

The Aristotelian Alternative


According to the above, violence originates in a competition between solitary selves.  In the war of “every man against every man,” every man is  an “enemy to every man” (Leviathan, pp. 96-7).  For Hobbes, the causes of this original war are our natural equality—the fact that nature made us essentially similar in mind and body—and a competition for benefits.  Given our natural equality, we cannot see why others should enjoy some benefit and we should not.  There is, in other words, a natural egotism in which each of us asks, “why should you have this and not I?”  For Hobbes, “without a common Power to keep [us] all in awe” and enforce a series of conventional decisions regarding ownership, there is no answer to this question (ibid., p. 96).  


To see the limitations of this tradition, we need to consider its alternative.  It is, in its own way, as extreme as the tradition stemming from Hobbes.  While in Hobbes’ atomistic view, man’s natural state is solitary and ruled by egotism, Aristotle sees the isolated individual as an empty abstraction.  As he observes, humans are never alone.  Given our finitude and neediness, starting from our very conception there never was a point when we were not with others.  He writes, “in the first place, there must be a unity of those who cannot exist without each other; namely, of male and female” (“Politics,” 1252a 27; p. 1127).
  Beyond this, there is the resulting family of children, cousins, uncles, etc., the grouping of families into villages, and the coalescence of villages into the state.  In Aristotle’s words, “When several villages are united in a single complete community, large enough to be nearly or quite self-sufficing, the state comes into existence, originating in the bare needs of life and continuing in existence for the sake of a good life” (1252b 27-29; p. 1129).  For Aristotle, then, the formation of the state is driven by “bare needs of life.”  It continues its development until these needs are met, that is, until the collection of men is “large enough to be nearly or quite self-sufficing.”  This self-sufficient state is the “final cause” or inherent goal of the growth of the human community.  Just as a plant exhibits its nature when it reaches maturity, so the human community reveals its nature at the point of its self-sufficiency.  

For Aristotle, to call something “natural” means that it has an inborn goal to its growth, one that directs it to a certain completion.
  Thus, all the stages of the plant’s development—from the seed to the sapling and thence to the seed-producing individual—are “natural” since all follow a plan of growth—one that leads to realizing an inborn goal.  Aristotle’s claim is that the same holds for the state.  In his words: “And therefore, if the earlier forms of society are natural, so is the state, for it is the end of them, and the nature of a thing is its end” (“Politics,” 1252b 30; p. 1129).  This identification of nature with the end implies that it is only at the end of a natural process that we can grasp the essence—the “what-it-was-to-be”—of the living individual.
  The “nature” that is exhibited in the end stage makes sense of the various stages of the organism’s growth.  These stages reach their natural culmination when the organism is self-sufficient, that is, becomes capable of functioning on its own in such a way that it can (for example, through flowering and bearing seeds) continue the species.  Thus, Aristotle continues, “For what each thing is when fully developed, we call its nature, whether we are speaking of a man, a horse, or a family.  Besides, the final cause and end of a thing is the best, and to be self-sufficing is the end and the best” (“Politics,” 1252b 31-1253a 1; p. 1129).

The assertion that “the state is a creation of nature” (1253a 2) sets the context for the claim that “man is a political animal.”   The claim signifies that he can reach his natural, self-sufficient end only within the state.  Thus, for Aristotle, “the state is by nature clearly prior to the family and to the individual.”  This signifies that just as a part of a body cannot survive apart from the body, so the “individual, when isolated, is not self-sufficing” (“Politics,” 1253a 27; p. 1130).  This insufficiency is not just economic.  It is not simply a function of the fact that since no person can be a “jack of all trades,” human survival depends upon a division of labor and, hence, on the resulting exchange of goods and services.  It has to do with the very sense of what it means to be human.  This sense, for Aristotle, is unthinkable apart from the state.  Thus, a person who is unable to live in society or has no need of it, he writes, is either “a beast or a god” (ibid., 1253a 29; p. 1130).  He is either below or above humanity, but is not human.  In fact, a single individual “may be compared to an isolated piece at draughts” (ibid., 1253 a 5; p. 1129).  Apart from the board and the other pieces, the piece has no sense.  The same holds for an individual’s morality.  Separated from the state, a person is separated from “law and justice.”  He becomes “the most unholy and the most savage of the animals.”  His very nature degenerates into “armed injustice” (ibid., 1235a 32-33; p. 1130).  

Such descriptions remind us of Hobbes’s account of man in the “state of nature.”  There are, however, two very different senses of “nature” at work here.  For Hobbes, “nature” designates the primitive condition of man before the founding of society.  The condition is one of violence and is expressed in the “war of every man against every man.”  For Aristotle, nature expresses the end of the process that results in society.  Man realizes his nature through his social relations.  The violence of man apart from society is not an expression of his primitive condition, but rather of his political (or social) nature.  What it designates is his inability to morally function on his own.  In this view, violence is not “founding” with regard to the state.  What is founding is the drive towards moral and economic self-sufficiency.  The very impulse that leads to the founding of the state leads as well to “law and justice.”  

Recognition and Violence

How can we decide between these two very different views of our nature?  Which can better account for the fact of violence?  For both, violence characterizes our nature outside of society.  Both see the breakdown of the social order as leading to violence.  At issue, however, is the violence that occurs within the social sphere—in particular, the violence that leads to the breakdown of the political order.  Aristotle suggests that our relations to others are primarily co-operative.  The insufficiencies of our individual natures are such that we have to cooperate to survive.  For Hobbes, however, our relations to others are primarily competitive.  Given our natural equality, we necessarily want what others want and compete with them for it.  Without a sovereign power to keep us in “awe,” this competition must lead to the breakdown of the state.  Which is correct?  We cannot adjudicate their claims without understanding more clearly the competitive and cooperative relations we have to each other.  At the basis of all such relations is our recognition of others.  When does this recognition lead to violence?  Is it only the recognition underlying the competitive relation that has the possibility of violence?  Or does the recognition required for cooperation also conceal this possibility?  To pursue these questions, I have to return to the phenomenological account of recognition.  

As I noted, the basic structure of human recognition can be described in terms of an analogy that we are continually making and adjusting in our relations with others.  This analogy has four terms.  Three of them are directly experienced, the fourth term (much like a “fourth proportional” in mathematics) is filled in or “solved” in terms of the other three.  Two of the experiential terms are the appearing of myself and my other.  I directly observe my own behavior and speech. I also observe the other’s bodily behavior; I engage in conversation with him.  The third term is my consciousness of my inner life.  I experience immediately the intentions and interpretations that explain to me what I do and say.  I cannot, of course, similarly observe the other.  This fourth term, which consists of his conscious life, must be filled in by me.  

There are two ways to conceive this filling in.  I can say that if the other behaves as I would in a similar situation, then I recognize him as person who controls his behavior as I would.  I acknowledge him as making sense of his situation in the same way that I would were I in his place and, thus, recognize him as a subject like myself.  This recognition is a result of my filling in the fourth proportional: my appearing bodily behavior is to his behavior as my consciousness is to his consciousness.  Thus, I recognize the other as a person like myself by “solving” for the fourth term of the proportion, that is, by transferring to him my sense of myself consciously controlling my behavior through my interpretation of a given situation.  For Husserl, as I noted, this transfer is verifiable insofar as the other behaves as I do.  To the point that he does not, I cannot recognize him as a subject.  My behavior, in other words, functions as the standard for verification.  In Husserl's words, “The experienced animate organism of the Other continues to manifest itself as actually an animate organism solely through its continually harmonious behavior.... The organism is experienced as a pseudo-organism precisely when it does not agree in its behavior.”
 “Harmonious,” here, means harmonious with my own behavior.  The Other's actions must “agree” with this in order to establish the similarity necessary for the transfer.  As Husserl expresses this, the Other's ego is “determined as thus governing his body (and, in a familiar way, constantly confirms this) only insofar as the whole stylistic form of the sensible processes that are primordially perceivable by me must correspond to what is known in type from my own governing of my body.”
  

Such a view, as I said, is obviously egotistical.  Since I provide the standings for verification, my recognition of the other remains a form of self-recognition.  To avoid this, we have to say that recognition demands a second sense of  filling-in.  For recognition to grasp the other as other the transfer of sense that fills in the fourth term of the proportion must go both ways.  Thus, I do not just recognize the other as a person by transferring to him my sense of being a consciousness grasping a given situation; I also transfer to myself his different grasp of this situation.  Thus, observing him I see that his behavior indicates that he understands it differently.  This understanding is made explicit in our discourse.  Listening to and observing him, I do not simply interpret what he says and does in terms of my own categories and interpretative intentions.  Rather, I suspend these to open myself up to his ways of making sense.  Interpreting myself in their terms, I place my own categories in question.  This includes a questioning of the intentions that I direct to the other.  As the last chapter put this, to grasp the other as other, I have to take these intentions as “inadequate.”  The other, I must assume, will exceed these.  He will not exactly match my intentions—i.e., my transfer to him of my ways of making sense of the world.  Recognizing him as other presumes that he will add something new to them.

If the above is correct, then our recognition of others contains the basis for both competition and cooperation.  The type of relation depends on the direction of the transfer.  To the point that I take myself as a standard, recognition results in competition.  Cooperation, by contrast, requires my taking the other as a standard—that is, my opening myself to his interpretations.  To see this, let us first consider the aspect of recognition that leads to competition.  Taking myself as the standard, I recognize others as subjects only to the point that they behave as I do.  To the point that my others do so, I regard them as desiring and seeking the same things as I do and hence as competing with me for these.  The result is the sense of “natural equality” where, as Hobbes writes, no one can “claim to himselfe any benefit, to which another may not pretend as well as he” (Leviathan, p. 94).  This, for Hobbes, leads to the violence of the competitive struggle.  Such violence, in other words, is a function of our “natural equality,” which itself is a function of our recognizing subjects only to the point that they are similar to ourselves.  Such recognition also implies that we cannot  find any basis among subjects for the distinctions that social organization requires.  These distinctions must accordingly be set by the competitive struggle, that is, by the resulting relations of power.  Once they are set, a second feature of this aspect of recognition comes to the fore.  This is that I do not recognize as subjects the others who do not behave as I do.  Thus, once I reduce others to an inferior status, the way is open for me to exploit them.  In the extreme case, as with “subject populations,” the way is open to treat them as mere things, that is, to act without any moral restraint at all.  The resulting violence can, in such cases, run the gamut from the various forms of racial and economic exploitation to the genocides that have marked human history.  

Metaphorically speaking, there is a kind of  competitive “shaking” associated with this aspect of recognition.  It is different from the shaking Patočka describes.  A couple of examples convey its notion: Seeing another person step into the bus with you, you recognize him as a competitor for a remaining seat.  The thought of losing this shakes you into quickening your step.  In economics, the competition can range from being rivals for a position to the struggle of competing firms for market share.  The “creative destruction” of capitalism, where firms and their associated towns suffer the devastation brought by losing the competitive battle, is never far from such recognition.  Its prospect shakes the competitors out of their complacency.  Confronting them with the thought not just of the other enjoying the benefits they seek, but of the consequences of their loss, they are spurred to greater efforts.  Shaking, here, is not just economic, but also social.  Loss of social status is also a loss in one’s claims to be recognized as a subject by the members of the class from which one has fallen.  One no longer has the means to behave or live as they do and, hence, to be recognized as a corresponding subject.  Shaking in such instances amounts to facing the loss of both economic and social selfhood.
  

The second aspect of recognition, which focuses on the alterity of the other, stands outside of this competitive relation.  To the point that the other is other, one cannot assume in advance that he will seek the same benefits that one desires.  The same holds for his talents and interests.  This difference opens the way for a division of labor and the resulting exchange of goods and services.  From an Aristotelian perspective such an exchange is essential.  It follows from the inherent insufficiency of the isolated individual.  Humans must cooperate to survive.  Such cooperation involves their taking on different roles, each one making up for the deficiencies of the others.  It is in terms of such cooperation and the resulting exchanges that Aristotle frames his concept of justice.  As he points out in his Ethics, its sense is that of fairness or equity—isos.  It signifies fairness in exchange.  The basic question of justice is: what is an equitable exchange?  When, for example, a house builder and a shoemaker come to the market, how many shoes would it take to equal a house?  Shoes, of course, cannot be directly exchanged for a house.  Hence, the introduction of money.  In Aristotle's words, “A community is formed . . . by people who are different and unequal.  But they must be equalized; and hence everything that enters into an exchange [e.g., between the shoemaker and the house builder] must somehow be comparable.  For this purpose money has been introduced.”
 

Two things are remarkable in this statement.  The first is the assertion of the difference of the individuals making up a community.  A community is not made up of people who are “like” or “equal” to each other.  It presupposes their alterity.  This means that the humanity that makes up a community is “plural” in the sense that it involves an irreducible otherness.  The second, which is indicated by the mention of money, is the fundamental role of economic justice.  Given that people form a state to make up for their insufficiencies by exchanging goods and services, injustice in exchange undermines its foundation.  The self-sufficiency of the human in the state thus presupposes two factors.  The first is the existence of others as other.  The second is their equalization through fair exchanges. 

The fact that this aspect of recognition is non-competitive does not mean that it is without its own form of shaking.  This is the shaking the last chapter described.  To cooperate with another involves taking account of their perspective of a given situation.  To do so, however, can involve putting ones own categories and interpretations, the ways one makes sense of the world—into question.  In genuine cooperation, the other appears as a self with an authority equal to one’s own.  As such, he is capable of putting one’s own selfhood in question.  Thus, the more one takes up his categories, the more one’s own are shaken.  At the extreme point, openness to the other as other can involve a shaking of one’s very sense of selfhood.  Even in its less extreme forms, the shaking involves different views of the world, different ways of taking it and, hence, an undermining of one’s certainty with respect to it.  The loss of this certainty always involves a certain discomfort.  Those who radically question the certainties of a community often provoke a violent reaction.  Thus the philosophical shaking initiated by Socrates resulted in his execution.  The same fate overcame Jesus, with his shaking of the religious certainties of his community.  As the mass expulsions and persecutions of ethnic minorities attest, this reaction can be extended to whole groups of people.  To the point that a growing ethnic minority, whose perspectives and standards are different from the majority, demands recognition, it can expose itself to an extreme reaction.  To genuinely recognize a group is to take seriously its standards for interpreting the world; but this is to place into question one’s own.  Rather than doing so, a community can simply refuse to recognize the “authority” of the minority community—that is, its right to be the author of its own standards.  What this amounts to is a switch in the mode of recognition from the cooperative to the competitive.  In the competitive, one takes oneself as the standard.  Those who do not act as one does, those whose behavior manifests different standards, are not taken as subjects.  Applying this to the minority, the majority opens the way to the loss of all moral restraint in its actions towards them.  

