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Abstract

Globalization, the Internet, and environmental change have detached people from geography and disrupted the stability and coherence of places, leading to a condition of displacement, and even a contemporary “crisis of place.”  Free-marketeers and postmodernists welcome displacement as liberating human beings from geographic constraints.  However, the value of place should not be dismissed.  Hannah Arendt, though largely unrecognized as a theorist of place, offers a compelling rationale for a balanced approach to place.  She sees a stable, coherent geography and an enduring relationship with place as critical to making the world a reliable, comprehensible human home in which individuals can nurture and sustain identities, projects, and relationships.  At the same time, she also recognizes that places are dynamic and multifaceted, and not static, uncontested, or univocal in character.  Arendt accordingly offers an approach to place that balances two activities, the founding of places and their preservation.  Her understanding of place helps us to diagnose and address the contemporary crisis of place, as considered through the example of suburban sprawl.
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The Familiar Chair and Table:

Hannah Arendt and the Politics of Place

Introduction

We live in an era of displacement, of disruption in the relationship between human beings and the places around them,
 of erosion in our sense of place.  Environmental change and rampant development are rapidly transforming and destabilizing places and geographies, while globalization, the Internet, and transnational politics seem to render geography and place increasingly irrelevant.  Human activity seems increasingly determined by global networks and flows of information and capital rather than by physical location.
  Environmentalists, neighborhood activists, and historic preservationists have mobilized to defend places against radical change or dissolution.  There are also more disturbing responses to displacement, such as religious fundamentalism, racism, and hostility toward outsiders and immigrants.
  


Business, governmental, technical, cultural, and intellectual elites, who rely on frequent travel and rapid exchange of information and capital, have greatly benefited from this era of displacement.
  Among academics, at least two groups explicitly embrace displacement.  Free-marketeers herald technological liberation from spatial constraints.  Peter Gordon and Harry W. Richardson declare, “The revolution in information processing and telecommunications is accelerating the growth and dispersion of both economic activities and population, possibly moving towards the point where ‘geography is irrelevant.’”  This enhances consumer freedom: “The locational choices open to both households and firms have expanded accordingly.”

Meanwhile, postmodernists celebrate dislocation, mobility, and nomadism as liberatory.  Tim Cresswell says, “Place, roots, and authenticity are hardly the favored characteristics of postmodern theorists.  Indeed, postmodernist worlds are worlds in which nothing is certain or fixed, and where fixity appears, it is as an illusion.”
  For contemporary geographer Doreen Massey, disruption in the spatial world leaves the future “genuinely open,” and creates “an environment through which the genuinely novel may emerge.”
 


To postmodernists, the affirmation of stable, coherent places and geographically rooted identities also seems nostalgic, reactionary, and dangerous.  The yearning for place is a misguided quest for clear, policed boundaries to community, for depoliticized social unity, for ‘authentic’ locales and communities with uncontested, static meanings, and for the exclusion of outside influences and internal and external difference.
  Moreover, notions of place as fundamental to human experience conflict with an anti-essentialist, postmodern view of the self as a fragmented, unstable collection of traits and attachments, none having foundational priority.  


Yet many academics, including even some like Manuel Castells and David Harvey who recognize the dangers of place-attachment, express concern about the danger to place. Castells sees the ‘space of places’ as threatened by the ‘space of flows’: the global realm of information and capital flows is disrupting place-based and historically situated social relationships even as physical location remains a central determinant for most human lives.   There is thus a disturbing dissonance between individuals’ lived experience in physical place and the increasing degree to which they are subject to intangible, globalized, placeless interactions beyond their understanding and control.  Similarly, Harvey speaks of “a quest for visible and tangible marks of identity ... in the midst of fierce space-time compression.”  He notes, “[T]here is still an insistent urge to look for roots in a world where image streams accelerate and become more and more placeless.”  Geraldine Pratt, warning against academics’ rejection of place-based boundaries and stability, argues that coherent, bounded places are a key basis for personhood and identity.  Mark Sagoff says, “Much of what we deplore about the human subversion of nature – and fear about the destruction of the environment – has to do with the loss of places we keep in shared memory and cherish with instinctive and collective loyalty.”  Peter Calthorpe, in discussing the destructive effects of sprawl, warns of a contemporary “crisis of place.”
  


