


UTO PIA AND RE AL ITY
THE CON CEPT OF SANC TITY IN KANT AND LÉVINAS

Joëlle Han sel

Be fore I met Lévinas, I en coun tered his phi -
los o phy. 1 My ac quain tance be gan nearly
twenty years ago when I read To tal ity and In -
fin ity.2 This book was a shock to me, as it was to 
most of my con tem po rar ies. As a stu dent in
phi los o phy I had been trained in the He geli -
an-Marxist tra di tion which was still prev a lent
in France in the 1980s. For most of my teach ers 
at the Sorbonne and the Ecole Normale
Supérieure, the con cepts of to tal ity and iden -
tity were the core of phi los o phy. Through his
ideas of oth er ness and in fin ity, Lévinas opened 
new ho ri zons to me, new ways of think ing.

In 1984, I vis ited Lévinas at his home in
Paris, rue Michel-Ange. When ever I think of
my first meet ing with him, the only word I find
ap pro pri ate to de scribe my im pres sion is “af fa -
bil ity.” Af fa bil ity in the lit eral sense means
deal ing with some one with whom one can talk. 
In other words, it de scribes some one who has
the abil ity to wel come the other gra ciously and
to lis ten. De spite the dis tance be tween him, the 
great and fa mous phi los o pher, and me, the
young and in ex pe ri enced stu dent, Lévinas’ af -
fa bil ity was de void of any con de scen sion. In
his Traité des vertus, the French phi los o pher
and friend of Lévinas, Vladi mir Jankélévitch
se verely crit i cized con de scen sion which he de -
scribed as the dis po si tion “to bow down with -
out hum bling one self, to go down to ground
floor to see how it feels there, while the mind
stays perched on top of its sub lime ob ser va tion
post, with its dis dain ful out look.”3 There was
no con de scen sion in Lévinas. On the con trary,
he had both high ness or, as he says about
Blanchot, an “ar is toc racy of thought,” and hu -
mil ity. Af ter I got to know Lévinas better I dis -
cov ered his sense of hu mor that con trasted so
sur pris ingly with his se ri ous, rig or ous, and se -
vere phi los o phy. With out Lévinas’ liv ing pres -
ence, only his books re main. From now on he
be longs to the his tory of phi los o phy. As Des -
cartes states in his Discours de la méthode,4

this his tory is not a mere enu mer a tion of writ -
ings and doc trines. On the con trary, it is a vast
fo rum where in di vid u als meet and con verse
de spite their dif fer ences of time and place. So
let us imag ine an en coun ter be tween Lévinas
and Kant, and their en su ing dis cus sion on the
re la tion ship be tween uto pia and re al ity.

In the his tory of phi los o phy, Kant and
Lévinas are as so ci ated with the high est ex pres -
sions of eth ics; both phi los o phers cen ter eth ics
on a con cept of be ing hu man as a con cern for
the other. An ac tual meet ing be tween the two
men is not purely imag i nary. It took place in
Lévinas’ writ ings. Though his quo ta tions of
Kant are not nu mer ous, they re late to ma jor is -
sues such as his crit i cism of on tol ogy and his
con cept of eth ics as first phi los o phy.

In early works, writ ten in the 1950s,
Lévinas stressed his prox im ity to Kant. 5 In “Is
On tol ogy Fun da men tal?”6 he paved the way
for To tal ity and In fin ity by elab o rat ing the key
con cepts of “face,” “lan guage,” and “re li gion.”
As the ti tle sug gests, this ar ti cle chal lenged the
Heideggerian claim to the pri macy of on tol -
ogy. In con trast to Heidegger and the on to log i -
cal tra di tion, Lévinas ac knowl edged that he
felt par tic u larly close to Kant’s prac ti cal phi -
los o phy. He also in di cated the res o nance of
“Kantian ech oes” in his own con cep tion of the
eth i cal re la tion ship with the other. Twenty
years later, Lévinas’ lec tures on God, Death,
and Time7 fur ther develop his af fin ity with
Kant. In the lat ter work, there is a chap ter en ti -
tled, “The Rad i cal Ques tion: Kant against
Heidegger.” By op pos ing Kant to Heidegger,
Lévinas pointed to the pos si bil ity of over com -
ing on tol ogy. In Oth er wise than Be ing or Be -
yond Es sence,8 he cel e brated Kant ian ism in
which the mean ing of be ing hu man is found,
with out mea sur ing it by on tol ogy, be yond the
ques tion “What is there here?” Nev er the less,
Lévinas also stated  that “Kant ian ism is the ba -
sis of phi los o phy, if phi los o phy is on tol ogy.”9
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More over, foun da tional as pects of his eth ics
are di a met ri cally op posed to those of Kant. By
un der stand ing moral ob li ga tion as sub jec tion
to the other and based on heteronomy, Lévinas
breaks with the Kantian prin ci ple of au ton -
omy. 10

Thus, Lévinas’ at ti tude to wards Kant is am -
biv a lent. On the one hand, he viewed Kantian
phi los o phy as a way to es cape from the dom i -
na tion of Be ing; yet on the other hand, he de -
picted his phi los o phy as the sum mit of on tol -
ogy; Lévinas re jected on tol ogy as the ba sis for
phi los o phy as al ready men tioned. The goal of
the pres ent study is to high light this am biv a -
lence by deal ing with an is sue that con cerns
both Lévinas and Kant: the ten sion be tween
uto pia and re al ity. In their ef fort to rouse peo -
ple from dog matic slum ber, in their en deavor
to put an end to ego ism and in hu man ity, Kant
and Lévinas were both chal lenged by the op po -
si tion be tween uto pia and re al ity.