Freedom and Violence

If the above is correct, then the violence that shakes the state is that which combines both forms of shaking.  It takes the shaking that is involved in the recognition of the otherness of the other and transmutes it into the competitive shaking.  That the recognition of the alterity of others is essential for political life follows from its description as the “art of compromise.”  In its accommodating the multiple interests that make up a state, politics is the way we deal with our plural condition.  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.  Agreement in such instances is a matter of negotiation, of the give-and-take that forms political compromises.  Essential for its action is the recognition of the alternate authority of the other parties, of their actually having valid grounds for their positions.  When this is replaced by the form of recognition that denies the subjectivity of such parties, the process cannot go forward.  Thus, whenever the opposing interests are “demonized,” political compromise becomes impossible.  Agreement becomes simply a matter of power; it occurs through the victors suppressing their opponents.  To the point that the latter resist, the way is open for political violence.

To see more clearly into the breakdown of political life, we have to take note of two very different types of freedom: the first is political, the second is natural.  Political freedom was described in a previous chapter.  It originates in the self-separation that the recognition of the otherness of the other occasions.  In this recognition, we put ourselves in the situation of the other.  We do so in order to grasp her interpretations of a given situation.  Doing so, we separate ourselves from our own situation and corresponding interpretations.  To the point that such recognition succeeds, we regard these from the perspective of the other.  The freedom that here arises comes from the fact that we can consider neither our situation nor the interpretations that define it as without alternatives.  Viewed from the perspective of the other, both have to be regarded as things that could be otherwise.  Thus, they lose their necessity.  Rather than being taken as necessarily determining us, they come to be regarded as things that we could change.  Inherent in such freedom is the fact that its content comes from our others—those others whose different understanding of a given situation we transfer to ourselves.  

As I earlier observed, this freedom is social.  Given that the possibilities that form its content come from our others,  it cannot exist in any solitary state of nature.  Its absence in such a state is part of the insufficiency of the isolated individual.  Insofar as this freedom is essential to our humanity, we have to say that our humanity only appears in community.  Political life arises from this freedom insofar as it is called on to negotiate some of the choices that form its content—namely, those that have a collective impact.  Insofar as through political debates, these choices achieve a public presence and, hence, form a part of the content of our collective freedom, political life also promotes freedom.  Such freedom is never abstract.  It is always situated in a concrete context, which is that of the choices we make available to each other.  What makes this freedom political is the fact that it is negotiable in terms of its content.  Two factors open it up to compromise.  The first is that, given our essentially social nature, there are limits to the alterity of our humanity.  Humans form a plurality, yet there is always an overlap in their interpretations: the meanings they give to various situations are at least partially coincident.  That they are shared means that there are always some points that can be assumed in political negotiations.  The second factor is the non-coincidence within this coincidence, that is, the non-overlap of their interpretations.  This implies that there are always some benefits that are more attractive to one party rather than to others and, hence, subject to compromise.  They form the negotiable content of our freedom.


The case is very different with the natural liberty assumed by the social contract theorists.  They take the basis of political power to be an innate, natural liberty, one where humans are in “a state of perfect freedom to order their actions and dispose of their possessions and persons as they think fit.”
  In the state of war that exists before society, the individual’s relation to his others is competitive rather than cooperative.  The others that he does encounter are taken to desire the same things that he does.  Since the subjects he recognizes are like him, they cannot enrich the content of his freedom.  The same factor makes this natural liberty incapable of compromise.  Since it does not take into account the alterity of others, that is, their differing interpretations of a given situation, liberty, here, lacks any negotiable content.  For the same reason, it cannot avail itself of the advantages of cooperating with others, that is, of making use of differing talents and interests for a mutual benefit.  This lack of social context for natural liberty thus implies that it has no inherent limits.  This is why Hobbes asserts that such limits must come from outside of the individual, namely, from the “terror” occasioned by the “Power and Strength” of the sovereign (Leviathan, p. 132).  


Given the essentially violent character of natural liberty, its conflation with political freedom necessarily rends the political fabric.  This cannot be otherwise given that the freedom that knows no limits inevitably works to undermine the “rules of the game” of political life, the very rules that were set up to impose limits on the participants of the game.  The sign of this breakdown is the conflation of freedom with sovereignty, understood as “mastership.”  Behind this is the conflation of what we have called political freedom with the natural liberty of the social contract theorists.  The ultimate basis of the breakdown is, however, the running together of two different types of intersubjective recognition: the competitive and the cooperative.  It is this conflation, which includes the shaking that each promotes, that opens the door to political violence.  

The Political Imperative


This violence is destructive of political life.  The shaking that characterizes it may be likened to the convulsions of the body politic.  They signify the breakdown of the collective “I can” that enacts the senses of negotiation and compromise that make possible politics.  We cannot safeguard this “I can” by suppressing the competitive type of recognition.  In fact, the conflation of the two aspects of recognition is always possible since both are part of our recognition of others.  In mutual recognition, the transfer of sense goes both ways.  We transfer to the other our sense of being a subject, that is, our interpretations of what motivates behavior.  We also transfer to ourselves the other’s different grasp of the situation as evidenced by his or her physical and verbal behavior.  What this signifies is that both the Hobbesian and Aristotelian analyses, to the point that they privilege one form of recognition over the other, are one-sided.  Intersubjective recognition is, in fact, both cooperative and competitive.  Thus, people cooperate in order to compete, while the drive towards cooperation, the drive that, for Aristotle, leads to the founding of the state, can both overcome and make use of our competitive drives.  

Given that the situation is always a mixed one, we cannot really maintain the dichotomy between the states of nature and society as if the two could be thought apart.  Phenomenologically regarded, such states are simply code words for two equally primordial forms of recognition.  The violence that is supposed to point to our original state of nature is founded on the recognition of others as like ourselves, that is, as desiring and competing for the same goods.  The freedom of this “natural” state knows no social limits.  By definition, it excepts itself from any judicial order.  Agamben asserts that sovereignty, in assuming such freedom, avails itself of the “sovereign exception.”  As such, it keeps open “the space in which the determination of a certain juridical order and a particular territory first becomes possible.”  Such freedom, however, is not limited to the sovereign.  It is not something we have transferred to him.  It is as inalienable as the competitive form of recognition from which it springs.  The freedom of the “sovereign exception” is, in other words, within each of us.  In the absence of any social constraints, it is necessarily violent.  Thus, political violence occurs when we fail to manage the competitive relation, that is, fail to impose on it the “rules of the game” of political life.  Such a failure generally involves a failure to recognize its nature, that is, to see that the freedom it expresses requires external restraints.  

What Benjamin and Agamben take to be the “founding violence” of the state is, then, not founding, but rather founded.  Its basis is a recognition of others as like ourselves, a recognition that is present as a part of every intersubjective encounter.  Such violence does not, as they assume, keep open the space of the judicial order.  This space, rather, is maintained by the recognition that others are distinct from ourselves.  It is this that prompts the negotiated agreements that structure this order.  What stands opposed to the violence of the state of nature is not the same lawless violence in the hands of the sovereign.  It is the co-ordination and co-operation of individuals allied together.  In other words, what opposes the freedom that directs itself against the other in the competitive relation is the freedom that we gain from others in recognizing their alterity.  Such freedom makes possible the combining of different forces to oppose the freedom that sees sovereignty as mastery.

To translate this into a prescription for avoiding violence is to acknowledge the imperative of not confounding the two types of recognition.  When politics becomes a “competitive sport,” when, for example, the political and the economic spheres are conflated such that the recognition that functions in economic competition becomes the model for political life, the space of the judicial order diminishes.  Correspondingly, the possibilities for preventing political violence also decrease.  To avoid this, the space of this order, which is essentially a moral one, must be kept open.  We must recognize it for what it is: namely, the space that is multiply determined by our others and, thus, the space of the freedom that their alterity affords us.  All the rules of the game of political life have to be judged on how they preserve this space.  The moral authority of such rules is that of the space of the judicial order that embodies our alterity and freedom.  Each of us authorizes it when we recognize the other not just as a competitor, but also as a collaborator.  

Hannah Arendt has such a space in mind when, in The Origins of Totalitarianism, she tied the extermination of peoples to this space.  Thus, the Nazi government of Germany first deprived its Jews of citizenship, making them “stateless” persons outside any judicial order, before sending them to the camps.  This move was not simply a legal technicality.  It was, in her words, “the deprivation of a place in the world which makes opinions significant and actions effective.”  Beyond any loss of legal rights was “the right to have rights,” which was the right “to live in a framework where one is judged by one’s actions and opinions.”
  Stateless persons could be considered guilty without any crime; their actions and opinions were not relevant to how they could be treated.  Stripped of their citizenship, they were reduced to merely being human—as opposed to being German or Polish or Russian or any of another dozen nationalities.  Expelled from the public space, they found “that the abstract nakedness of being nothing but human was their greatest danger”
  To be merely human was, in fact, to be less than human.  It was to enter into the condition that Agamben would later call “bare life,” the life that is subject to every kind of violence.  Given this, the most important prescription for avoiding political violence is that of maintaining the public space of judicial order.   To maintain it, we have to understand it.  

Chapter XI

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” (On Revolution, 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.  I will not repeat my arguments for this point.  It is sufficient to note their main conclusions.   The first is that whatever we see others do tends to be regarded as a human capacity.  As such, we regard it as one of our own possibilities.  The second is that others do not just present us with the projects that form the repertoire of our possible ways of being and behaving.  In doing so, they also provide us with alternate ways of disclosing the world—i.e., alternate enactments of the senses it offers us.  The result is a relativization of the world—one that robs it of what we took to be its determining necessity.  Thus, instead of considering our actions as determined by our given world, we face the option of changing it through changing our behavior.  With this, we have our third conclusion, which is that our very ability to step back from the world and escape its necessity is a gift of our others.  So is the resulting determination of our conduct through our own thought, that is, through deliberating on the outcomes of different courses of action.  In providing us with alternative ways of understanding and disclosing a given situation, our others do not just rob it of its necessity.  They also place it in question, inviting us to ask for the reason why the situation, now viewed as contingent, is as it is.  They thus lead us to inquire into the circumstances upon which it depends and deliberate on the possible outcomes of changing such circumstances by pursuing different courses of action.   


As this summary indicates, 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 privacy, as I noted, comes from the fact that the others who give a self the content of its freedom exceed this self.  They, thus, provide it with more than it is capable of expressing.  As finite, it is inherently private: it can never express all those possibilities of being and behaving that others exhibit to it as human possibilities.  The special nature of the presence of a person stems from disparity between the finitude of the self and the exceeding quality of the others, whose possibilities it internalizes.  The disparity makes this presence not just private, but also excessive.  The excess appears in our inability to completely predict the other’s behavior on the basis of his past history.  It always exceeds this.  Thus, no experience of a person is sufficient to capture him.  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.  The excessive presence of the other is, thus, grasped in and through a continuing return.  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 from my experience.  The basis of this openness is the other.  Behind the return of time in the continually new moment that formally characterizes the future is the presence of the other person that to be grasped demands such a return.  

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 intertwined.  Just as the senses that form its content are both within us and outside of us, so freedom’s place is both within and without (see above, p. 14).   This means that both individual and public freedom 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 individual 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 their full public character, public objects must be returned to again and again.  Like the individuals that employ them, they exhibit their 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, as we saw, 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.  In political life, this accommodation is 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 coalesce?  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 by 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 unalterable 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 pose again 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, was 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 present 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 become predictable public persona.  The result is that they conceal the excessive 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, where distinct layers of governance, federal, provincial or state, county and municipal each have their individual spheres.  In some systems, notably the American, this division of power occurs on several levels.  There, the sphere of the judiciary, in pronouncing on the constitutionality of the acts of the legislative branch, is both distinct from the latter 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.  As I earlier noted, the selfishness and egotism of individuals during the disorders that follow the breakdown of a tyranny are the result of this enforced isolation.  Through its secret police, spies and penalties, a tyranny destroys the ability of its subjects to covenant, that is, to bind themselves to each other.  Their ties are limited to the state and its organs.  Not only are their individual differences severely limited through an enforced uniformity, but they have no practice in 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 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 all 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 more recent events 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.  Such difficulties, in fact, call on us to practice those virtues that preserve public space.  The nature of such virtues can be drawn from the violence that rends this space.  As I indicated in a previous chapter, this violence springs from our inability to endure the shaking that the recognition of the other imposes on us.  This inability translates into an intolerance of the other—i.e., an inability to tolerate his claim to have “authority” in political and moral matters (see above, p. 166).   To combat this requires, first of all, the virtue of tolerance.  The call for tolerance is, however, an empty appeal until we can guage both its limits and its positive content. 

Chapter XII

Sustaining the Other: Tolerance as a Positive Ideal

The modern conception of tolerance grew out of the exhaustion occasioned by the endless religious wars of the 16th and 17th centuries.  The various “edicts of tolerance” that brought this period to a close were formulated to permit the practice of sects that were distinct from the officially approved religions. As a result, tolerance, understood as a political ideal, came to have a primarily negative sense, one which ranges from the root meaning of “sustaining” or “enduring” some evil to the “forbearance” or “sufferance” of something not actually approved of.
  The difficulties of this concept can be expressed by raising the issue of the limit and validity of tolerance.  How do we distinguish the tolerable from the intolerable?  Why, in fact, should we practice tolerance?  Is it simply to avoid the negative consequences of intolerance?  What happens when we can avoid such consequences?  Are we, then, free to practice intolerance?  As long as the concept of tolerance cannot itself afford an answer to these questions,  it cannot stand as an independent political ideal.  As dependent on the external criteria that we advance to justify it and draw its limits, it can always be undermined. Since such criteria, as history shows, are generally those of public expediency, such undermining is relatively easy.  Such questions, thus, point to the need of a positive concept of tolerance, one whose analysis reveals its justification and limits.