In a time of dislocating change it may be especially important to emphasize the virtues of geographic stability and coherence, though with the caveat that geography is not static and places are not pure and uncontested in meaning and character.  Among the most powerful yet balanced affirmations of place as a key aspect of human experience came from Hannah Arendt, particularly in The Human Condition.
  This may seem surprising: Arendt did not specifically address the term ‘place,’ and she is not generally recognized as a theorist of place.
  Arendt scholarship has focused on other themes, such as her concepts of the public and private spheres and of the social, her theory of political action, her agonistic politics, her analysis of totalitarianism, and her views on the relation between politics and morality. 
     


A closer look at Arendt reveals that she affirms a stable, coherent geography and an enduring relationship with one’s physical surroundings as critical in making the world a reliable, comprehensible human home in which individuals can nurture and sustain identities, projects, and relationships.  Yet, she recognizes that places are dynamic and multifaceted, and neither static nor uncontested nor univocal in character.  She offers a balanced approach to place that embraces two activities, the founding of places and their preservation.
  

Arendt on Work and Action: Creating a Human Home on Earth 


In The Human Condition, Arendt explores how the fundamental conditions for human life on Earth foster three central activities: labor, work, and action.  For Arendt, habitation of the Earth is the most fundamental condition of human existence: “The earth is the very quintessence of the human condition” (2).
  Our earthly existence bestows on us the most general human condition of “birth and death, natality and mortality” (8).  


Yet human beings seek to modify their earthly existence.  Initially, Arendt anthropocentrically describes nature as something to be battled.  Nature is characterized by relentless cycles of birth, growth, and decay, without clear beginnings or endings.  Organisms pursue sustenance and reproduction.  Ultimately, they are destroyed by other creatures or by natural forces: nature lacks permanence; it consumes all its creations:  “Life is a process that everywhere uses up durability, wears it down, makes it disappear” (96).  Human beings are in a “constant, unending fight against the processes of growth and decay” (100).  To create enduring objects and culture, they must overcome nature through two activities, work and action. 


Through work, human beings create enduring physical objects from pre-given plans or designs.  Human beings thus fashion objects that can resist natural decay and constitute a durable, built world – the “human artifice” (136).  


Arendt contrasts work with labor.  Labor is the activity of attending to bodily needs, such as for food.  Concerned with life-sustaining consumption rather than with creation (118-126), labor does not produce lasting objects but goods to consume.  Unlike work, labor does not resist nature’s cycles but fits into them (7-8, 79-93).
    


Action is the activity of words and deeds that transpires directly between persons (7).  Action reflects human plurality, as it involves interaction among persons with diverse perspectives.
  Words and deeds constitute a shared, complex, lasting social reality, “the ‘web’ of human relationships” (183).  Each individual’s actions and life story shape this web and are in turn shaped by it (184).  The web of relationships defines individuals’ and communities’ relationships, characters, purposes, and identities.  Action thus constitutes both individuals and their common life.  Action is fundamentally political (22-28, 196-198) and finds quintessential expression in deliberation over shared principles and ends.


Action does not meet pre-given physical or material needs.  Unlike labor, it is not tied to sustaining natural cycles, and unlike work, it does not simply execute pre-given designs or ends.  Instead, action initiates new beginnings, through speech and deed, in the web of human relationships: for Arendt, the realm of action is thus the realm of freedom (177).  But this freedom is limited: one can initiate an action, but not control its outcome.  That outcome is determined collectively, as the action reverberates through the web of human relationships (183-184, 191-192, 232-234).  


Together, action and work resist nature’s impermanence and create the human artifice.  Words and deeds accord meaning to work’s creations. “Without being talked about,” says Arendt, “the world would ...  [be] a heap of unrelated things” (204).  Work in turn fashions the material objects that embody and preserve the social reality generated by action (95).
  Action and work create the lasting meanings and objects that “constitute the conditions under which” human beings “can be at home on earth” (134).  


Arendt’s emphasis on the ultimate uncontrollability of action, on human plurality, and on the importance of political deliberation should dispel any ideas that this worldly home is free of conflict, difference, uncertainty, or change.  To be at home in the world is to find just enough familiarity, stability, coherence, and meaning to confidently undertake long-term ends and projects, fashion a coherent life-story, and create an enduring way of life rather than have to constantly negotiate a hostile, destructive environment.
  


