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Seventy years have passed since Husserl gave the lectures sponsored by the Wiener Kulturbund.  At the time, Europe was in crisis.  Its 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 Patocka’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 Patocka and Husserl, I would like to raise these questions again.  The context for my effort is the radically altered situation of Europe.  Instead of depression, there is general prosperity.  Both fascism and communism have disappeared.  The cold war divide that in Patocka’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.  What distinguishes Europe is its ongoing effort to reconcile 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 Burkhart, 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 Schonberg, 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 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 the other.


This sense of encounter is not just external.  It is inherent in the mixed configuration of the elements that formed Europe.  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


Patocka 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 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 Patocka’s words: “Freedom, in the end, is freedom for truth, in the form of the uncovering of being itself, of its truth.”
  Where Patocka 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 Patocka.  His paradoxical 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 Patocka, 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, Patocka 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 lose 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 Patocka’s essays can recognize within them a version 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.  Patocka’s originality is to assert that  origin of Europe is the shaking of these races by the heritage 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 Patocka’s position is through Heraclitus’ claim that “Polemos [or war] is the father and king of all” since it reveals things, both gods and men, as they are.
  Citing Heraclitus’ 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,”
 Patocka 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 Patocka 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


Patocka’s position compliments rather than opposes what was said above about alterity.  In fact, his doctrine of shaking as making possible freedom links freedom to the alterity we discussed.  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, the other may be disposed of without further thought.  What shakes us is precisely the other who does cause 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 have to 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 recognition. As the term, analogy, indicates, the claim is that 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 the real.  It forces me to move beyond my preconceptions and regard the world directly.  Thus, my amendment to Patocka’s position is 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 Patocka’s view of political life.  He writes, “… 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.”
  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 Patocka’s words, it “turns it into the practice of life itself.” It 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.  This means 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 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 defines 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 speak of the image rather than 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 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  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, Hobbs 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 Patocka.  Patocka’s position, with its conjunction of polemos and freedom is more subtle.  Yet if we take freedom in the political sense of sovereignty,
 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 find 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, one I take to be 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 examples, 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 escape from violence and preserve freedom is to break the tie between freedom and sovereignty.  In fact, as Hannah Arendt pointed out, 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 falls errs by ignoring the fundamental plurality of the human condition.  As Arendt writes, “If it were true that sovereignty and freedom are the same, then indeed no man could be free, because sovereignty, the ideal of uncompromising self-sufficiency and mastership, 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.
  

The ground of this entanglement is the very nature of human selfhood.  On one level, Plato was right: human beings are united to each other through their needs.  In fact, our dependence on others 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.  We 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 prior even to its freedom.

The New Politics

To translate this to the political and social realm is to philosophically regard the efforts to manage alterity that characterize the enlarged European Union.  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 Potocka 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 Patocka 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 based on a seeing of Europe as and how it is.  The politics that enacts this is, I believe, the task that is Europe’s destiny.
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