Tolerance and Empathy


To develop this concept, it is necessary to draw the connection between tolerance and empathy.  Given that empathy is a form of recognition, we need to remember how we recognize others.  As I said, such recognition involves a double transfer.  On the one hand, I transfer my sense of being a conscious subject to the appearing other.  In this, I take myself as a standard.  I assume that the other who behaves as I do in a given situation is a subject like myself.  On the other hand, I also take the other as a standard.  Here, I assume that were I in his situation, I would behave as he does.  I, thus, transfer his sense of being a subject, as shown by his behavior, to myself.  My ability to do so is what socialized me in the first place.  Such socialization involved my learning the projects of others, i.e., learning from them the behaviors that disclosed the senses of our common culture.  Each time I continue this process, I let myself be guided by the other.  I do so by imaginatively putting myself in his situation in order to regard the world in terms of his categories, his interpretations, his ways of making sense of the situation.   

The above allows us to draw the connection to tolerance.  This is because it makes clear that recognizing another includes empathy in its basic etymological sense of feeling or experiencing in another person.
  To experience the world in and through another is to take up the other’s standpoint.
 Without the empathy that allows me to do this, the other that I grasp would not really be other.  Granting this, my recognition of the other is characterized by a double perspective: that from my own and that from my other’s standpoint.  Overlaid on the sense that I make of the world is the sense that the other bestows on it.  My awareness of their incomplete coincidence does not just give me the otherness of the other, it also shows me the finitude and contingency of my own perspective.  It is finite since my interpretation does not exhaust the sense that can be made out of a given situation.  It is contingent since my very ability to imaginatively take up the other’s standpoint shows that my own standpoint could have been different.   The interpretation that expresses my perspective is thus deprived of any inherent necessity.  It is situated as one of many possible interpretations.  The tie to tolerance comes insofar as tolerance implies the acceptance of the other as other.  This means that we let the other be other, that we not try to force the other to be or behave as we do.  Even if we do not choose to disclose the world as he does, it implies that we continue to affirm the other’s ideals, his standards of sense-making, as his.  As Husserl puts this, in mutual tolerance, I affirm “his ideals as his, as ideals which I must affirm in him, just as he must affirm my ideals — not, indeed, as his ideals of life but as the ideals of my being and life” (Ms. E III 1, p. 7).
   Tolerance here rests on empathetic recognition insofar as such affirmations involve our imaginatively taking up one another’s standpoints.  The result is not just the empathetic experience of the ideals of the other.  Insofar as tolerance implies the double perspective of empathy, it also involves our accepting the finitude and contingency of our own ideals.  

This acceptance, as I noted, can be quite disturbing.  It has an affective dimension.  I can experience the empathy that places me in another’s situation as an interruption of my enjoyment.  In Levinas’s phrase, I can experience the hunger of the other as “the bread snatched from my mouth.” Similarly, my taking the sense the other makes of our situation as an alternative standard can be felt as calling into question the sense I make of it, i.e., my own interpretation.  The same holds for my empathetic experience of the ideals of the other.  Insofar as this brings to the fore the finitude and contingency of my own ideals, they too can be seen as called into question.  There is, as I said, a “shaking” that upsets my enjoyment, that destabilizes my interpretations, my ideas.  As a result, many people shut off their empathy.  Seeing a hungry person on the street, they turn away or they stereotype him as a drunk or a drug addict.  Such stereotyping, insofar as it imposes our categories and prejudices on the other, is a denial of his otherness.  As such, it is actually a form of intolerance.  With this, our initial questions return.  Why shouldn’t we turn away or stereotype the other?  Why should we tolerate him?  Are there any limits to such tolerance?  The answer to these questions requires a positive conception of the ideal of tolerance.  

The Ideal of Human Fullness

In its most general sense, the ideal of tolerance is that of maximizing life through the maximization of its ordered diversity.  Although the Darwinian view of life as a process involving extermination and survival of the fittest seems to be the polar opposite of this ideal, there is, in fact, a Darwinian expression of it.  It appears in Darwin’s observation that “the greatest amount of life can be supported by great diversification of structure”
  This is because each species exploits the environment in a unique way.  Doing so, it does not so much compete with its neighbors as increase its own numbers by filling in a particular ecological niche afforded by its environment.  Each unique species, however, also enriches this environment.  Its own actions and presence increase the diversity of its environment and, hence, the places within it where the evolving species that adapt to it can gain a foothold.
  To put the same ideal in theological terms is to assert with Leibniz that of all the possible worlds that God could have created, he chose the one having “the greatest possible perfection.”
  It achieves this, according to Leibniz, by having “the greatest possible variety, together with the greatest order that may be.”
  Order comes from God’s “adapting” each substance to every other, such that each gives a “reason” or cause for what occurs in the others.
  Variety comes from the plurality of different substances involved in this web of mutual determination.  Each works to position all the others as uniquely situated perspectives on the whole.
 

To translate these biological and theological expressions of the ideal into specifically human terms, we must speak of the contexts of sense—social, religious, economic, etc.—that are specifically human.  So regarded, the ideal becomes one of the “fullness” (or filling out) of the possibilities of being human through the maximum of cultural diversity consistent with social harmony.  By “social harmony,” I mean that such possibilities must be compossible, that is, that their mutual actualization must not be impossible.  This point can be expressed in terms of the notions of progress towards and regress from this ideal.  Taking the ideal as the goal of an ongoing process, we can say that each actualization of a human potentiality opens up further possibilities of being human. The accomplishment of human speech, for example, opens up a whole range of further possibilities—civil society, commerce, etc.—to the possibility of being actualized.  Each of these, when actualized in some particular way, points, in anticipation, to further possibilities.  Thus, printing opens up the possibility of mass literacy, which, in turn, opens up the cultural possibilities that depend on this.  Each advance towards the goal can be seen as providing a context of sense out of which arise the intentions towards the next advance.  Such contexts can be seen as analogous to the ecological niches that species provide for each other in their ongoing evolution.  Each niche, once opened, can be taken as a possibility waiting to be realized.  It forms an intention within the process of natural selection as it tends towards greater and greater complexity.  

In human terms, of course, the advance is hardly automatic.  It requires the active practice of tolerance.  As a practical, positive attitude, this requires more than our enduring other ways of being and behaving. Taken in its original Latin sense of “supporting” or “sustaining,”
 it can be understood as the attitude that actively supports alterity, that is, works to sustain and, in fact, increase the maximum number of compatible possibilities of being human.  To put this in terms of the “I can” that expresses our embodiment is to see tolerance as that which is required for its growth.  This growth is, as I indicated, a multi-level affair, one which on its upper levels involves those cultural projects that are correlated to various levels of the collective “I can.”  Each such “I can” discloses the context of sense from which the intentions can arise for the next stage of growth.  This context of sense is that of a “world.”  The “I can” that discloses it, discloses itself within this world.  The growth of the “I can” is, thus, an enrichment of both the world and itself as a being-in-the-world.  The ideal as the goal of this growth is, correspondingly, an ideal of both human fullness and the fullness of the world.

If tolerance fosters the advance towards this goal, intolerance attempts to banish the striving towards it.  Intolerance directs itself against already realized human possibilities or against possibilities which are present as anticipations springing from these.  It, thus, typically takes the form of trying to narrow or at least hold static the meaning of being human.  In the former case, it attempts an actual regress from the ideal of human fullness.  In the latter, its attempt is to eliminate the ideal’s sense as a goal of human praxis.  In each case, we can classify its action as a form of violence.  Its actual object is the impairment of the “I can” that generates sense—both the sense of ourselves and that of our corresponding worlds (see above, p. 101). 
The Limits and Justification of Tolerance
Let me return to my initial questions regarding the limits and validity of tolerance.  How does the concept determine what is tolerable?  Do we practice tolerance simply to avoid the negative consequences of intolerance or is there some positive benefit that its practice affords us?  The benefit of tolerance is, in fact, the increasing richness of human life as we progress towards the corresponding ideal of human fullness.  It is a matter of historical record that the great periods in human development occurred where different peoples and cultures interacted.  Thus, as I noted, the great period in ancient Greece occurred through its contacts with the older civilizations of the East.  The same holds for Rome in its relations with the Greeks.  Parallel modern examples can be found in turn-of-the-century Vienna with its mixture of Germans, Slavs and Jews, and Paris and Berlin in the 1920’s.  Tolerance fosters such periods with its positive command to support or sustain alterity.  As for its limits, these can be drawn from the fact that the ideal of human fullness is one of compossible possibilities—possibilities that can be collectively actualized through the forms of collective (cultural) embodiment.  Those whose actualization results in the narrowing of the collective potential of humanity, tolerance forbids as a negative command.  This denial springs from the concept itself.  Thus, if it did not forbid them, it would contradict itself.  It would be directed to the goal of fullness of human being and, at the same time, embrace actions contrary to this goal’s realization.  It would embrace both the growth of sense and the violence that undoes it.
A few common examples will make this clear.  Tolerance, understood negatively as a prohibition—ultimately, as a prohibition of intolerance—forbids lying and theft.  The first, to the point that it is collectively actualized, undermines the possibility of speech to communicate verifiable information.  Thus, lying undermines those human possibilities, such as civil society, which presuppose this possibility.  Theft, when collectively actualized, has a similar effect on the possibility of possession and, hence, on the possibilities, such as commerce, springing from this.  Insofar as lying and theft cut off such possibilities, they result in a narrowing of human potentialities and are actually acts of intolerance.  Most of the standard rules of morality are in fact directed against such narrowing.  Engaging in the acts prohibited by them, we do harm to our neighbors in the sense of preventing the development of their potentialities.
  When this harm is directed towards a specific race, the price paid is the stunting or, in the extreme case, the elimination of the possibilities of a whole culture.   The Jewish communities of Eastern Europe will not come again, neither will the Moorish communities that so enriched Spain.  Their disappearance must count as a regress from the ideal of human fullness.  The possibilities of being-in-the-world they represented have vanished along with their worlds and the “I can” that actualized the senses they contained.
The possibility of such permanent losses exhibits the contingency and finitude that is a mark of our embodied humanity. An individual, because he is finite, must forego some possibilities when he actualizes others.  Since, however, he is a part of humanity, such possibilities, at least in a generic sense, are not permanently lost.  Someone else is always free to take them up.  When, however, humanity closes off a possibility for itself, it cannot appeal to another collectivity to make good this loss.  There is no human collectivity beyond itself.  Its own finitude is thus shown by the fact that it has not the resources to make good this loss.  It is, itself, only a contingently situated, finite totality of individuals, one that could always be other by suffering permanent loss.  This exhibition of the contingency and finitude of humanity returns us to the fact that to engage in the empathetic recognition of the other is to accept one’s own contingency and finitude.   This is no accident since the ideal of tolerance is a translation of this recognition into the moral and social goal of supporting the alterity that such recognition reveals.  What this ideal brings to the fore is that the recognition of our humanity requires tolerance.  Both individually and collectively, it requires the humility to recognize humanity’s contingency and finitude.  We have to take our embodiment as determinative of both the potentialities and risks of our collective being-in-the-world. 

What tolerance points to is the intertwining of the human and the finite.  Each provides a place for the appearing of the other.  Thus, the finite nature of our humanity appears in the possibilities we have to suffer permanent loss.  Such possibilities, in turn, provide the place where the world we inhabit exhibits its finitude.  It is as part of this world that we can grasp finitude from “within”—that is, apprehend its finitude as our own.  It is our own as inherent in the notion of our embodiment.  The politics that is faithful to this embodiment must, therefore, possess the “virtue” of tolerance in the original Aristotelian sense of the term.  This sense is that of a habit one needs to possess in order to effectively function.  In other words, just as Aristotle thought that the virtue of self-control allows one to function effectively in social settings, so tolerance is essential for the practice of political life.  

What happens when our others exceed the bounds of tolerance, when they commit what we take to be an intolerable offence?  The normal response is to exact the penalty of the law, to hold others accountable for the consequences of their actions.  In political life, however, this response has its limits.  This is because, we are, as embodied, entangled with our others.  Our social nature is such that no one has a complete mastery of the consequences of his actions.  Political action with others, thus, always involves openness to the new, to the unforeseen.  Given this, as Hannah Arendt noted, we have to forgive one another because we  cannot completely foresee the consequences of our actions.  In her words, “trespassing is an everyday occurrence, which is in the very nature of action’s constant establishment of new relationships within a web of relations, and it needs forgiving, dismissing, in order to make it possible for life to go on by constantly releasing men from what they have done unknowingly. 
  This holds not just individually, but also collectively since “forgiving … serves to undo the deeds of the past, whose ‘sins’ hang like Damocles’ sword over every new generation….”   Her point is that without forgiveness, political action is impossible.  This follows because “without being forgiven, released from the consequences of what we have done, our capacity to act would, as it were, be confined to one single deed from which we could never recover.”
  Forgiveness is, therefore, necessary to maintain that openness to the new that is essential for the public space of political life.  Along with tolerance, it is a virtue that makes political life possible.

The question is: is such forgiveness, itself, possible?  Even we accept Arendt’s argument that it is demanded by the “human condition,” we still have to ask: how is it possible?  Derrida argues that it is not.  Stripping the concept of forgiveness of “the motives associated with it by religion,” he concludes that it is “impossible.”  It cannot manifest itself because it exceeds the “earthly economy” that is definitive of our embodiment.    To reverse this, we would have to say that inherent in our embodiment is not just our finitude, but something beyond this, something that exceeds our human possibilities.  What the “impossible” occurring of forgiveness points to is the incarnation, the enfleshment, of the more than human.  