Arendt discusses the human artifice in explicitly spatial terms, implying that distinct, enduring places are essential to being at home in the world.  The world created by work and action “relates and separates men at the same time,” she says.  It “gathers us together and yet prevents our falling over each other” (52-53).  Human relationships are spatially organized through arrangements of things and places: “To live together in the world means essentially that a world of things is between those who have it in common, as a table is located between those who sit around it” (52-53).  Existing “between” individuals, the human artifice gives relationships spatial coherence and legibility.
  A table is not just a useful surface.  It can be a shared place around which individuals mutually orient themselves.  Think of a table at which a group regularly meets, perhaps with each person at a usual spot.  Gatherings at the table maintain and refresh relationships and shared aims and values, and even sustain individuals’ identities.  

Places as Founded, Not Found


Arendt suggests that raw nature cannot provide human beings with a coherent set of places.  Because it consumes all of its creations, nature cannot sustain enduring locations.  People must found places.  


Arendt overemphasizes nature’s destructiveness, yet her remarks suggest how the natural world does not have pre-defined locales.  Certainly, nature and its topography precede the founding of places.  Yet, elements of the landscape blend into one another, and organisms and natural forces traverse landscapes and ecosystems.  Moreover, though nature is not without stability – consider the slow pace of geologic time – the dynamic character of the biosphere means that the natural landscape is ever in flux.
  Places qua places are human constructs.  It is up to human beings to create or define coherent, enduring locales.
  


Place-founding is most obvious with constructed places like cities, towns, or buildings.  But as Arendt’s discussion of work and action suggests, the creation of places involves not only physical effort but also descriptive words, which fall under the realm of action; recall that without action, we have Arendt’s “heap of unrelated things.”  Creating a place requires identifying distinctive features and boundaries. Yet one does not just describe the terrain in all its detail. Human beings overlay their surroundings with selective interpretations. No description captures every detail and object at a location, but highlights qualities most prominent to the senses or most relevant to some set of concerns.  Moreover, such description does not merely ‘read’ an existing place, but helps to constitute that place.


Though Arendt herself does not acknowledge this, places can be created entirely through action, without physically altering the landscape.  Even ‘natural’ places are human constructs, founded through description.  To designate certain areas as wetlands, for example, researchers must decide on the distinctive characteristics of wetlands and determine the locations and bounds of particular wetlands.
  This does not mean that moist, vegetated areas, differentiated terrain, or biophysical nature itself do not exist prior to naming and describing them.
  Yet nature does not follow neat boundaries or clearly arrange itself into distinct ecosystems.  To make sense of the natural world, we must interpret and map it, and draw boundaries.  


Anyone familiar with wetlands would recognize that the description of particular places does not go uncontested: federal definitions and identifications of wetlands, for example, are highly controversial and have aroused the ire of property rights advocates.
  A description of a place reflects one’s particular perspective, and different parties bring different perspectives to bear.  They may disagree over what features matter in constituting a particular place, whether certain features are actually present, or whether an identified place even exists.  When there is profound, intractable disagreement about a place’s boundaries or existence, violence and war can result.  Even absent such extreme conflict, places are inevitably sites of difference and contestation in perspective and interpretation.
  

The Mutual Constitution of Identity and Place


In founding places and creating the human artifice, individuals and communities also fashion their identities.  “The things of the world,” Arendt says, “have the function of stabilizing human life”; “men, their ever-changing nature notwithstanding, can retrieve their sameness, that is, their identity, by being related to the same chair and the same table” (137).  Again, Arendt’s use of furniture suggests a view of the human artifice in terms of not only things, but also places.  Arendt’s table creates a common location for those around it, a place that helps define not only their relationships but also their identities.  One must keep in mind, though, that everyone sits at a different spot around the table and has a different perspective on this common place.  Out of different perspectives grow different identities.


We might consider how places shape identities.
  Individuals are physically and mentally immersed in the spatial world and engage in myriad interactions with places.  Such interactions include residence, work, commerce, social activities, worship, recreation, spiritual or aesthetic appreciation, and even conflict.  These interactions shape mental and bodily dispositions, life-stories, aspirations, routines, societal connections, perceived limits and possibilities, conceptions of how the world is organized, and affiliations and loyalties – in short, individual and collective consciousness and identities.  When things and places are in relatively stable configuration, as with Arendt’s chair and table, this helps stabilize human identities.  


