Where Three Roads Meet: At the I ntersection of Law and Lawlessness

My title may be a bit obscure, and it does congaliterary reference (which will be
disclosed shortly). But it also refers to a simiplet. My house faces an intersection where three
roads meet. It has a front porch and during thenseimi spend an inordinate amount of time
sitting there in my rocking chair watching the fiafl’'ve spent a while trying to figure out why
this is so appealing to me, and how | can formuaggiments to use against my wife who
repeatedly asks me to go on vacations with hexati@places rather than just stay at home.

Here’s what | see when | sit on my front porchugé abbreviations to prevent tourists
from flocking to my house.)

B STREET G STREET
\ | |

(west) - - S STREET (east)

My house sits directly in front of the spot on Bese it shifts from being a two-way to a
one-way street, and as a result I've witnessed raamgar-accident from my front porch. When a
driver is heading west on S, and continues to g&t vegher than turn right into G, he or she will
have to bear left and occupy what amounts to tiiéalee. The trouble begins when a driver on
B (a one-way street) goes through the interse@mhcontinues east on S, or a car on G makes a

left onto S, and arrives in front of my house sitanéously with one heading west on S. These



drivers have to veer left in order to avoid therapghing car. At that moment the traditional
and legally established pattern of driving on fightris momentarily suspended. It's as if the two
cars have been transported to England.

Although in the thirteen years I've been rockingrnoy front porch I've witnessed no
accidents, I've seen plenty of near-misses. I'vartienany a horn blow in fury, and watched
countless drivers mouth inaudible angry curses.

| regret to say that my reaction to a near-misomaetimes disappointment, and so I've
long wondered whether I've spent so many hours pifiramt porch in the hope of actually
seeing an accident. I'm probably not alone in bgiaryersely compelled by scenes of violent
catastrophe, mangled metal, torn flesh, and sé@wn’t know why this is the case. Perhaps the
old Roman Lucretius got it right when he said, “wvagoy it is, when out at sea the stormwinds
are lashing the waters, to gaze from the shoreegh¢avy stress some other man is enduring!
Not that anyone’s afflictions are in themselvegarse of delight; but to realize from what
troubles you yourself are free is joy indeed.”

Maybe Lucretius was on to something, but | domithk this is the best explanation for
the allure of my front porch. Instead, what | Idokward to most is the baffled expression on
drivers’ faces when they have suddenly reverseeslamd are driving on the left rather than the
right side of the road. As the familiarity of lawvgs way to improvisation, they are, for a single
perplexing moment, suspended in a world they dayodé recognize.

| didn’t understand why this was all so interegtimtil | read an article about a traffic
engineer from the Netherlands named Hans Monderr(idaw York Times, 1/22/2005). Mr.
Monderman is responsible for the design of a baosrsection in his town of Freisland. In it

there are no lights, signs, or cross-walks. Thezenat even any divisions between road and



sidewalk. Instead all is “shared space,” a contiegdtis taking hold in traffic design throughout
Europe. (Google it.) While the Freisland intersatimay seem to invite chaos and catastrophe,
in fact the number of accidents there has decreaseédhe traffic flow has improved. The
explanation is simple. Drivers, realizing thatytla@e operating in a region bereft of visible
regulation, know that they must pay close attenitoorder to survive. In a typical intersection,
where green light means go, the driver drops hardyand just goes assuming that, since she’s
obeying the law, all will be well. By contrast, wiadhere are no lights or signs, vigilance is
required.

As | mentioned, in thirteen years of dedicateffitravatching, I've never witnessed an
accident. Arriving in front of my house, a plackese three roads meet, drivers realize
something’s weird, and so they become more cardfaey’re perplexed and often unhappy, but
they do slow down.

Within the concept of “shared space” is burieceaper thought. By removing
regulations and thereby making the intersectionengi@ngerous, by forcing drivers to assess
their own level of risk by actually looking at whaaround them, the intersection actually
becomes safer. The principle at work here is “ggkilibrium.” When you feel safe, you're
more at risk, precisely because your guard is d@wirs is why most accidents occur in or near
one’s own home. By contrast, when you feel yotiteebe at risk, you respond appropriately by
being more careful and you thereby reduce the risk.

Another story reinforces this principle. Evenlas use of bicycle helmets went up
sharply between 1991 and 2001, the number of hgades increased by 10 percent. There are
several possible explanations of this startling, faat one nails down the idea of risk equilibrium

perfectly. When cyclists are comfortably ensconsedin their helmets they feel a greater sense



of security and so they make take more risks, hod have more accidents. One expert in risk
analysis, Mayer Hillman, a senior fellow emeritashee Policy Studies Institute in London, drew
the following conclusion from these data: "You \Wbhe well advised to wear a helmet provided
you could persuade yourself it is of little usblegv York Times, 7/29/2001).