Chapter XIII
Forgiveness and Incarnation
Even if we do not accept Arendt’s position that without forgiveness, political action is impossible, the question of forgiveness still has a political aspect.  The end of wars, the break-up of empires and the termination of internal conflicts all leave unfinished agendas of reconciliation behind.  How do the Ukrainians forgive the Russians for the famines they caused?  How do the blacks reconcile themselves with the whites that were once their oppressors in South Africa?  What of all the countries that suffered from German or Japanese occupation in the last world war:  How do they forgive?  How does one ask for forgiveness?  One may, with Arendt, admit that  “forgiving … serves to undo the deeds of the past,” and yet question whether one can or ought to forgive such deeds.
  Such questions occupied Derrida towards the end of his life.  With the Pope asking forgiveness of the Jews and Clinton in Africa apologizing for slavery, Derrida decried the inflation in the concept of forgiveness.  He remarks that were we “to accuse ourselves, in asking forgiveness, for all the crimes of the past against humanity … there would no longer be an innocent person on earth.”
  Given its essentially Christian origins, “the ‘globalization’ of the concept of forgiveness,” he writes, “resembles an immense scene of confession in progress … a process of Christianization which has no more need for the Christian church.”
  The religious basis implicit in this process becomes clear when we reflect that in many cases the victims are no longer alive.  They cannot forgive.  Yet forgiveness primarily involves the victim and the offender.  It is a face-to-face encounter that becomes impossible with the loss of either.  “This,” Derrida remarks, “may be one of the reasons … why forgiveness is often asked of God.  Of God … because, in the absence of the singularity of the victim who is sometimes no longer there to receive the request or to grant forgiveness, or in the absence of the criminal or the sinner, God is the only name, the name of the name of … the absolute substitute.  Of the absolute witness.”
  The religious notion, then, is that of God as “the absolute substitute.”  Even when the victim has died and the criminal and the surviving witnesses have passed on, God, “the substitute,” will forgive.

In referring to this religious sense of forgiveness, Derrida, who writes that he “rightly passes for an atheist,”
 distances himself from it.  God is not an actual substitute for the victim.  He is only “the name of the name … of the absolute substitute.”  He is, in other words, only a placeholder for the actual victim, who is the only one who can forgive.  As Derrida admits, his intent is to have “the word forgiveness … rigorously dissociated from all these motives associated with it by religion—redemption, salvation, justification, which are very biblical….”  It is only then that we can combat the inflation of its concept and begin “to know what we are speaking about.”
  Is this the case?  Can we agree with Hannah Arendt that “the discoverer of the role of forgiveness in the realm of human affairs was Jesus of Nazareth”
 and still attempt to understand it in a strictly secular sense?  On the one hand this seems necessary, since the alternative would seem to imply that only Christians can forgive.  On the other hand, however, as Derrida shows, this strictly secular concept of forgiveness is ridden with aporia—i.e., irresolvable contradictions—particularly when we attempt to apply it to the political ream.  Given that forgiveness is necessary for the continuance of political action, at issue, then, is nothing less than an aspect of political virtue.  To show the possibility of such virtue, we have to first consider Derrida’s arguments and then its original Christian context.  Only then can we understand the role of the religious in the political realm.

The Earthly Economy

Both Derrida’s aporias and the Christian concept of forgiveness involve what can be called the “earthly economy.”  In its broadest sense, this economy can be defined as the system of exchange between ourselves and the world.  Our bodily metabolism with its organic needs is an example of this economy; so are our normal, everyday commercial transactions.  They point to our dependence on the world, i.e., to the fact that as embodied we live only through a constant process of exchange with it.  Now, if we situate forgiveness within this economy, we face the aporia of the identity of the person to be forgiven.  In such an economy, according to Derrida, the payment for being forgiven would, at very least, be “that the guilty one repents, mends his ways, asks forgiveness and thus would be changed by a new obligation.”  Obligating himself never to commit the same fault again, he “would no longer be exactly the one who was found to be culpable.”  But this means that “one forgives someone other than the guilty one.”
  The aporia, then, is that forgiveness of the guilty party cannot appear in this exchange.  Thus, the person who does not repent, mend his ways, or even ask for forgiveness is, in terms of the earthly economy, unforgivable.  But this means that, when viewed in terms of this economy, the forgiveness that does direct itself to this guilty party “forgives only the unforgivable.”
  Yet how can it do so when even the request is lacking?  The same point can be made by noting that justice is part of the earthly economy.  The fines and other penalties the guilty party pays are meant to undo the unfair advantage he gained from his injustice.  Their point is to convince him that “crime does not pay,” that it incurs a “debt”—a debt in civil cases to those he has injured and a “debt to society” in criminal cases.  In either case, the guilty party must pay.  When we say that forgiveness involves repayment, when in Derrida’s words our paradigm is “I ask for forgiveness, so I pay, and then you pay me back by forgiving me,”
 forgiveness collapses into justice.  What appears is not forgiveness, but justice.


If Derrida is correct, forgiveness cannot appear.  We thus face the aporia of something whose presence is joined with its absence.  In fact, as Derrida writes, “forgiveness should not present itself.  If it happens, it should not be in the form of something present….  This means that forgiveness should exceed the very category of presence.”
  The point follows from the fact that for it to appear, it would have to be part of the earthly economy.  As such, it would be present (and be known) through the presence of someone asking for forgiveness and another person granting forgiveness.  But then it would “be contaminated by an economy” of exchange “that corrupts it.”
 

The political implication of this is a vast deflation of the concept of forgiveness.  If forgiveness cannot appear, it cannot manifest itself in public apologies or in “truth and reconciliation” commissions.  However beneficial such commissions might be for society and the state, the “‘ecological’ imperative of social and political health,” Derrida writes, “has nothing to do with ‘forgiveness.’”
  The same point holds for “any forgiveness … that was asked for collectively, in the name of a community, a Church, an institution, a profession, a group of anonymous victims, sometimes dead, or their representatives, descendants, or survivors.”
   This collective asking and granting forgiveness violates the essential “‘one-to-one,’ face-to-face” character of forgiveness.  More importantly, its “economy of reconciliation” annihilates the “unforgivable that is the only possible correlate of a forgiveness worthy of the name.”
 Given this, Derrida has to say, “there is no sense in asking for forgiveness collectively of a community, a family, an ethnic or religious group.”
  This collective forgiveness, which Arendt saw as essential for the openness of political life, is impossible.

Kenosis

The problem of the earthly economy is not unique to Derrida.  Derrida’s attempt to disassociate forgiveness from the biblical “motives associated with it by religion” dispenses with the biblical origin of the concept and problem of this economy.  What sets the problem is the fact that God is both prior to and independent of the world he creates.  As responsible for the world, his creative action cannot have worldly constraints or conditions.  It, thus, cannot be made manifest or explained by a worldly process.  It is simply not part of its economy.  Accepting this, we face the problem of the presence of God.  If God’s being is before the world, how can he appear within the world?  How does this being manifest itself as it is without being part of the world’s economy of exchange?
  The biblical answer to this question that most appealed to Christians is that God can only appear as a lack of worldly being.  He must, therefore, give himself as not being able to be given in terms of the world; he must appear as other than its terms of power and might.  Concretely, this implies that he appears as the powerless, the helpless and the vulnerable.  He appears as the person who has nothing to offer in the economy of exchange. 


The Christian expression of this view involves kenosis or emptying out.  According to Paul, God in the Incarnation “emptied himself, taking the form of a slave”  (Philippians 2:7).  The verb Paul uses in this sentence means “to empty out” or “make void.”  The New International Version of the Bible translates it as “made himself nothing.”  To take this literally is to see the Incarnation as the progressive emptying out of God that culminates in the Cross.  This connection between incarnation and kenosis is illustrated by Matthew’s account of the last judgment.  According to Matthew, Christ will admit into his kingdom those who fed him when he was hungry, who gave him drink when he was thirsty, who clothed him when he was naked, who made him welcome when he was a stranger and visited him when he was in prison.  When asked by the elect, “When did we do this?” he replies that it was when they did it “to one of the very least”—that is, to the hungry, the naked, the rejected of society (Matthew 25: 33-40).  The completion of this self-emptying is Christ’s appearance on the Cross.  At the end of his earthly life, he appears as the wretched creature who, like Job, cries out, “My God, my God, why have you deserted me?” (Matthew 27:46).  In Christ’s very nakedness and exposure, in his having absolutely nothing to offer the earthly economy, Christians are supposed to see God.

The Dialectic of the Incarnation


The relation of God’s forgiveness to the earthly economy follows the same pattern.  The two are opposed.  Their opposition appears in Christ’s request that God  forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us.  The actual line in his prayer is “forgive us our debts as we forgive our debtors” (Matthew 6.12).  The request is to cancel debts; it is to annul the economy of debit and credit.  This petition to get us out of the materialization of our relations to each other and to God is, however, conditional.  It is only if we forgive our debts to others that God will forgive our debts to him.  We must, in other words, get out of the exchange economy with regard to others in order to get out of the exchange economy with regard to God.  Here, of course, we have to ask: Can we even speak of an exchange with God?  God lacks nothing.  He possesses all that he has created.  How then can we pay him back?  The same difficulty is present in the idea of God’s forgiveness.  How can he forgive us our debts in the sense of our trespasses against him?  Does it make sense to speak of our having somehow injured him and, hence, having to pay some recompense?  Insofar as he is independent of the world, how can he be harmed?
  

Christianity’s answer to these questions involves what may be called the dialectic of the Incarnation.  The Incarnation is the self-emptying of God.  It is his becoming one with the poor and the afflicted.  Given that the person who can forgive a sin is the person to whom the offence is done, for God to forgive sins, he must become this person.  He must have an identity with the insulted and the injured just as he has an identity with the stranger, the prisoner, the naked and the hungry.  It is, then, in terms of the Incarnation, that is, of God, as Christ, “taking the form of a slave,” that we have to understand the claim that unless we forgive others, our sins will not be forgiven by God.  So understood, the claim is that God will forgive us in his identity with the insulted and the injured only as we, when we are the insulted in the injured, forgive others.  The point is that in forgiving others, we are one with God in this identity with the insulted and the injured. 

There are two complementary interpretations of such an identity.  The radical, ontological interpretation is that God forgives sins through us—that is, through our forgiving others.  His action is one with our action of forgiving sins.  If we do not forgive sins, he cannot act through us.  But then sins cannot be forgiven—including our own.  Thus, we cannot be forgiven unless we forgive.  The corresponding psychological interpretation is the sense that a Christian has that he is not alone in being insulted and injured.  God, in the form of Christ, also endures this.  This offers the believer a certain relief.  He can forgive others since, in his identity with Christ, he has another standpoint, one where the earthly economy does not count.  God humbled himself to become man, to become the insulted and the injured.  This divine humility replaces the believer’s humiliation.  He becomes, in his smallness, “big enough” to forgive.  To reverse this, we can say that to refuse this identity is to refuse to leave the earthly economy.  As humiliated, the response will then be to demand a corresponding payment—that is, not to forgive, but to humiliate in return.  Once again, Christ’s prayer for forgiveness implies that if we do not suspend the earthly economy, it will be applied to ourselves.  We cannot suspend the cycle of being humiliated and humiliating because God in his identity with us cannot do so.  

If we cannot be forgiven unless we forgive, then we have to say that we pardon in order to be pardoned.  The motivating relation here is not between ourselves and the one who offended us, but between us and those we have offended.  Thus, the prayer that God forgive us as we forgive others implies not just the dependence of our being forgiven on our exercising forgiveness, but also the reverse.  We can only forgive if we see ourselves needing forgiveness.
  This point can be put in terms of self-forgiveness.  Another person can offer me forgiveness, but I may refuse it.  I may feel that my actions are justified and do not need to be forgiven.  Alternately, I may feel that they are so terrible that they are unforgivable.  In either case, my refusal of forgiveness undercuts my ability to forgive.  It does so because it breaks the motivating link between forgiving and seeking forgiveness.  Dostoyevsky illustrates this link when in Devils (which is also translated as The Possessed), he relates the encounter between Stavrogin and the retired bishop, Tikon.  After hearing his confession, Tikon says to Stavrogin: “If you believe that you can forgive yourself and obtain that forgiveness for yourself in this world, then you already believe everything! … How can you say you don’t believe in God?” 
  To believe that you can obtain forgiveness is to believe yourself capable of forgiving.  It is, thus, to assume the possibility of an identity with the insulted and injured, i.e., with Christ who has incarnated himself in those whose place it is to forgive.  Stavrogin, however, cannot forgive himself because he cannot accept this identity.  He has lost faith in the possibility of forgiveness and, hence, in Christ.
  

Resolution

This Christian context of forgiveness allows us to resolve the aporias that appear in Derrida’s secular concept of forgiveness.  The resolution occurs when we take “God” as more than a placeholder, more than “the name of the name.”  Forgiveness, here, is based on God’s ability to substitute himself for the victim and, as such, involves the relation of the divine and the human that characterizes the Incarnation.   Thus, it is Christ’s identity with the victim, i.e., his existence as an actual substitute, that allows us to speak of forgiveness in the absence of the offended.  It is this same identity that allows forgiveness to remain one-to-one and yet achieve a collective sense.  Derrida’s demand for “an absolutely singular forgiveness as a unique event, unique but necessarily iterable”
 is, in fact, answered by Christ’s repeated identity with each singular victim.  Through Christ, the relation is both one-to-one and collective.  This mediation by Christ deprives forgiveness of its situation in the earthly economy.  This is because its basis is the identification of each party with Christ in his identity with the insulted and injured.  The identity, in other words, is with the God who has emptied himself, who appears as he is in his not taking part in this economy.  

