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Publicizing the Public – Question 4

From the budding years of our nation to the president day, it seems that all governmental action and politics revolve around the concept of ‘the public.’ From the founding fathers initially structuring the government in a way that would not be easily swayed by the fluctuating public opinion to modern politicians always keeping a watchful eye on the public’s desires, it is clear that the notion of the existence of one, singular public has played an important role in shaping American politics and culture over the past two hundred years. The legitimacy of this nation’s representative democracy lies in the basis that this public can be represented by formal state institutions. However, Walter Lippmann, in his book the “Phantom Public,” debates the actual existence of this singular ‘public’ and claims it is merely a mythicized abstraction that has no real power over the actions of the state. The subsequent absence of ‘the public’ may seem like the death of representative democracy as currently established, but Michael Warner and Charles Hirschkind both differ in opinion. They agree in the fallacy of a singular public truly affecting the state, but they believe that what is actually present is still politically relevant and offers new possibilities for analyzing the political. 


Walter Lippmann, a post-progressive writer, popularized the idea of the public as a mere phantom; an abstraction that has no real collective presence. Furthermore, through a series of investigations, Lippmann is able to nullify the common, liberal ideal of the sovereign citizen that has an immediate affect on the state. Lippmann begins his argument by detailing the extraordinary responsibilities placed upon the citizen. The current educational system does well in teaching citizens about a myriad of topics ranging from “international, problems, transportation problems, agriculture problems, and so on ad infinitum,” but the facts about this issue change daily (Lippmann, “Phantom Public” pg 14). Unless the citizen has an “unlimited quantity of public spirit, curiosity, and [time]”, he “cannot know all about everything all the time” (Lippmann, “Phantom Public” pg 15). Furthermore, no citizen has the infinite time to simply stay up to date with the daily fluctuation in the political landscape when he has both his personal and family’s well-being to look after foremost. Rather than having an in-depth understanding of all political issues, citizens only possess a shallow knowledge of political activity that centers on local events that affect their day to day existence. Upon discarding of the ability of education to serve as a fundamental base upon which citizens can act in a way that truly affects the politics of the state, Lippmann questions the ability of citizen’s morals to simply guide them in forming a collective public opinion. By following one’s morals, a citizen doesn’t have to know all minutias regarding a certain issue, but rather must have a genuine sense of right and wrong that will point him in voting or voicing his opinion in an appropriate manner. However, Lippmann, in analyzing the fundamental fabric of our culture, sees that individual’s moral codes are derived from their interests in a situation, and there is no single “moral pattern available from which the precise nature of the problem can be deduced” due to each person’s varied interests (Lippmann, “Phantom Public” pg 24). Since there is such a plurality of interest groups in this nation, the moral codes of the nation are accordingly diverse. Thus, the public as a whole cannot have a clear unified voice in reacting to various events simply because each person is judging the morality of the occurrence from a unique vantage point. Lippmann, by showing how the public cannot judge the state due to its natural ignorance in details and inability to form a unified moral code, thus proves the ineffectiveness of the public as a whole. By concluding that the public is merely an ineffective group of diverse individuals who have no cohesion, Lippmann asserts that it is negligible in the political arena. The liberal conceptions of the public and sovereign citizens are thus discarded according to Lippmann. The citizen is no longer the powerful figure expressed in classical liberalism that has an interest in the future and the knowledge and ability to affect it. Nor is the public anymore the grand, participatory unit of power from which our representative democracy gets its strength. Rather, according the Lippmann, the state is simply run by a group of experts who have finite, ‘expert’ knowledge on various issues rather than by the public that has been so glorified over the centuries. The public, as a body that is capable of exercising its knowledge and judgment to create effective public opinion, is thus a “phantom;” nothing more than a mere abstraction.