Because different persons approach the same place from different spatial and perceptual standpoints, they are going to have different conceptions of and interactions with the same place.  Consequently, a single place will shape a variety of identities.  Also, the stability of places and identities is never absolute.  Places are dynamic, changing under social and ecological influences.  As people change, they alter the character of individual places.  As things and places change, they in turn change those who interact with them.  Over time, the world and its inhabitants constitute one another in an endless, open-ended process,
 just as Arendtian action is itself open-ended.  Places and identities are thus always “unfinished.”
  

Founding as a Collective Project


Arendt’s human artifice is a shared spatial environment, but one shared by individuals with different perspectives on that environment.  As with Arendtian action, place-founding happens in the web of human relationships and in the context of conflict and plurality.  How an act of founding ultimately turns out depends upon how others respond.  The founding of places therefore must be a collective activity, involving some collective assent.  Otherwise, a place-founder is frustrated by others’ conceptions and treatment of the world.  Even amidst conflict, there must be some agreement, however thin, vague, or temporary, as to the character of a place.  Agreement may come about through democratic deliberation or authoritarian imposition.    

The Preservation of Places


Though places are always in flux, the concept of place also entails an element of stability.
  In resisting nature’s cycles, human beings seek to create a meaningful and enduring world.  Places, as symbolized by Arendt’s chair and table, provide a permanence that enables individuals and communities to rely on the world for usefulness and meaning, and for affirmation of identities.  There is thus good reason to stabilize one’s surroundings, to preserve not only historic or cultural artifacts, but also living, sustaining aspects of the social or ecological environment.  Unrestrained founding, i.e. endlessly and rapidly remaking the landscape, is destructive.  Perpetual change or instability in the spatial environment endangers identities, communities, and even physical security.  Founding ought to be accompanied by preservation.  


Preservation does not simply follow founding.
  The proper relationship between the two is complex and ongoing.  This interaction is revealed through Arendt’s account of humanity’s relationship with the Earth in The Human Condition and through her discussion of care and cultivation in Between Past and Future.  


At times, Arendt radically departs from her own anthropocentrism, even criticizing contemporary society for a destructive, consumerist instrumentalization of nature.  Anticipating modern environmentalism, Arendt sees such instrumentalism as “degrad[ing] nature” and robbing it of its “independent dignity” (156).
  Indeed, according to Arendt, the Earth and nature “clearly came into being without the help of man and have an existence independent of the human world” (156).  The Earth confers meaning on humanity.  Recall that existence on Earth “is the very quintessence of the human condition.”  Arendt adds that though the “human artifice … separates human existence from all mere animal environment, ... life itself is outside this artificial world, and through life man remains related to all other living organisms” (2).  Considering the prospect of space travel, Arendt says that it would involve a “repudiation of an Earth who was Mother of all living creatures” (2) and represent “[t]he most radical change in the human condition we can imagine” (10).  Human beings “would have to live under man-made conditions, radically different from those the earth offers ...  Neither labor nor work nor action nor, indeed, thought as we know it would then make sense any longer” (10).  


How can Arendt both celebrate humanity’s struggle against earthly nature and yet see nature as rife with dignity and meaning?  We may resolve this apparent contradiction by considering that for Arendt it is our effort to overcome natural processes and fashion an enduring world that gives creative activity much of its purpose and significance.  Human beings define themselves against, or in contrast to, the rest of nature.  The Earth offers a larger, meaningful context and carries an “independent dignity” in virtue of its status as something from which human beings seek full independence but never quite succeed.  Humanity carves out its own built world, but that world remains physically and ecologically within, and dependent upon, nature.
  Were we to abandon the Earth and live encapsulated in life-support technology, human existence would lose a key external referent and source of purpose and seem ungrounded and subjective.  For Arendt, space travel symbolizes the emptiness of a fully technological, denatured existence, one of self-referential human activity without clear need or purpose.
  


Arendt’s account of the Earth has important implications for place.  While places are human constructs, they do not emerge ex nihilo.  Places emerge through interaction between what is given by nature and what is created through work or language.  If a map of places is to make sense of the world, it must take account of the continuing importance of earthly nature in defining human activity and purposes.  Place-founding must not completely erase nature’s physical terrain.  Similarly, place-founding must not entirely erase the work of previous human founders, who have also conditioned present-day existence.  A map of the world must take into account ecological, historical, and cultural context.  Place-founding must be tempered by a preservationism that considers the ability of the natural and built environment to absorb change without being effaced or ruined.  It is not just that preservation sustains key ecological and social support systems; absent preservation, the world and its places would also seem rootless, arbitrary, and incomprehensible.  