Can forgiveness, so understood, appear?  For Derrida, this nonappearing is a function of the fact that the person who repents and asks for forgiveness must do so in terms of the earthly economy.  This, however, is precisely what the mediation by Christ avoids.  Christ’s prayer that we be forgiven even as we forgive suggests that we do not forgive as payback for the other person’s having paid us first through his acts of repentance and atonement.  We forgive so that we ourselves may be forgiven, so that, in fact, all debts be cancelled.  The inflation of the concept of forgiveness, here, is even greater, if different, than Derrida imagined.  It is based on the supposition that we are all guilty, that we all need the cancellation of the economy that is the object of Christ’s petitionary prayer.  As Stavrogin’s confessor, Tikon, puts this, “Having sinned, each man has sinned against all men, and each man is responsible in some way for the sins of others.  There is no isolated sin.” 
  

How can this religious context, one, which, in Derrida’s words, is intimately involved with the “motives” of “redemption, salvation [and] justification,” be translated into secular, political terms?  Can we understand its doctrine of the incarnation of the divine in terms of the embodiment that shapes political life?  For Arendt, the primary feature of this embodiment is that it entangles us with others.  The very finitude and needs it imposes on us makes us acknowledge the “plurality” of the human condition.  It thus makes us acknowledge what she calls  “action’s constant establishment of new relationships within a web of relations.”  This means that there is no “isolated sin” because there is no isolated action.  The very finitude that through our needs entangles us in this “web” also prevents us from clearly foreseeing the results of our actions.  It makes both the “trespass” and “forgiveness” that releases us from the consequences of our actions, necessary.  The question, however, is: how is this forgiveness possible?  One cannot speak of forgiveness without trespass.  Our sense that we have trespassed points to a second feature of our embodiment.  This is the capacity it gives us for empathy in its basic etymological sense of the Greek, en-pathein, which signifies “to suffer or undergo in” the other.  Thus, our sense that we have offended another person comes from our ability to take up his standpoint, to imaginatively experience “first hand” the offence we have committed.  At a basic level, the empathy that characterizes this experience is bodily.  Another person, for example, hits his thumb with a hammer and we wince.  As we do, we reach for our own thumb.  Doing so, we allow the other, so long as this empathy lasts, to incarnate himself in us.  Our flesh, on the imaginative level, feels his pain.   Similarly, in grasping how we have offended him, our flesh incarnates his humiliation.  It becomes passive to his suffering.
In the Christian context, this possibility of taking on the standpoint of the other points to the incarnation of the divine—an incarnation that proceeds to the passivity of Christ on the Cross.  Having emptied himself out, God transcends himself.  Passive, he takes on an identity with all the insulted and the injured.  Irrespective of one’s particular religious confession, this dialectic of the Incarnation points to the transcendence of flesh, a transcendence inherent in its passivity.  Within our embodied finitude there is present that which exceeds it.  Thus, within us, there are our others whose possibilities, when internalized, exceed us.  It is these others who both give us our excessive presence and open us up to the new.  Such opening up to the new—in the sense of the release from the consequences of our actions—is, however, the very promise of forgiveness.  What the dialectic of the incarnation teaches, when we abstract it from its confessional context, is that this opening up is a function of the passivity of our flesh.  Its passivity as such is an openness.  On its ultimate level, which is that of the singularity of our organic functioning, it takes on a universality that is beyond sense.  What we confront here is a responding, a responsibility that is prior to action, prior to our having to account for our deeds.  It appears in a passivity to the other that responds to the other through incarnation.  The forgiveness that is grounded in this responsibility is not part of an exchange economy, where forgiveness is matched by repayment.  The “economy”  is, rather, one of “substitution” in Levinas’ sense of the term.   Thus, to the point that in my passivity, I incarnate all my others, I take on a total responsibility.  At this point I realize, in Levinas’s words, “It is I who support all.”  I have the sense that “I am responsible for a total responsibility, which answers for all in the others, even for their responsibility.”
  
This “total responsibility” is an acknowledgement of our total entanglement.  It is an acceptance that there is no “isolated sin.”  It is also an acceptance of the fact that if we do not forgive, forgiveness is impossible.  Forgiveness is our responsibility.  The religious expression of this is the claim that if we do not act, God, in his identity with us, cannot do so.  He can only act by incarnating himself in us, that is, in our assuming that total responsibility of the flesh that “supports all.”  Its secular, political expression is that of the flesh that, realizing its entanglement, an entanglement based on its passivity to the other, forgives and asks for forgiveness.   What flashes through in such acts is what makes Pi assert “This is a miracle.  This is an outbreak of divinity.”  This is the fact that our flesh, rather than being opposed to that which exceeds it, is, in its passivity the place where this can appear.  What we confront here is the intertwining of the finite and the non-finite.  The nonfinite nature of our humanity appears in our ability to forgive.  These acts of forgiveness, insofar as they transcend the earthly economy, manifest our own transcendence.  Present in the world, they allow us to grasp the infinite from within.  This is because the place of the infinite is both within and without us.  It is present both within our embodied “I can” and in the functioning political world that includes the collective expression of this “I can.”  It is because of this transcendence that we can speak of a “body politic.”  The religious expressions of forgiveness, which, undoubtedly, find a place in all the world’s confessions, show that the capacity to incarnate the other that we possess by virtue of our flesh has an incalculable boundary.  In allowing political life to function, this ability allows us to exceed this functioning and, hence, to preserve it.   
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� 	For Kant, objective validity and necessary universality mutually imply each other.  In Kant’s words, the first implies the second “... because when a judgment agrees with the object, all judgments concerning the object must agree with each other.”  In other words, insofar as each judgment states the same thing with regard to the object, each has the same content.  Their agreement with the object is their universal mutual agreement.  By parity of reasoning, the second implies the first, for otherwise, “... there would be no reason why other judgments would necessarily have to agree with mine, if it were not the unity of the object to which they all refer and with which they all agree and, for that reason, must agree among themselves” (“Prolegomena,” §18, in Kants gesammelte Schriften, 23 Vols., Berlin, 1910-55, IV, 298, italics added).


� 	As Husserl writes: “Considered as objective, the sense of the being of the world and, in particular, the sense of nature includes ... thereness-for-everyone, thereness as always co-intended by us whenever we speak of objective actuality” (Cartesianische Meditationen, ed. S. Strasser,  The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff,1963, p. 124, italics added).  What we have, in fact, is an equivalence between the two “worlds,” since for Husserl, the intersubjective world is also an objective world.  It is “a world for everyone, accessible to everyone in its objects” (p. 123, italics added).


� 	“Discussion—Comments by Eugen Fink on Alfred Schutz’s Essay, ‘The Problem of Transcendental Intersubjectivity in Husserl,’” in Alfred Schutz, Collected Papers III, ed. I. Schutz, Phaenomenologica, No. 22, The Hague, 1966, p. 86.


� 	Husserl thus affirms: “In every case the exhibition of any apprehended objectivity whatsoever requires a relation to the apprehension of a multiplicity of subjects sharing a mutual understanding” (Ideas II, p. 86).


�	Ibid.


� 	As Dan Zahavi expresses this point, “… my bodily self-exploration permits me to confront my own exteriority … .  It is exactly the unique subject-object status of the body, the remarkable interplay between ipseity and alterity characterizing body-awareness that provides me with the means of recognizing other embodied subjects” (“Beyond Empathy,” in Between Ourselves, Second-Person Issues in the Study of Consciousness, ed. Evan Thomson, Journal of Consciousness Studies, vol. 8, nos. 5-7, 2001, p. 161.


�	Such apprehensions, of course, are not from my “here,” but from “there” where the other is.  Thus, when I take others’ apprehensions as similar to mine, then, as Husserl notes, this assumes “ that, perceiving from the there, I should see the same things, only in correspondingly different modes of appearance such as would pertain to my being there ...” (Cartesianische Meditationen, p. 146).


�	Ideas II, p. 159.  


�	See William James, “Reasoning,” in Psychology, Briefer Course, New York: World Publishing Company, 1948, pp. 354-57. 


�	This is why, as he writes, “World is only, if, and as long as Dasein exists” (The Basic Problems of Phenomenology, Revised Edition, trans. Albert Hofstadter, Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1988, p. 170).  As an “equipmental totality,” which is uncovered by our projects, it depends on us.  See ibid., pp. 163-4.  Such a world, of course, is not “nature,” which “always already is.”  The elements of nature become objects in our “world,” when through our projects we disclose them (ibid., p. 169).  


� 	A possible exception to this is mathematics—the language that has a privileged place in many contemporary accounts of AI.
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�	“Phaedo,” ed. cit., p. 101.
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�	Meditations on First Philosophy, ed. cit., p. 74.


�	“Letter on Humanism” in Pathmarks, ed. William McNeill, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998, p. 247.
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�	“Comment redonner un sens au mot ‘Humanisme’?” (ibid., p. 262).


�	 “Education” in Latin is “educatio.”  It comes from “educere,” the verb signifying “to lead forth” or “to draw out.  See Lewis and Short, A Latin Dictionary, ed. cit., p. 627.


�	In his layered account of the soul, the nutritive or metabolic function is shared by all living things.  (De Anima III, 413a 30).  Animals, however, distinguish themselves from plants by possessing sensation (413b 2).  With this, they also possess imagination and desire (413b 23).  Desire follows since “where sensation is, there is also pleasure and pain” (413b 24).  There is also the ability to imagine the sensible.  Without this, desire could not function as the appetite for some future pleasure.  The ability to move, so as to obtain the desired object also forms a part of the functioning of most animals.  “Most rarely,” Aristotle remarks, “living creatures have the power of reasoning and thought.  The perishable creatures that have this ability have the other abilities as well, but not all those possessing these can think or reason” (415a 8-10). The reference here is to ourselves.  The nonperishable creatures having this ability are the gods.
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�	Herman Melville nicely captures this attitude in his novella, Benito Cerino. Its main character, Captain Delano, boards a slave ship unaware that the blacks on it have taken control.  Again and again, we are confronted by animal imagery in Delano’s reflections on the blacks.  Thus, Delano describes a sleeping Negress as “doe,” her child being a “fawn.”  In his words, “Sprawling at her lapped breast was her wide-awake fawn, stark naked, its black little body half lifted from the deck, crosswise with its dam’s; its hands, like two paws, clambering upon her; its mouth and nose ineffectually rooting to get at the mark; and meantime giving a vexatious half-grunt ...” (“Benito Cerino,” in Billy Budd and Other Tales, New York, New American Library, 1979, p. 172).  The sight gratifies Delano as does the sight of blacks under an overturned longboat.  These he sees as a “social circle of bats sheltering in some friendly cave, at intervals ebony flights of naked boys and girls three or four years old darting in and out of the den’s mouth” (ibid., p. 182). The narrator remarks, “These natural sights somehow insensibly deepened [Delano’s] confidence and ease” (p. 173).  They undo any suspicions he might have regarding the conduct of the blacks.  A revolt of the blacks seems to him as implausible as a revolt of the animals.  He considers it only to dismiss it.  Particularly telling are his thoughts when he wonders if the slave ship’s captain: “...could … be any way in complicity with the blacks?  But they were too stupid.  Besides, who ever heard of a white so far a renegade as to apostatize from his very species almost, by leaguing in against it with Negroes” (p. 175).  


�	The Open, p. 37.


�	Ibid., p. 80.


�	Agamben develops the notion of “bare life” from the entry for “homo  sacer” in Pompeius Festus’s dictionary.  Festus defines “homo sacer” as a person who can be killed with impunity and who cannot be sacrificed (Homo Sacer, Sovereign Power and Bare Life, trans. Daniel Heller-Roazen, Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1998, p. 71).  He is, in Agamben’s view, the person who is outside of all laws, political (which rule over homicide) as well as sacred (which rule over sacrifice).  In Agamben’s words, the term “indicates … a life that may be killed by anyone—an object of a violence that exceeds the sphere both of law and of sacrifice” (ibid., p. 86).


�	The camp was set up to ensure such impunity.  As Agamben notes, “… after the decrees of February 28 [934], the camp’s absolute independence from every juridical control and every reference to the normal juridical order was constantly reaffirmed” (Homo Sacer, p. 169).


�	In Nietzsche’s words, the will to power is “an insatiable desire to manifest power” (Will to Power, §619, trans. Kaufmann and Hollingdale [New York: Random House, 1968], p. 333). Its “struggle, be it great or small, turns everywhere on predominance, on increase and expansion, on power” (The Joyful Wisdom, V, §349, in The Complete Work of Friedrich Nietzsche, trans. A.M. Ludovici, 18 vols. [New York: Russel and Russel, 1964], X, 290).  The struggle, in other words, “aims at the extension of power” (ibid., p. 289). 


�	“Letter on Humanism,” p. 263. 
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�	Thus, the Heideggerian parallel to James’s assertion that our thinking is for our doing is: “No understanding of being is possible that would not be rooted in a comportment toward beings” (The Basic Problems of Phenomenology, Revised Edition, trans. Albert Hofstadter, Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1988, p. 327). 


�	History of the Concept of Time, trans. Theodore Kisiel (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1985), p. 261. 


�	In Heidegger’s words, “There exists no comportment to beings that would not understand being” (The Basic Problems of Phenomenology, p. 327).  Since being is disclosed through this comportment, Heidegger can assert: “Certainly only so long as Dasein exists, that is, the ontological possibility of an understanding of being, ‘is there’ being.  If Dasein didn’t exist, then neither do the ‘independence’ nor ‘in-itself’ [of being] exist.  Such things are neither comprehensible nor incomprehensible, for the being that is in the world is neither uncoverable nor does it lie in hiddenness” (Sein und Zeit, §44, Tübingen: Max Niemeyer, 1967, p. 212).  The point is that there is being only as correlated to Dasein’s disclosive conduct.  This is what gives it its meaning as the “what-for” (Wozu) and the “in-order-to” (Worumwillen).


�	The Fundamental Concepts of Metaphysics: World, Finitude, Solitude, trans. William McNeill and Nicholas Wasker, Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1995, p. 263; cited by Agamben in The Open, p. 51.


�	Ibid., p. 248; cited by Agamben in The Open, p. 54.


�	Ibid., p. 239; cited by Agamben in The Open, p. 52.