Risk equilibrium is a troubling idea. If we're sat when we feel ourselves to be at risk,
then we ought to fend off feelings of security. Betvare success in doing so! For if you
manage to make yourself feel insecure, and thugmalrself more safe, do not congratulate
yourself and thereby feel more secure. For oncedyothat you put yourself at greater risk. All
told, this adds up to a rather grim view aboutpghespects for human happiness.

Now we come to the literary allusion in my titleréfers to Sophocles’ plafdedipus the
King. A quick summary: an oracle had predicted that Qeslipas destined to kill his father and
marry his mother. To escape this fate, Oedipushisthometown of Corinth. While travelling,
he was attacked by a man he did not recognizekzice where three roads met. He retaliated
and killed the man. When Oedipus later enterectitiyeof Thebes, whose king (Laius) had just
been killed, he was given the chance to competthtoempty throne. Because he successfully
answered the riddle of the sphinx—what walks omr fegs in the morning, two legs in the
afternoon, and three at night? (Answer: a man)—doaimne the new king and married the queen.

Many years later, when the play opens, Thebestiseimidst of a plague. Because he is
a good king and a confident problem-solver, Oedgamls an envoy to the Delphic Oracle in
order to determine the cause of the plague. Theemn3hebes is cursed because Laius’
murderer is still in town. Oedipus becomes a detedetermined to discover the murderer and
save his city. He interrogates three witnessesnkhe first, his wife Jocasta, he learns that years

ago Laius was killed at a place where three roaelst nfrrom this information Oedipus begins to



realize that he himself must be the murderer ofif.aNonetheless he courageously pushes
forward in his investigation. From the second wsthehe learns that he was adopted. Polybus,
King of Corinth, was not his biological father. $mew fact is deeply troubling, because it
implies that Oedipus’ attempt to escape the cuydedwing what he took to be his parents’
home may have been in vain. Finally, a third withiedorms Oedipus that years ago he was
abandoned by his real parents, Laius and Jocaktaalso were trying to evade the prophesy
that their son would commit unspeakable crimesregahem. The three lines of evidence form
a horrifying syllogism: 1 killed Laius; Polybusas not my real father; Laius was. Therefore, |
killed my father and married my mother. At the eridhe play, Oedipus, a man who had every
reason to feel secure that he was doing a finagoking and husband, realizes that he never had
a clue.

A chorus of town elders has been witnessing thgsisece of events, and this is the
lesson they draw from the tragedy of Oedipus: “taummortal happy till he has passed the final
limit of his life secure from pain.” In other wordso matter how well life is now going for you,
as long as you're alive, it can all turn bad idaslh. Until you're is dead your fate is up for ggab
Therefore, the chorus advises, be wary, vigilandt @nare that even the most apparently well-
designed lives can fall apart in the blink of ae.e4t the heart of tragedy, then, lies an
understanding of risk equilibrium.

Back to the porch: when the weather is nice, andult there rocking away, a neighbor
will often amble by and I'll invite him up for a be Perhaps as we sit there we're like an
audience at the theater. We watch the interseatifnont of us as if it were a stage on which a
catastrophe might unfold at any moment. Or makibespectacle before us is actually a bit more

hopeful than that. In front of my house, in theatt® of law and so at a moment of maximum



insecurity, drivers spontaneously organize theneselizike a self-maintaining organism, they
adapt to the shift in the environment. Rememb&fe withessed no accidents where the three
roads meet. Maybe there’s even something beabt@#pibening at the intersection of G, B, and S
streets. Or maybe watching the drama in front ahakes us realize how unusual it is and
therefore we appreciate what's missing from thexec# the whole world were bereft of street
signs and traffic lights, off the visible rule @, there’d be violent chaos and it would be ugly.
Perhaps the very brevity of the moment, when treedwvers are perplexed but respond
appropriately to avoid collision makes us appreciatit’'s an exception that proves the rule.

| don’t know the answers to these questions. &d&y, more than ever, they're terribly
important to ask. For we live in the age of tesoriand we need desperately need our political
leaders to set the proper tone for the rest oResaember the days when the Bush administration
was roundly criticized for raising the terroristeht alert from “yellow” to “high” or “orange?”
The critics maintained that such moves were feangaang, and only occurred when it was
politically convenient for the administration. Maythe critics were right. But in a more general
sense they might also be wrong. When it first agzlioffice in 2001, the Bush administration
simply wasn't scared enough, and we paid the phitag/be we’re better off if we are terrified on
a regular basis. For only then will we be safec@irse, we’ll also feel insecure and be
unhappy.

When warm weather beckons I'll be back in my chaanning my post. Who knows,
maybe old Lucretius had it right after all. I'lelsafely on shore, watching the events out there at
sea transpiring without me. Or maybe I'm at theatler watching a play. Or maybe my wife is
right and | should get off the porch and take aatiao once in a while. But travelling makes me

anxious. Maybe that’s exactly the reason | shoold g