There must therefore be an ongoing balance between founding and preservation, a balance Arendt suggests in her discussion of care and cultivation.  In Between Past and Future, Arendt considers the origins of the word ‘culture.’  The term “derives from [the Latin] colere – to cultivate, to take care, tend and preserve – and it relates primarily to the intercourse of man with nature in the sense of cultivating and tending nature until it becomes fit for human habitation.  As such, it indicates an attitude of loving care and stands in sharp contrast to all efforts to subject nature to the domination of man.”
  One might say that care allows the original qualities of a place to endure and flourish, while cultivation enables new possibilities to smoothly unfold.
  Care allows the continuity with the past that enables human life to be a coherent story, or narrative.
  Cultivation facilitates incremental change and adaptation.  By contrast, domineering, aggressive action abruptly destroys and replaces the existing environment.  

Avoiding Overzealous Preservation


However, as with an overemphasis on founding, an overemphasis on preservation is problematic.  Human beings dynamically interact with places, altering or refounding them in response to changing conditions.  There is no single moment of founding followed by rigid preservation.  Of course, it is impossible for the world to be kept entirely static.  More concretely, though, environmental and historic preservation can in some cases harm individuals and communities dependent on a place for habitation, sustenance, or livelihood,
 and some preservationist policies, like overzealous fire protection, may be ecologically destructive.
  In fact, preservationist activities must themselves incorporate some measure of founding.  Wilderness preservation requires active management to prevent ecological degradation.  Management activities such as establishing legal boundaries, regulating and accommodating visitors, setting prescribed fires, extirpating exotic species, and restoring predators change the landscape, and can be said to found places identified as ‘wilderness.’
  Finally, from a more specifically Arendtian standpoint, an overemphasis on preservation would radically curtail the freedom to initiate new beginnings that is the hallmark of action.  Human activity would be limited to carrying out a pre-ordained plan of sustaining and reproducing the existing world.


Like founding, preservation must also be a collective enterprise.  One cannot unilaterally preserve a place, even one’s private property, if others are degrading the surrounding environment.  Maintaining a wilderness would be impossible if neighboring landowners emitted pollution or destroyed critical wildlife habitat.  A downtown would have trouble surviving if developers erected big-box stores out by the interstate.  Preservation efforts may perhaps be effective only if coordinated at a regional level, where public policies affecting adjacent communities can be harmonized to maintain desired economic, ecological, and social conditions.  Moreover, as is the case with founding, preservation can be pursued either in a democratic or in an authoritarian manner.

Arendt and the Contemporary Crisis of Place 


Through Arendt, we can better understand the contemporary crisis of place in terms of a destabilizing overemphasis on founding, an alienating disconnection from geography under the onslaught of consumerism and globalization, and a loss of democratic control over place.  In large part, The Human Condition concerns a generalized crisis of alienation from the Earth and from the ‘world,’ i.e. the human artifice.  Dana Villa calls this a crisis “of homelessness, a lack of place that results from the modern destruction of the durability of the ‘human artifice.’”
  
To a significant degree, Arendt blames this homelessness on utilitarian, consumerist values associated with modernity and capitalism.
  Consumerism radically devalues the spatial environment, reducing both nature and the built world to “mere means” (156) for transient satisfaction and then disposal.  We come to “look upon … every tree as potential wood” (158).  This situation threatens “permanence, stability, and durability” (125-126).  It “harbors the grave danger that eventually no object of the world will be safe from consumption and annihilation through consumption” (133).  The efforts of work and action to create a durable human artifice are sacrificed to consumption.  

In tracing the causes of placelessness, Arendt also offers an early critique of globalization.  She sees the rise of a global civilization knitted together by exploration and transportation as distancing human beings from their immediate surroundings and creating a placeless perspective: “Men now live in an earth-wide continuous whole where even the notion of distance … has yielded before the onslaught of speed.” (251).