�	Ibid., p. 248; cited by Agamben in The Open, p. 54.  Were it to have this potentiality for self-revelation, it would have to grasp itself as a not-yet and an ought-to-be.


�	I provide an example of such an ethics in Ethics and Selfhood, Alterity and the Phenomenology of Obligation, Albany: State University of New York Press, 2003.


�	The other conditions are our animality, our conventions and our others.  
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� 	Yann Martel, Life of Pi, Random House of Canada, 2001.  This novel will be cited as LP.


� 	Emmanuel Levinas, “La Mort et le Temps” in Dieu, La Mort et le Temps, ed. Jacques Rolland (Paris: Bernard Grasset, 1993), p. 127. 


� 	What “forbids” them is Pi’s resistance to the truth they reveal.  One can of course make a parallel claim about forbidden fruit in Genesis’s account of the Garden of Eden.  


� 	Jacques Lacan, “Function and field of speech and language,” in Écrits, A Selection, New York, W. W. Norton and Company, p. 50.


�	Ibid., p. 55. 


� 	When the pizzas arrive they are marked for “Ian Hoolihan” (LP, 22).
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� 	“Antigone,” lines 370, 393 in Sophocles I, 2nd ed., trans. David Green (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991), p. 174. 


�	The Human Condition, ed. cit., p. 9.


� 	Martin Heidegger, The Essence of Reasons (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1969), p. 129.


�	See Psychology, Briefer Course, ed. cit., pp. 354-57.


� 	Heidegger, Sein und Zeit, p. 327.  This self-disclosure is distinct from the disclosure of objects.  It is not our instrumental quality that is revealed to us, but rather the being that makes the disclosure of objects possible.  Such self-disclosure is, for Heidegger, a function of our confronting death.


� 	Sein und Zeit, p. 328.


�	In Heidegger’s words: “‘The Dasein is occupied with its own being’ means more precisely: it is occupied with its ability to be.  As existent, the Dasein is free for specific possibilities of its own self.  It is its own most peculiar able-to-be” (The Basic Problems of Phenomenology, p. 276).


�	“Das Sein des Daseins ist die Sorge” (Sein und Zeit, p. 284). 


� 	Sein und Zeit, p. 325.


� 	These are the categories of Zuhandensein and Vorhandensein.  I am neither available nor simply there as a thing is.


�	Sein und Zeit, p. 285.  Sartre makes the same point in his discussion of bad faith.  Bad faith is possible only because “human reality” or Dasein “must be what it is not and not [be] what it is” (Jean Paul Sartre, Being and Nothingness, trans. Hazel Barnes [New York: Washington Square Press. 1968], p. 112).  Given that its being is essentially projective, Dasein is, in its future possibilities, what it presently is not.  As such possibilities, it is not what it presently is.  To accept this, we must assert with Heidegger: “... the projection is the way in which I am the possibility; it is the way in which I exist freely” (The Basic Problems of Phenomenology, p. 277).


� 	Sein und Zeit, p. 236.


� 	In Heidegger’s somewhat convoluted phrasing: “There is verbal expression—language—only insofar as there is considering, and such consideration of something as something is possible only insofar as there is interpreting; interpretation in turn is only insofar as there is understanding, and understanding is only insofar as Dasein has the structure of being-of-discoveredness, which means that Dasein itself is defined as being-in-the-world” (History of the Concept of Time, ed. cit., p. 261).


� 	Habermas makes essentially the same point when he writes, “As we have seen, linguistic communication and goal directed activity are intertwined in the same formal subordination to the world.  For speakers and actors  it is, namely, the same objective world, concerning which they come to agreement and intervene.  Speakers as actors are always in contact with objects of their practical environment.   Semantic relations, which are explicitly produced by the expressions of those communicating, are rooted in [their] practices” (Jürgen Habermas, Wahrheit und Rechtfertigung, Philosophiche Aufsätze, Erweiterte Ausgabe [Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 2004], p. 47).


� 	Sein und Zeit, p. 240. 


� 	Ibid., p. 263.


�	“Das Nichts, davor die Angst bringt, enthüllt die Nichtigkeit, die das Dasein in seinem Grund bestimmt, der selbst ist als Geworfenheit in den Tod” (Sein und Zeit, p. 308). 


� 	Ibid. p. 250.


� 	As Levinas puts this,   Si l’existence est un comportement à l’égard de la possibilité de l’existence, et si elle est totale dans son existence à l’égard de la possibilité, elle ne peut être que pour-la-mort.  ... (si l’être-pour-la-mort est supprimé, du même coup est supprimé le au-devant-de-soi, et le Dasein n’est plus une totalité)” (Emmanuel Levinas, Dieu, La Mort et le Temps, p. 64).


� 	Sein und Zeit, p. 263.


�	 In Heidegger’s words, “When by anticipation [of death as the inmost possibility of my being], one becomes free for one’s own death, one is liberated from those possibilities which may accidentally thrust themselves upon one; and one is liberated in such a way that for the first time one can authentically understand and choose among the factual possibilities lying ahead of that possibility which is not to be outstripped” (Sein und Zeit, p. 264). 


� 	Sein und Zeit, p. 164-5.


� 	Sein und Zeit, p. 240.


� 	Levinas, “Time and the Other” in Time and the Other, and Additional Essays, trans. Richard Cohen (Pittsburgh: Duquesne University Press, 1994), p. 77.  In other words,  “How can an event that cannot be grasped still happen to me?” (ibid.).  As he also puts this: “If, in the face of death, one is no longer able to be able, how can one still remain a self before the event it announces?” (ibid., p. 78). 


� 	Levinas, Dieu, La Mort et le Temps, p. 17.


� 	“Diachrony and Representation” in Time and the Other, and Additional Essays, tr. Richard Cohen (Pittsburgh: Duquesne University Press, 1994), p. 107


�	Ibid.


� 	Ibid.


�	Insofar as representation involves both the past and the future, that is, requires a synthesis of retained and anticipated experiences, the seeing that escapes me is the Other’s representation.  Since I cannot see his past and his future, I cannot represent his representation. 


� 	“Time and the Other,” p. 71.


� 	Ibid., p. 77.


� 	Ibid., p. 79.


� 	“Il faut ici penser comme catégorie première l’Autre-dans-le-Même en pensant le dans autrement que comme une présence.  L’Autre n’est pas un autre Même, le dans ne signifie pas une assimilation” (Levinas, Dieu, La Mort et le Temps, p. 133).


� 	Dieu, La Mort et le Temps, p. 29.


�	Ibid., p. 32.  Since the other gives one the necessary inner distance, one must be for the other to be for oneself.  This implies that “[r]esponsibility in fact is not a simple attribute of subjectivity, as if the latter already existed in itself, before the ethical relationship.  Subjectivity is not for itself; it is, once again, initially for another” (Levinas, Ethics and Infinity, trans. Richard Cohen [Pittsburgh: Duquesne University Press], p. 96).  Because, in fact, subjectivity only exists in being for the other, the face-to-face relation is prior to it.  In Bernasconi’s words, this “relation is prior to the relata” (Robert Bernasconi, “Levinas Face-to-face — with Hegel” Journal of the British Society for Phenomenology 13:3, October 1982, p. 275).  Thus, “the ‘terms’ of the relation should not be thought of as being pre-given, which is why it is not a conventional relation, but a Relation without relation” (ibid., p. 274).


� 	Dieu, La Mort et le Temps, p.128.


� 	Ibid., p. 127.


� 	Jacques Derrida,  Aporias, trans. Thomas Dutroit (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1993), pp. 76-77.


� 	Jacques Derrida, “Violence and Metaphysics,” in Writing and Difference, trans. Alan Bass (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1978), p. 123.


� 	This includes attributes that one would normally not think of in this connection.  A body’s beauty, for example, becomes a public object in the context of its use to attract mates or its use in advertisements to sell products. 


� 	There is no “when” included in its concept.  It is only when I associate death with my organic functioning that it has a sense of futurity.  Only a living body has death ahead of it.


� 	Mortality and Morality, ed. cit. p. 89.


� 	Ibid.


� 	Ibid.


�  	In Jonas’s words,  “. . . organisms are entities whose being is their own doing ... the being that they earn from this doing is not a possession they then own in separation from the activity by which it was generated, but is the continuation of that very activity itself.”  (Mortality and Morality , p. 86).


� 	In Levinas’s terms, the living body escapes knowledge because it evades the attempt to fix it in such a way that we can return to it as “the Same” again and again.  Knowledge, Levinas asserts, requires this return to presence.  In his words, “Knowledge is re-presentation, a return to presence, and nothing may remain other to it” (Levinas, “Ethics as First Philosophy,” in The Levinas Reader, ed. Seán Hand [Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 1989], p. 77).  My claim is that the living body as mine does “remain other to it.”  For Levinas, however, this inability to be represented would signify that the living body could not be posited as a being.  The difficulty here is that he does not have the category of organic being in Jonas’s sense.  See “Substitution,” in Basic Philosophical Writings, eds. A. Peperzak, S. Critchley, and R. Bernasconi [Bloomington, Illinois: Indiana University Press, 1996], p. 80.  


�	“. . . la crainte d’être assassin n’arrive pas à dépasser la crainte de mourir” (Dieu, La Mort et le Temps, p. 108). 


� 	Ibid., p. 109.


� 	Even when we act alone, others are still present in the common tools and meanings we use.


� 	On this point see James Mensch, Ethics and Selfhood, Alterity and the Phenomenology of Obligation, Albany: State University of New York Press, 2003, pp, 9ff, 45 ff. 
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� 	The statistics are from the World Report on Violence and Health, WHO, October 3, 2002, p. 3.  The English version of the report can be obtained at: � HYPERLINK "http://www.who.int/violence_injury_prevention/violence/world_report/en/" ��http://www.who.int/violence_injury_prevention/violence/world_report/en/�.


� 	Phenomenology of Perception, ed. cit., p. 205.   


� 	For Heidegger this temporal distension is of ourselves in as much as it is through anticipation that we project ourselves forward, placing ourselves at the goal.  The future coming towards us is, in this view, a letting ourselves (qua projected) come towards us.  In Heidegger’s words, “This letting itself come towards itself … is the primordial phenomenon of the future as coming-towards.” (Sein und Zeit, p. 325)  It is our closing the gap between the projected self and the present self.   


� 	J. G. Fichte, The Science of Knowledge.  Trans. P. Heath and J. Lachs.  (Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press, 1982), p. 8. 


� 	In Levinas’s description, “The mind does not find itself faced with an apprehended exterior.  The exterior … is no longer given.  It is no longer a world.  What we call the I is itself submerged by the night, invaded, depersonalized, stifled by it…. Before this obscure invasion, it is impossible to take shelter in oneself, to withdraw into one’s shell.  One is exposed”  (Existence and Existents, trans. Alphonso Lingis [Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 1995], pp. 58-59).  For Levinas, this is an experience of the anonymous “there is” of being.  Such an experience, I am claiming, is also that of trauma understood as the collapse of the sense-making function that would place the I in the world, thereby distinguishing it from the world and giving it an exterior. 
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� 	“Text und Interpretation,” in Hans-Georg Gadamer, Gesammelte Werke, Tübingen: C. B. Mohr, 1993, II, 351. 


� 	Thus, this type of text keeps its staying power by continually being reread.  It loses its literary character when we do not read it for itself—when for example, we treat a letter as an artifact, as a “dead” historical document. To put this in terms of the reciprocal relationship that characterizes the other types of text, we can say that its literary character is what draws us to return to read it,  while this very return is what allows it to keep its presence as a literary text.


� 	In Gadamer’s words, “Die Interpretation ist da nicht mehr ein bloßes Mittel zur Wiedervermittlung einer ursprünglichen Äußerung. Der literarische Text ist gerade dadurch in einem besonderen Grade Text, daß er nicht auf eine ursprüngliche Sprachhandlung zurückweist, sondern seinerseits alle Wiederholungen und Sprachhandlungen vorschreibt; kein Sprechen kann je die Vorschrift ganz erfüllen, die ein dichterischer Text darstellt. Derselbe übt eine normative Funktion aus, die weder auf eine ursprüngliche Rede noch auf die Intention des Redenden zurückweist, sondern die in ihm selbst entspringt, etwa im Glück des Gelingens eines Gedichtes selbst noch den Dichter überraschend und übertreffend,” (“Text und Interpretation,” p. 352.  See also ibid., p. 353).


� 	Levinas also asserts, “The other is the future.” The basis of this claim for Levinas is, however, quite different.  According to Levinas, what links the Other and the future is their sheer alterity.  He writes, “the future is what is in no way grasped. … the future is … what befalls and lays hold of us.  The other is the future.  The very relationship with the other is the relationship with the future” (“Time and the Other,” pp. 76-7).  My view is that futurity is manifest in the other’s behavior.  It is present in the excess such behavior manifests beyond what we intend.  


� 	As Husserl puts this: “Outer perception is interpretation, thus the unity of the concept demands that inner perception, be such.  It belongs to perception that something appear within it, but interpretation makes up what we term appearance—be it correct or not, anticipatory or overdrawn.  The house appears to me through no other way but that I interpret in a certain fashion actually experienced contents of sensation. I hear a barrel organ—the sensed tones I hear I interpret as barrel organ tones.  Even so, I perceive via interpretation what mentally appears in me, the penetrating joy, the heartfelt sorrow, etc.  They are termed ‘appearances’ or, better, appearing contents precisely for the reason that they are contents of perceptive interpretation” (Edmund Husserl, Logische Untersuchungen, ed. Ursula Panzer, the Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1984, Husserliana, XIX/2, 762).