Lippmann’s theory of a phantom public has been widely accepted among his peers, and has spurred various new analysis of the very composition of this abstract public. Michael Warner, for one, argues that this abstract public is not, as Lippmann asserted, a single entity, but rather a collection of many smaller publics that are all politically viable. According to Warner, the various publics are created by the very texts that address them. Each piece of literature that gains an audience is creating a new public, for “a public is a space of discourse organized by nothing other than discourse itself” (Warner, “Public and Counter Publics”, pg 38). Literature and discourse has the ability to unite and bring intimacy to a group of otherwise total strangers, thus creating a sense of connectivity that in turn, according to Warner, constitutes a public. In addition, Warner points to the ability of texts to produce counter-publics, or representations of those people who do not have a part in ‘the public’ but can rather join ‘a public’ instead. This new public is part of many, and counteracts the rest by “imagining the stranger-sociability” of groups in a myriad of disparate ways (Warner, “Public and Counter Publics”, pg 31). In conjunction with Michael Warner’s article, Charles Hirshkind, in “Civic Virtue and Religious Reason: An Islamic Counterpublic,” goes into detail in analyzing a particular counterpublic and its ramifications on society and politics. Hirshkind argues that the Islamic da’wa movement, which is the circulation of recitations of the Koran and preachers’ discussions on cassettes, is creating a counterpublic in Egypt. Through the moralistic discussions and debates that these recitations create among all types of people throughout the country, the da’wa movement is creating a moral code that stands in contrast to ‘the Islamic public’ that is taken for granted in Egypt. The deliberation which takes place in response to these cassettes is creating publics in accordance to Warner’s theory of textual-based publics and Habermas’s idea of spaces of free deliberation creating publics. Hirshkind contends that the counter publics created by these discussions have implicit effects on the “concept of public elaborated within liberal theory” (Hirshkind, “Islamic Counterpublic” pg 6). Although Egypt has strict censorship policies outlawing political discussions and maintains a complete monopoly on television broadcasts, it still has “an active opposition press, vibrant political debate, […] a multiplicity of clubs, and other associations of civic society;” or in essence, the basic components of a modern political sphere (Hirshkind, “Islamic Counterpublic” pg 6). Thus, these fundamental units of public and civic societies are arising from deliberation and discipline working together. The liberal conception of the public asserts that it can only be created when citizens can deliberate without constraints of authority and disciplinary restrictions. However, through the specificity with which Hirshkind describes the da’wa movement, it is clear that in this scenario, citizens are deliberating in spite of the disciplinary authority that is being asserted by the religious leaders and still produce a new “mode of life, one founded on argumentation and debate about the orthodoxy of current practice” (Hirshkind, “Islamic Counterpublic” pg 25).
 Not only does this destroy the classical liberal notion that a true public sphere can only arise when the citizens are free to discuss and debate in freedom to any sort of authority, but it also empowers the citizen. By tearing down the supposed dichotomy between freedom and authoritative power, the citizen can now assert his personal freedom and rights regardless of the political construction at the time. However, one key point that Hirshkind reiterates in his concluding argument, is that the social norms of deliberation that the da’wa movement has fermented are not pushing Egypt towards true liberalism for they still are contained and constrained by the “conformity of an [idea of a] divine model of moral conduct” (Hirshkind, “Islamic Counterpublic” pg 27). Regardless, Hirshkind, through a detailed investigation of the Egyptian da’wa movement, illustrates that a public is a sphere that can be created in more ways than those outlined in liberal ideals and thus empowers the citizens by granting them new ways to gather in opposition to authoritative power. 


Regardless of which writer’s theory one accepts as true, it is clear that each provides new and diverse possibilities for politics. If Lippmann destroys and denaturalizes the notion of the public as a collective and effective force in politics and accordingly diminishes the influence of the liberal, sovereign citizen, Hirshkind serves as an empowering figure in regards to the power of the subject. Hirshkind, by using Warner’s argument describing the existence of a plurality of publics, rather than a single (phantom) public, empowers the citizen by stating that an individual can join counterpublics, and thus challenge the interests that ‘the public’ is associated with debating over. Furthermore, by specifically detailing the civic and public spheres created in a non-liberal environment, Hirshkind again empowers the citizen of these ‘non-liberal regimes’ by giving them an avenue for resistance through a mode of association. He demonstrates that we can no longer judge the politics of other societies as being archaic, for we are simply looking at them through western-liberal lenses that only search for a separation of freedom and authoritative power. However, these societies, such as Egypt, have their own public cultures and means of practicing and developing ethics, through Warner’s counterpublics, that do not fit the traditional liberal mold. Thus, although Lippmann got rid of the notion of an effective, singular public, the various other forms of publics, as demonstrated by Warner and Hirschkind, cannot be overlooked, for they “concern with democracy and its cultural conditions and possibilities in the contemporary world” (Hirshkind, “Islamic Counterpublic” pg 27). 
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