Sprawl from an Arendtian Perspective


To understand today’s crisis of place and its Arendtian diagnosis, we might look at one of the most visible and symbolic manifestations of this crisis, at least in the United States.  This is the problem of sprawl.  Sprawl involves founding gone amok, a devouring, destabilizing consumption of the spatial environment that undermines the world’s stability and coherence.  Related to these radical land-use changes is a loss of connection with and comprehension of the landscape, and anti-democratic control over place.  


Sprawl rapidly consumes and transforms vast quantities of open space and natural habitat, including both agricultural land and wilderness.
  The built landscape is itself turned into an article of consumption.  Calthorpe points to “ever larger and more remote distribution centers” – big-box stores and shopping malls – in which “[h]uman scale and neighborhood focus have been exchanged for auto access and national distribution.”
  Built places are homogenized and mass-produced to meet consumer demand.  Employing prevailing national or global models for maximizing returns, commercial developers replicate the same businesses and mall designs in community after community.
  Home-builders mass-produce their wares as well.  In the United States “[b]efore 1945, the typical contractor put up 5 or fewer houses a year; … Today, developers typically bring more than 100 acres through the approval process at a time and spin off sections to different builders, who rarely undertake projects with fewer than 150 houses or 100 apartments.”
  Related to homogenization and mass production is globalization and concentration in the real-estate industry.  Over the past 50 years, “ownership and management has gradually shifted from individuals or small partnerships that developed or owned a few properties” to larger corporations controlling “portfolios of hundreds or thousands of assets.”
   

Often, the built landscape is used up and discarded like a consumer good.  Sprawl leads to traffic congestion, over-crowding, visual blight, and air and water pollution.  Those who can afford to – usually affluent whites – leave, only to recreate these problems further afield in a cycle of sprawl.  Many of the newly built structures age poorly, lending a temporary, disposable character to the landscape and further encouraging eventual abandonment.
   


The world loses its status as an enduring, meaningful home.  Rather than caring for or cultivating the world, developers, builders, government agencies, and property owners transform it without regard to ecological, social, or historical considerations.  Rapid development destroys neighborhoods, frays social bonds and daily routines, endangers jobs, businesses, farms, and affordable housing.
  Inner cities and older suburbs are neglected and their residents – often elderly, lower income, and/or minority – are victims of economic disinvestment.  As places are continually rearranged, rebuilt, and destroyed, there is only founding (and decline), and no preservation.  Arendt thus notes that “if ... we were truly nothing but members of a consumers’ society, we would no longer live in a world at all but simply be driven by a process in whose ever-recurring cycles things appear and disappear, manifest themselves and vanish” (132-134).  


Meanwhile, the seemingly endless succession of mass-produced malls, housing developments, and global chain-stores is alienating and disorienting.  The built environment loses its local geographic distinctiveness and seems placeless and difficult to connect with or understand.  The landscape’s alienating quality is heightened by the way that single-use zoning, which rigorously separates commercial, industrial, and residential uses and vastly increases automobile dependence, erases much of the detail, texture, and variety of the landscape and ‘thins out’ its meaning.  This ‘thinning-out’ is magnified as we speed through “blurred” surroundings in our automobiles.
  


There is little democratic control over such land-use approaches.  In their classic work on urban political economy in the United States, John Logan and Harvey Molotch argue that elite ‘growth coalitions’ – involving, among others, property owners, developers, public officials, the media, utilities, cultural and academic institutions, and sports franchises – have traditionally wielded considerable local control over land use.
  Often, the public assents out of a sense of powerlessness.
  Local governments may also use eminent domain to seize property from private owners and transfer it to large developers, a practice recently upheld by the U.S. Supreme Court.
  Democracy is further eroded by public/private development partnerships, which give business an official role in land-use.  Business interests enhance their political power and at the same time de-legitimate democratic processes by presenting the corporate sector as entrepreneurial and innovative, and politics as inefficient, partisan, and corrupt.
  

In some ways, though, the involvement of local business is increasingly missed.  Locally headquartered businesses have had a strong economic stake in local prosperity and quality of life, but as corporations relocate or globally disperse their operations, they become less concerned about any particular locality.
  Meanwhile, professionals change jobs or employers more frequently and end up living in any one place for a much shorter time.  Such increased mobility undermines rootedness in, and commitment to places.