� 	Levinas does not acknowledge this presence.  His position is that the “image” art presents is simply the “old garments” that being leaves behind as it moves forward to the future (“Reality and its Shadow,” in Collected Philosophical Papers.  Pittsburgh: Duquesne University Press, 1998, p. 7).  This means that “every artwork is in the end a statue—a stoppage of time, or rather its delay behind itself.”  In other words, it disengages from “the work of being itself, the very existing of a being”  (p. 8).  It stops its temporal advance.  The result is the peculiar timelessness of the work of art.  It is also its “irresponsibility.”  Since the work is frozen in time, “it cannot go toward the better.”  It, thus, does not call on us to accomplish this better; it calls, rather, to a mere gazing on the image or shadow of being.  In artistic productions, as Levinas writes, “the world to be built is replaced by the essential completion of its shadow.  This is not the disinterestedness of contemplation but of irresponsibility.  The poet exiles himself from the city.  From this point of view, the value of the beautiful is relative.  There is something wicked and egoist[ical] and cowardly in artistic enjoyment” (p. 12). As Jill Robbins shows in her excellent study, Altered Reading: Levinas and Literature (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999), this negative attitude towards art is quite general in Levinas’s works.


� 	The best account of this process of standardization remains Walter Benjamin’s, Das  Kunstwerk im Zeitlalter seiner technischen Reproduzierbarkeit (Franfurt am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1977.


� 	Hannah Arendt, “The Crisis in Culture,” in Between Past and Future (New York: Viking Press, 1968), p. 208.
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� 	This, however, becomes less true of the more complex animals, for example, chimps and wolves.  Such animals can manifest complex familial and social structures.  Social structures on the level of the family are, however, not yet political.  The political coincides with the social at the level of the city.  This is why Aristotle sees man’s emergence as a political animal with the arising of the city.  See Aristotle, Politics, 1252b 9-1253a 2.  


� 	That freedom involves more than choice—for example, desires and the ability to reason out the consequences of pursuing them—goes without saying.  It is, however, not to our purpose to elaborate these factors.  For an account of them from a phenomenological perspective, see Postfoundational Phenomenology, ed. cit., pp. 53-67.


� 	This, of course, does not imply that we are limited to imitating the projects of others.  Each of us can use what we have gained from others to experiment.  We do not just learn from the successes and failures of others, but also from our own as we try to achieve our goals in different ways.  


� 	This account is basically Heideggerian.  See History of the Concept of Time, p. 261.


� 	Jean-Paul Sartre, Being and Nothingness, ed. cit., p. 60.


� 	John Locke, The Second Treatise of Government, §4 (New York: Library of Liberal Arts Press, 1952), p. 4.


� 	Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan, Part 1, ch. 14 (London: Oxford University Press, 1962), p. 99.


� 	Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition, ed. cit., p. 234.


� 	As Arendt expresses this, “… the human capacity for freedom … by producing the web of relationships, seems to entangle its producer to such an extent that he appears more the victim and the sufferer than the author and doer of what he has done” (ibid., 233-34).


� 	Jan Patočka, Heretical Essays in the Philosophy of History, trans. Erazim Kohák, ed. James Dodd (Chicago: Open Court Publishing, 1996), p. 142.
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� 	“Die Krisis des europäischen Menchentums und die Philosophie,” in Die Krisis der Europäischen Wissenschaften und die transzendentale Phänomenologie, 2nd ed., ed. W. Biemel, Husserliana VI (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1962), p. 315.


� 	Jan Patočka, Heretical Essays in the Philosophy of History, trans. Erazim Kohák, ed. James Dodd (Chicago: Open Court Publishing, 1996), p. 97.


� 	José Ortega y Gasset, The Revolt of the Masses (New York: W. W. Norton and Company, 1993), p. 150.


� 	Ibid., p. 153.


� 	Ibid., p. 151.


� 	Ibid., pp. 151, 153.


� 	Ibid., p. 154.


� 	As an example of this critique of Ranke, see Albert Mirgler’s excellent study, Mutations of Western Christianity, trans. Edward Quinn (Montreal: Palm Publishers, 1964), pp. 6-11.  Originally published as Rückblick auf das abendländische Christentum (Mainz: Matthias Grünewald Verlag, 1961).


� 	See Christopher Dawson, Understanding Europe (New York: Doubleday and Company, 1960), pp. 26-27.


� 	See Rémi Brague, Eccentric Culture: A Theory of Western Civilization, trans. Samuel Lester (South Bend, Indiana: St. Augustine’s Press, 2002.


� 	For a description of the difficulties it caused, see Étienne Gilson, “The Theological Reaction,” in History of Christian Philosophy in the Middle Ages (New York: Random House, 1955), pp. 402-410.  As Gilson reports, the influx of Aristotelian philosophy into theology led to the condemnations of 1270 and 1277 by the bishop of Paris, Étienne Tempier.  The 1277 condemnation was seconded by the Archbishop of Canterbury and endorsed by Pope John XXI (ibid., pp. 405-6).  About 20 of its 219 condemned propositions were those of Thomas Aquinas.  See ibid., p. 728 for a list of these propositions.  


� 	Heretical Essays, p. 49


� 	Ibid.


� 	Ibid.  As he also puts this: “… freedom consists in grasping the possibility of letting things be what they are, letting them reveal themselves, to present themselves, in the willingness to be the ground of their manifestation, ready for the shaking of the familiar and ‘given’ certainties so that what truly is can become manifest.” (Heretical Essays, p. 144).


� 	Ibid., pp. 141-2.


� 	“We can speak of freedom by contrast only with an upheaval aimed at the former meaning of life as a whole, creating a new ‘for the sake of,’ … because the problematic nature, the question of the ‘natural’ meaning has confronted us clearly” (ibid., p. 141).


� 	Ibid., 108.


� 	What is crucial here is the openness produced by the shaking: “The point of history is not what can be uprooted or shaken but rather the openness to the shaking” (Heretical Essays, p. 44).  Both philosophy and politics contribute to it: “History arises from the shaking of the naïve and absolute meaning in the virtually simultaneous and mutually interdependent rise of politics and philosophy.  Fundamentally, history is the unfolding of embryonic possibilities present in this shaking” (ibid., p. 77).


� 	“War is the father of all and king of all, and some he shows as gods, others as men; some he makes slaves, others free” (Heraclites, Fr. 53, in Kirk and Raven, The Pre-Socratic Philosophers: A Critical History with a Selection of Texts [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1966, p. 195).


� 	Fr. 80, quoted in Heretical Essays, p. 42.  See The Pre-Socratic Philosophers, p. 195, for a slightly different translation.  


� 	Heretical Essays, p. 42. 


� 	Ibid.


� 	The phrase stems from Levinas; but as will be evident, it is used in a modified sense.


� 	In Husserl's words, “The experienced animate organism of the Other continues to manifest itself as actually an animate organism solely through its continually harmonious behavior ... The organism is experienced as a pseudo-organism precisely when it does not agree in its behavior” (Cartesianische Meditationen, ed. cit., p. 144).  “Harmonious,” here, means harmonious with my own behavior.  The Other's actions must “agree” with this in order to establish the similarity necessary for pairing.  As Husserl expresses this, the Other's ego is “determined as thus governing his body (and, in a familiar way, constantly confirms this) only insofar as the whole stylistic form of the sensible processes that are primordially perceivable by me must correspond to what is known in type from my own governing my body” (ibid. p. 148).  This is also the case with the “higher psychical occurrences.”  They have “their style of synthetic connections and their form of occurring which can be understandable to me through their associative basis in my own style of life, a style empirically familiar to me in its average typicality” (ibid., p. 149).


� 	Heretical Essays, p. 142.


� 	Ibid., 42.  “Therefore freedom, which is always a freedom to let what is be what and how it is, but ever anew and to greatest depth, is a seeing freedom …” (ibid., p. 142).


� 	As Patočka sums up his position: “If, then, spiritual life is the fundamental upheaval (shaking of immediate certainties and meaning), then religion senses that upheaval, poetry and art in general depict and imagine it, politics turns it into the practice of life itself, while in philosophy it is grasped in understanding conceptually” (Heretical Essays, p. 143). 


� 	Thus, unlike Patočka, I do not look to experience of the war-front or to a solidarity of the shaken arising from frontline experience as necessary to produce a renewal.  See Heretical Essays, pp. 134ff.


� 	For Plato, the characteristic is self-identity.  He writes “the very being (ousia) of to be (einai)”is to be “always in the same manner in relation to the same things.”  As Plato explains, this is to be “unchanging” and, thus, to remain the same with oneself.  The ideas; “beauty itself, equality itself, and every itself” are called “being” (on) because they “do not admit of any change whatsoever” (Phaedo, 78 d).  Things like reflections and shadows possess self-identity to such a minimal degree they are simply images.  


� 	The finitude of creatures follows from this compound including an essence that limits the expression of being (esse) to some particular type of being.  God, as pure esse, has no such limitations.  See Thomas Aquinas, De Ente et Essentia, ch. 1.  


� 	Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, The Philosophy of History, trans. J. Sibree (New York: Dover Publications, 1956, p. 21. 


� 	See Leviathan (London: Oxford University Press, 1962), p. 131.


� 	This exposure reduces him to the “bare life” that is exemplified by the figure of homo sacer.   This is the life that can be killed with impunity.  See Giorgio Agamben, Homo Sacer, ed. cit., p. 83.


� 	See Walter Benjamin, “Critique of Violence,” in Selected Writings, Volume 1, 1913-1926, eds. Marcus Bullock and Michael Jennings (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2004), pp. 242-43.


� 	“Die Krisis des europäischen Menchentums und die Philosophie,” ed. cit., p. 329.


� 	The Human Condition, p. 234.


� 	See Heretical Essays, pp. 134-35.
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� 	This is Kant’s ideal. He writes: “A constitution of the greatest possible human freedom according to laws, by which the liberty of every individual can consist with the liberty of every other … is …  a necessary idea, which must be placed at the foundation not only of the first plan of the constitution of a state, but of all its laws” (Critique of Pure Reason, B373).


�	I say “conditionally” since, if we cannot contain intrastate violence, the federation of states into a single state will also fail to contain violence. 


� 	“A Conversation with Charles Taylor,” Symposium 9:1 (2005), 124.


� 	Ibid., 121.


� 	Leviathan (London: Oxford University Press, 1962).


�	“And from this diffidence of one another, there is no way for any man to secure himselfe, so reasonable, as Anticipation; that is, by force, or wiles, to master the persons of all men he can, so long, till he see no other power great enough to endanger him” (Leviathan, Oxford, p. 95).


� 	Homo Sacer, p. 36.


� 	In Agamben’s words, “What is at issue in the sovereign exception is not so much the control or neutralization of an excess as the creation and definition of the very space in which the juridico-political order can have validity.”  This means that “in its archetypal form, the state of exception is therefore the principle of every juridical localization, since only the state of exception opens the space in which the determination of a certain juridical order and a particular territory first becomes possible” (Homo Sacer, p. 19).  Agamben draws from this the conclusion that potentially (and actually in the state of exception) the subject of the sovereign assumes the form of  “bare life.”   In Hobbes’s terms, he is the life that is exposed to violence in the state of nature, i.e., the life that can be killed without legal sanctions.  For Agamben, the sovereign sphere is defined in terms of such life.  In his words, “The sovereign sphere is the sphere in which it is permitted to kill without committing homicide and without celebrating a sacrifice, and sacred life—that is, life that may be killed but not sacrificed—is the life that has been captured in this sphere.” (83).  As life in the “state of nature” vis à vis the sovereign, such “sacred life” is covered neither by the laws regulating political life nor those regulating religious life with its sacrifices.   Thus, “for Agamben,” as Eugene MacNamee writes, “sovereignty is not simply the exercise of power as force over territory and subjects.  It is rather the ongoing exercise of the power to decide on what is on the inside of the political system and what is on the outside.”  Sovereignty decides whether “bare life … becomes political life”  (“The Government of the Tongue, Law and Literature 14: 3, 2002, p. 447).  This, however, only follows if we accept with Agamben Hobbes’ premises regarding sovereignty.  


�	“Critique of Violence” in Walter Benjamin, Selected Writings, Volume 1, 1913-1926, ed. Marcus Bullock and Michael W. Jennings (Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press), p. 243.


� 	Ibid., p. 248.


� 	Ibid., p. 243.
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� 	Homo Sacer, p foundation not only of the first plan of the constitution of a state, but of all its laws” (Critique of Pure Reason, B373).


� 	Homo Sacer, p. 35.


� 	“Critique of Violence,” p. 243.


� 	Homo Sacer, p. 41.


� 	Ibid., p. 43.


� 	“Critique of Violence,” p. 88.


� 	“Politics,” trans. Benjamin Jowett, in The Basic Works of Aristotle, ed. Richard McKeon (New York: Random House Press, 1941).  All page references to the “Politics,” will be to this translation. 


� 	In Aristotle’s words, “‘nature’ as genesis is a process towards [the product’s] ‘nature.’ … what grows out of something proceeds to something or ‘grows,’ not towards  that from which it starts, but that towards which it tends.  Hence, its final shape is its ‘nature’” (Aristotle’s Physics, trans. Richard Hope [Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1961], 193b 14-18, p. 25). 


� 	“What is was to be” (to ti hen einai) translates literally the Aristotelian term usually translated as essence.  


� 	Cartesianische Meditationen, ed. cit., p. 144.


� 	Ibid., p. 148.  


� 	This may be the insight behind Hegel’s description of the deadly fight for recognition between the two pre-selves in the section, “Lordship and Bondage” in the Phenomenology of Spirit.


� 	Nichomachean Ethics, trans. Martin Ostwald (New York: Macmillan Publishing Company, 1962) 1133a  17-19, p. 125.  


� 	The Second Treatise of Government, §4, p. 4.


� 	Hannah Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism (New York: Schocken Books, 2004), p. 376. 


� 	Ibid., p. 380.  





Chapter XI





� 	Hannah Arendt, On Revolution (London: Penguin Books, 1990).


� 	For Descartes, this immunity is a function of the mind’s separation from the body.  The resulting independence of the mind means that we can always avoid error “whenever [we] restrict [our] volition within the bounds of [our] knowledge” (Meditations,  ed. cit.,  p. 59.  The same independence means that, considered in itself, “the liberty of the free will” is unlimited (p. 55). 


� 	Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan,  ch. 17,  Hackett, p. 106).


� 	Ibid.


� 	In Hobbes’s words, “The only way to erect [a commonwealth] … is to confer all their power and strength upon one man, or upon one assembly of men, that may reduce all their wills, by plurality of voices, unto one will: which is as much as to say, to appoint one man, or assembly of men, to bear their person; and every one to own and acknowledge himself to be author of whatsoever he that so beareth their person shall act, or cause to be acted, in those things which concern the common peace and safety” (Leviathan,  Ch. 17, Hackett, p. 109).  This is done by a “covenant of every man with every man, in such manner as if every man should say to every man: I authorize and give up my right of governing myself to this man, or to this assembly of men, on this condition; that thou give up thy right to him, and authorize all his actions in like manner” (ibid.). 


� 	As Arendt writes, “The mutual contract by which people bind themselves together in order to form a community is based on reciprocity and presupposed equality; its actual content is a promise, and its result is indeed a ‘society’ or ‘consociation’ in the old Roman sense of societas, which means alliance.  Such an alliance gathers together the isolated strength of the allied partners and binds them into a new power structure by virtue of ‘free and sincere promises’” (On Revolution, p. 170).    


� 	Hume champions this view when he writes:  “Time and custom give authority to all forms of government, and all successions of princes; and that power, which at first was founded only on injustice and violence, becomes in time legal and obligatory. Nor does the mind rest there; but returning back upon its footsteps, transfers to their predecessors and ancestors that right, which it naturally ascribes to the posterity, as being related together, and united in the imagination” (Treatise of Human Nature, Bk. III, Pt. II, Sec. 10, in Political Writings, ed. Stuart Warner and Donald Livingston [Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, 1994], p. 72).  Thus, while Hume sees government founded by an original promise, its authority comes to be based on the length of time it has endured.  In Hume’s words, “the authority of the magistrate does at first stand upon the foundation of a promise of the subjects, by which they bind themselves to obedience; as in every other contract or engagement” (ibid., p. 63).  But with the passage of time, this promise loses its effect since “there scarce is any race of kings, or form of a commonwealth, that is not primarily founded on usurpation and rebellion, and whose title is not at first worse than doubtful and uncertain.  Fortunately,  custom (or habit) intervenes: “Time alone gives solidity to their right; and operating gradually on the minds of men, reconciles them to any authority, and makes it seem just and reasonable. Nothing causes any sentiment to have a greater influence upon us than custom, or turns our imagination more strongly to any object. When we have been long accustom'd to obey any set of men, that general instinct or tendency, which we have to suppose a moral obligation attending loyalty, takes easily this direction, and chuses that set of men for its objects” (ibid., pp. 64-5).  Hume is driven to this conclusion since he does not see how the original promise can be institutionalized—that is, be regularly renewed as a function of government as happens in the deliberations of a constitutional court.   


� 	Jacques Derrida, Rogues (Stanford: Stanford University Press, trans. Pascale-Anne Brault and Michael Naas, 2005), p. 36.


� 	Ibid., p. 40.


� 	Ibid., p. 38.


� 	One can also put this exhaustion in terms of the formation of party politics.  To gain political power, it is necessary for citizens to bind themselves together and speak with one voice and, hence, express one perspective.   This necessary process reduces the richness of the public space to the few associations (and corresponding perspectives) that have achieved sufficient power to shape it.  As Rousseau puts this: “But when factions arise, and partial associations are formed at the expense of the great association, the will of each of these associations becomes general in relation to its members, while it remains particular in relation to the State: it may then be said that there are no longer as many votes as there are men, but only as many as there are associations” (On the Social Contract, ed. cit., p. 27).  At the end of this process is the tyranny of the majority, that is, the limitation of public space to a single process of disclosure.  


� 	Leviathan,  ch. 18, Hackett.,  p. 15. 


� 	In Hobbes words, “If there had not first been an opinion received of the greatest part of England that these powers were divided between the King and the Lords and the House of Commons, the people had never been divided and fallen into this Civil War” (Leviathan,  ch. 18, Hackett.,  pp. 115-116). Hobbes’s position is clear: to divide sovereignty is to return to the state of war: “where there is already erected a sovereign power, there can be no other representative of the same people … For that were to erect two sovereigns; and every man to have his person represented by two actors that, by opposing one another, must needs divide that power, which (if men will live in peace) is indivisible; and thereby reduce the multitude into the condition of war, contrary to the end for which all sovereignty is instituted” (ch 19, Hackett p. 119).  Rousseau makes a similar argument with regard to the sovereignty that expresses the general will.  See Social Contract, Bk. II, ch. 2.


� 	For other ways of pluralizing power and, hence, enriching the public space,  see the final chapter of Ethics and Selfhood, pp. 171-183. 


� 	A similar analysis can be carried out regarding the rioting that occurs following the breakdown of order in some capitalist societies.  Here, the public space is evacuated by its commodification.  The tie of individuals becomes limited to the market and to the economic forms that it defines. 











Chapter XII 





� 	See the entry “toleration” in the Shorter Oxford English Dictionary, 3rd ed., Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press, 1964, p. 2206.


� 	The etymological sense is from the Greek, pathein, “to suffer or undergo,” and en, signifying “in.”


� 	Taking up the other’s standpoint, I engage in what Gail Soffer calls “individualized empathy, an empathy of the form, ‘if I were there and I were x,’ where x specifies traits of the other,” such as being blind, then I would experience what someone with this trait experiences (Gail Soffer, “The Other as an alter ego: A Genetic Approach,” Husserl Studies [1999], vol. 15, p. 163).  Inherent in such empathy is “the realization that the other is not the same as the self, and does not experience the world as one in fact did or in fact could, but differently” (p. 164).  The object of this empathy is, in fact, the other in his or her alterity.


� 	The same point holds with regard to different societies.  Societies are “not egotistical” — i.e., not intolerant —Husserl writes, if they can affirm one another’s “particular goals and particular accomplishments” (Ms. A V 24, p. 4).


� 	Darwin, “The Origin of Species,” in The Origin of Species and the Descent of Man, New York: Random House, 1967, p. 85.  He writes that this is shown experimentally by the fact that “if a plot of ground be sown with one species of grass, and a similar plot be sown with several distinct genera of grasses, a greater number of plants and a greater weight of dry herbage can be raised in the latter than in the former case” (ibid.).  


� 	These facts explain why evolution has a tendency towards diversity.  The “principle of divergence” is inherent in it “from the simple circumstance that the more diversified the descendants from any one species become in structure, constitution, and habits, by so much will they be better enabled to seize on many and widely diversified places in the polity of nature, and so be enabled to increase in numbers” (Origin of Species, p. 84).  From a modern perspective, we can say that those genes that promote diversity, and hence greater numbers of descendants, increase the chance of leaving copies of themselves behind.  Since such copies would have the same tendency, the process of divergence would naturally continue.   


� 	“Monadology,” §§53-54, in Leibniz: Basic Writings, trans. George Montgomery, La Salle: Open Court, 1962, pp. 262-63.


� 	Ibid., §58, p. 263.


� 	Ibid., §52, p. 262.


� 	Ibid., §56, p. 263.


� 	See A Latin Dictionary, ed. cit, p. 1876.


� 	To reverse this, we can say that the injunction to treat others as we would like to be treated is actually a command enjoining us to participate in the mutually enriching expansion of our individual and collective potentialities.


� 	The Human Condition, p. 240.  


� 	Ibid., p. 237.  





Chapter XIII





� 	Arendt herself thought certain acts were, in fact, unforgivable.  In her words, “men are unable to forgive what they cannot punish and … they are unable to punish what has turned out to be unforgivable,” the latter being “those offences which, since Kant, we call ‘radical evil.’” (ibid., p. 241) .  


� 	Jacques Derrida, “On Forgiveness,” Studies in Practical Philosophy, Vol. 2, No. 2, p. 82.


� 	Ibid., p. 83.


� 	“To Forgive, The Unforgivable and the Imprescriptable,” in Questioning God, eds. Caputo, Dooley, and Scanlon, Bloomington, Indiana University Press, 2001, p. 46.


� 	“Circumfession: Fifty-nine Periods and Periphrases,” in Geoffrey Bennington and Jacques Derrida, Jacques Derrida (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1993), p. 155.


� 	“On Forgiveness, A Roundtable Discussion with Jacques Derrida,” hereafter cited as “Roundtable Discussion,” in Questioning God, ed. cit., p. 57.


� 	The Human Condition, p. 238.  


� 	“On Forgiveness,” p. 88.


� 	Ibid., pp. 84-5.


� 	“Roundtable Discussion,” p. 57.


� 	For Derrida , in fact, as soon as forgiveness begins to involve some payment, be this only that of the guilty party asking for forgiveness, it begins to be contaminated.   In his words, “if I grant forgiveness on condition that the other confess, that the other begin to redeem himself, to transfigure his fault, to dissociate himself from it in order to ask me for forgiveness, then my forgiveness begins to let itself be contaminated by an economy, a calculation that corrupts it” (“To Forgive,” pp. 45-6).  This corruption happens “as soon as the world ‘pardon’ … is uttered.”  The result is the annihilation of “this unforgivable that is the only possible correlate of a forgiveness worth of the name” (ibid., p. 46).


� 	“Roundtable Discussion,” p. 53.  Such assertions lead John Milbank to comment: “You have this notion … of something that is absolutely impossible that is nonetheless the condition of possibility for the possible.  But it then tends to happen that when that impossible is expressed, it is betrayed.  Absence founds presence, but as soon as the thing is, it is present, and then it is concealing absence, and so on” (ibid., p. 65).


� 	“To Forgive,” p. 45.


� 	“On Forgiveness,” p. 90.  This is why Derrida criticizes Desmond Tutu’s “confusion” when as president of such a commission, “he Christianized the language of an institution uniquely destined to treat ‘politically’ motivated crimes” (ibid.).  


� 	“To Forgive,” p. 25.


� 	Ibid., p. 46.


� 	Ibid.  Drawing on the Talmud’s commentary on the Day of Atonement, Robert Gibbs draws the opposite conclusion: Forgiveness does involve the community, i.e., its social and political health.  It is because of this that the Talmud limits the offended party’s right to refuse forgiveness.  Thus, according to the Talmud, once the offender publicly sends three people three times to the victim, it is considered “enough; more is inviting the offender to grovel and the offended one to become arrogant” (Robert Gibbs, “Returning/Forgiving, Ethics and Theology,” in Questioning God, ed. cit., p. 86).  Similarly, sending ten people to the grave of the victim to witness the offender’s confession is sufficient for forgiveness (ibid., p. 88).  This is because “the power of the offended one, the freedom to leave me unforgiven, is withdrawn in death” (89).  Forgiveness here is open and public.  It is not simply one to one, but involves a “public constraint on the one who forgives” (ibid., p. 91).


� 	The related problem is: how do we encounter such a being?  In Genesis, the story of Abraham and Isaac set the paradigm for this encounter.  The story begins with a simple exchange.  God through Abraham will realize his creative intent to form a people, Abraham through God will become a father of a multitude.  When, however, God asks Abraham to sacrifice Isaac, his only son, this economy is undone.  Just as God can get nothing from Abraham, so Abraham can get nothing from God once Abraham becomes willing to sacrifice Isaac. That Abraham continues towards Moriah, that he proceeds to the point of raising his knife, signifies that his relation is with God himself, not with any benefit.  As such, it becomes the same as God’s relation with Abraham, a relation that, in fact, is independent of any supposed good that Abraham might provide.  Their relation, then, is to each other.  In the suspension of the economy, their encounter is immediate and one-to-one.  It is after this, that Abraham becomes the “father of faith.”  See James Mensch, “Abraham and Isaac: A Question of Theodicy,” in Hiddenness and Alterity, Pittsburgh: Duquesne University Press, 2005, pp. 175-197.


� 	To take the assertion of desertion literally, they are supposed to see God in Christ’s being abandoned by God.  The vision, in other words, is that of God’s self-abandonment; it is one of his complete self-emptying or kenosis.


� 	As Milbank puts this “Furthermore, a human sovereign power in some measure suffers what those it represents suffer, but not so God, who is perfect in act, beyond all suffering. Thus God is so disconnected from all victimage, so impervious to offense, that it seems that he has nothing to forgive. Indeed, one mystical theologian of the late medieval period, Julian of Norwich, roundly declared that God does not forgive, since he cannot be offended” (John Milbank, “Forgiveness and Incarnation,” in Questioning God, ed. cit., p. 108).  Milbank’s view of the Incarnation’s relation to forgiveness is different from mine.  For Milbank, Christ’s satispasio, his suffering enough to redeem us from sin, is an important part of this relation.  In Milbank’s words: “As unique sovereign victim, perhaps, the God-Man was alone able to inaugurate forgiveness; for here was not a single human nature, victimized like all humans by other humans, but also a human victim suffering the maximum possible victimage, by virtue of its personification by the divine logos, all-wise and all-innocent and therefore able to let the human nature plumb the full depths and implications of suffering” (pp. 108-9). 


� 	Dostoevsky makes this point when Stavrogin in the Devils confesses to having molested and driven a child to suicide.  Stavrogin says to the monk Tikon, “If you were to forgive me, it would make it much easier to me.”  Tikon replies: “On the condition that you forgive me as well” (Fyodor Dostoevsky, Devils, trans. Michael Katz, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992, p. 477.


� 	Devils, p. 479.


� 	In saying this, I in no way wish to diminish the importance of the experience of forgiveness in fostering the ability to forgive.  Such an experience is crucial in a child’s moral development.  My only point is that such experience presupposes some awareness of one’s actions being both forgivable and needing forgiveness. 


� 	“To Forgive,” p. 46.


� 	 Devils, p. 477.


� 	Ethics and Infinity, ed. cit., pp. 98-99.  For Levinas, the basis of this total responsibility is quite different.  It is the sheer alterity of the other, an alterity that in the absence of any limiting conditions, imposes an unlimited obligation (see above, p. 92).  For us,  it is our flesh.  This implies that the totality of our obligation is never absolute.  It has the ambiguity of our entanglement, that is, of the intertwining of the finite and nonfinite, the private and the public.  This non-absolute total responsibility is, thus, inherently political.