Globalization exacerbates conflict between corporate capitalism, which can transfer resources from place to place, and individuals and communities trying to sustain attachments to particular places.
  The corporate sector forces jurisdictions to compete for investment, consumer spending, jobs, and tax revenues.  Harvey tells us, “The upshot has been to render the coercive power of competition among places for capitalist development more rather than less emphatic and so provide less leeway for projects of place construction that lie outside of capitalist norms.”
  In the United States, localities’ control over land use is also undermined by dependence on property taxes.  Such dependence makes localities desperate for economic development, even at cost to local character, environmental health, and quality of life.  In fact, developers and retail chains play local governments against one another, forcing concessions on issues like property tax relief, public funding of necessary infrastructure, the size of roads and parking lots, and the character of architecture.


In her own way, Arendt predicted this loss of democratic control over place. Consumerism, she says, undermines political deliberation.  What passes for ‘politics’ nowadays is an increasingly administrative, economic enterprise concerned with employment, wealth creation, and consumption (28-49).  In localities today, the quest for investment and tax revenue preempts broad, meaningful discussion about land-use planning and the character of places. 

The layout of the built environment is additionally hostile to democratic deliberation in that it undermines the very notion of a coherent shared space.  Single-use zoning rules out mixed-use downtowns that serve as public spaces that can foster repeated, multifaceted interaction among individuals and so sustain a measure of community and collective, place-based consciousness.  The landscape is characterized by “an exaggerated private domain: shopping malls, private clubs, and gated communities.  Our basic public space, the street, is given over to the car and its accommodation.”
  Isolated subdivisions segregated by income and, de facto, by race, fragment landscapes and populations, exclude difference, and magnify social divisions and inequalities.
  There remains little common ground, literally, for shared conversation and democratic deliberation about a common spatial environment.  “Deliberative speech,” notes Villa in discussing Arendtian action and politics, “must be anchored in a shared world” that is the object of some minimum agreement.  “Where such an agreement dissolves or is shattered, it is no longer possible to view the same thing from a variety of perspectives.”  A shared world does not mean a univocal perspective on the landscape, but it is in fact “a palpable ‘in-between’ [i.e. a shared world] that makes plurality – a genuine diversity of perspectives on the same phenomenon – possible.”
  Arendt’s well-known observations about mass consumer society seem especially apt.  Robbed of a coherent, enduring, common map, individuals find themselves in a world that “has lost its power to gather [them] together, to relate and to separate them” (52-53).  Individuals are “deprived of an ‘objective’ relationship with them [i.e. one another] that comes from being related to and separated from them through the intermediary of a common world of things” (58).  

Beyond the Crisis of Place: Integrating Founding and Preservation Through Regional Democracy 


Though the crisis of place is largely about an overemphasis on founding, there is no precise formula for balancing founding and preservation.  As Harvey says, places embody both flux and permanence.  Constituted by founding, places have “relative stability in both their bounding, and their internal ordering of processes.”  This relative stability gives way to new foundings in an ongoing process.
    


A viable relationship between founding and preservation must therefore be a constant negotiation between such activities as building and development on the one hand and environmental protection and neighborhood, agricultural, and historic preservation on the other.  Balancing founding and preservation also means balancing mobility and rootedness.  Mobile, nomadic citizens bring demographic, economic, and cultural change, and spur new development, thus re-founding existing locales.  Rootedness, on the other hand, can encourage a preservationist impulse, i.e. the desire to maintain familiar surroundings and even resist outside influences.
  


Absent a clear formula, how does one integrate founding and preservation?  Arendt’s concepts of care and cultivation and her defense of the Earth suggest that founding and change must be sustainable – founding must proceed at a pace that does not undermine basic ecological and social foundations.  Significant declines in environmental quality, increases in crime, substance abuse, poverty, domestic violence, and other social pathologies, as well as dissolution of family and other social bonds, and loss of affordable housing, and erasure of an area’s past all indicate that a place is not being cultivated with care but is subject to ruthless, destructive change.  At the same time, distrust and ignorance of the outside world, oppressive local conformity, no-growth rules that shunt undesirable land uses to neighboring communities, and suppression of all natural change and disturbance suggest excessive preservationism.  Yet these indicators are themselves imprecise and subject to wide interpretation, and so are only general considerations, not detailed prescriptions, for balancing founding and preservation.


Founding and preservation might be more reliably balanced through the right political framework.  Recall that Arendtian action, which is involved in the creation and maintenance of places, happens in the context of human plurality.  In founding or preserving a place, one must confront competing perspectives, which might favor founding or preservation.  Negotiation may proceed democratically, if the contesting parties are situated fairly equally in terms of power. Or, one or a few parties may impose an outcome, abrogating meaningful deliberation and enforcing their own vision of a place in an authoritarian, hierarchical, or exclusionary manner. 


Authoritarian approaches lend themselves to extremes of either founding or preservation.  Such extremism requires the silencing of competing perspectives.  A more inclusive, democratic deliberative process would better incorporate both founding- and preservation-oriented perspectives and be more likely to promote balanced land use.  However, democratic procedures may not eliminate hegemonic discourses, which serve to legitimate existing power structures and discredit critical or alternative perspectives.  In the politics of place, hegemonic discourses promote particular conceptions of land use.
  The equation of sprawl with progress, consumer choice, and prosperity is a hegemonic discourse favoring development interests.  


A mere increase in democratic participation is therefore insufficient for good governance of places. However, an open deliberative process is a key step toward bringing in a variety of voices and balancing and integrating founding and preservation.  One way of better ensuring an inclusive, multivocal process is to pursue democratic participation not through small localities but through elected regional or metropolitan government.  In the U.S., regionalism has been pursued most successfully in the Portland, Oregon metropolitan area and, in a rural context, by collaborative conservation groups bringing environmentalists and resource interests together for cooperative, holistic governance of watersheds, forests, and rangelands.
  


Despite globalization, many important ecological, economic, and social relations play out at the regional level.  Iris Young notes, “A region is the space across which people commonly travel to work, shop, play, visit their friends, and take the children on errands, the span of a day trip.  It is the range of television and radio transmission.”  It is also the territory within which “major distribution occurs.”
  She is referring to one kind of region, a metropolitan area.  In more rural settings, a region is often defined as a watershed.

At first glance, regionalism may seem less democratic than local control.  However, the political fragmentation among thousands of small municipalities leaves local governments too small to effectively control development, growth, and economic investment.  Instead, localities engage in mutually destructive competition for jobs and tax revenue, or are victimized by neighboring communities that can deflect undesirable land uses.  Regional government could empower localities with collective, coordinated control over their region and could thus counter the power of development interests.  Furthermore, bringing a wide variety of perspectives and constituencies to a regional forum or assembly would create a more inclusive democratic debate.  To fully enable local democratic deliberation, one might complement regional government with regular or ad hoc assemblies at the neighborhood level.
   

Democratic deliberation could generate decisions without necessitating agreement about the character of a place or a region.  Disagreement is inevitable given human plurality.  It is also desirable.  It enriches and enlivens places with a complex texture of meanings.  It also enables the ongoing debate through which people and places respond to changing social and ecological conditions and integrate founding and preservation.  The ideal is an inclusive, ongoing conversation about a place, with episodic decision-making, what Villa, in describing Arendtian public deliberation, calls a “shared enterprise,” “a … partnership, in argument and conversation.”
  Here, place-attachments would not suppress or deny difference, but would actually generate genuine contestation and plurality.



A regional approach could also integrate founding and preservation rather than just effecting various uncoordinated compromises between development and protection.  A region could maintain its basic ecological and social foundations, while cultivating the potentialities within places and coordinating change in some localities with preservation in others.  

Conclusion

Hannah Arendt illuminates what is at stake in the contemporary crisis of place.  To lose the stability and coherence of our spatial environment and to lose our connections to place is to lose much of what makes the world a habitable, functional home.  An integrated balance of change and stasis, mobility and rootedness, and founding and preservation, is, together with democratic governance of the landscape, critical in creating an enduring, yet vital and flourishing world.  Arendt’s concepts of work, action, and the human artifice, coupled with her affirmation of the Earth’s dignity, her celebration of care and cultivation, and her critiques of consumerism and Earth- and world-alienation teach the importance of place and of a balanced approach to our spatial environment.  Attention to place is not golden age, reactionary nostalgia.  Place is a key aspect of what it means, in Arendt’s words, to live “a truly human life” (58).  




* An earlier draft of this paper was delivered at the Western Political Science Association Annual Meeting, Long Beach, CA, March 22-24, 2002.  The author wishes to thank John Meyer, Tim Luke, Sheri Breen, Joel Schwartz, Kerry Whiteside, Kim Smith, Jill Frank, Michael Sandel, Dennis Thompson, and Michaele Ferguson for their comments on various drafts of this paper.
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