By its very na ture, eth ics is uto pian. Since
“what is” is of ten con trary to “what should be,” 
the search for good im plies a crit i cism of re al -
ity. Nev er the less, eth i cal de mands are de sir -
able, not only in the ory; they should also be
car ried out in prac tice. There fore, eth ics is par -
a dox i cal: on the one hand, it is op posed and
even con tra dic tory to re al ity; on the other
hand, it must be made true and be concretized.
The par a dox of eth ics, cap tured in the ten sion
be tween uto pia and re al ity, is best re flected in a 
no tion com mon to both Kant and Lévinas: the
no tion of sanc tity. By fo cus ing on sanc tity I
hope to dem on strate both the prox im ity and the 
dis tance be tween Kant’s and Lévinas’ re spec -
tive eth ics. First I shall ex am ine the con nec tion
they both make be tween sanc tity and uto pia.
Then I shall show how Lévinas de parts from
Kant’s ideal of “holy will” by view ing sanc tity
as a “hu man pos si bil ity.” Finally I shall con -
sider how Lévinas makes the shift from eth ics
to pol i tics, i.e., from sanc tity to jus tice, in other 
words, from pos si bil ity to re al ity.

Sanc tity and Uto pia

Lévinas’ use of the word sanc tity ap peared
in his philo soph i cal and con fes sional works
that were pub lished in the 1960s. In To tal ity
and In fin ity, sanc tity, i.e., sep a ra tion, is a qual -
ity of the In fi nite as well as of the face of the
other that opens to the In fi nite. Sanc tity is con -

trasted with sa cred ness and numinousity, two
terms that im ply par tic i pa tion and fu sion. 11 In
Oth er wise than Be ing or Be yond Es sence,
Lévinas noted that his book “aims to dis en gage 
this ho li ness.”12 Else where he stated that “‘eth -
ics’ is a Greek word; I think much more, es pe -
cially now, about sanc tity.”13  His pref er ence for 
sanc tity re quires fur ther anal y sis. In Lévinas’
view, sanc tity is nei ther a moral qual ity, nor the 
su preme de gree in the hi er ar chy of vir tues.
Rather it is the principle of an eth ics whose
foun da tions rest on the pri or ity of the other and 
on ‘my’ in fi nite re spon si bil ity for him.
Actually Lévinas’ idea of sanc tity can be sum -
ma rized in the lit tle phrase he was so fond of:
“Af ter you” ( après vous), which in vites the
other to pass be fore me when we both walk
through a door. 14  Lévinas’ choice of a ba nal
rule of po lite ness is sig nif i cant. It in di cates that 
sanc tity does not only con sist of he roic and ex -
traor di nary ac tion; nei ther is it the priv i lege of
those “happy few” who choose an as cetic and
en tirely spir i tual kind of life. On the con trary,
sanc tity is in volved in the sim ple acts and ges -
tures of ev ery day life. 15 By say ing “af ter you”
to the other, I ac knowl edge the fact that the
other al ways  comes first. Fur ther more I rec og -
nize that I have ob li ga tions and du ties to wards
the other, or in Lévinas’ terms, that I am re -
spon si ble for him.

Kant’s eth ics is also con cerned with ob li ga -
tion to wards the other. In or der to achieve hu -
man ity, each in di vid ual must strive to wards
per sonal, moral per fec tion. Nev er the less that
does not mean be ing in dif fer ent to oth ers. Be -
sides hav ing du ties to one self, one must carry
out du ties re lated to the hap pi ness of oth ers.
Ac cord ing to the cat e gor i cal im per a tives of
moral law, one must treat hu man be ings not as
things but as per sons. Due to their dig nity, the
oth ers must be an ob ject of love and re spect. 16

More over I must be ready to sac ri fice part of
my well-being for their ben e fit.

In Kant, will is the source of the moral law
that pre scribes re spect ing hu man ity not only in 
my own per son but also in any one else. In his
prac ti cal phi los o phy, he de scribes “good will”
as “a jewel that shines by it self, as some thing
that has its full worth in it self.”17 This will al -
ways acts out of vir tue, that is, by duty and re -
spect for moral law. Fur ther more, Kant de vel -
oped the ideal of a “holy will” which is
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“per fectly good” and whose in ten tion al ways
con forms to moral law. 18 Un like the vir tu ous
will, the holy will acts mor ally, even with out
the ex pe ri ence of the pure in ner con straint of
duty. It is the lack of any in ter nal or ex ter nal co -
er cion that dis tin guishes sanc tity from vir tue
in Kant. 19  For Kant as well as for Lévinas, sanc -
tity is a su preme value. Sim i larly they both
con sider sanc tity to be uto pian.

In Kant’s view, sanc tity can be pos sessed
only by a per fect be ing; that is, a di vine be ing
whose will al ways co in cides with moral law.
Thus sanc tity, i.e., “com plete con for mity with
the moral law” is “a per fec tion of which no ra -
tio nal be ing of the sen si ble world is ca pa ble at
any mo ment of his ex is tence.”20 It is an idea that 
rep re sents a per fec tion to which noth ing ad e -
quate can be given in ex pe ri ence. Strictly
speak ing, sanc tity is u-topic: it has no place or
topos in the world be low. Rather, it be longs in
an other realm, an af ter life and an in tel li gi ble
world, i.e., in the King dom of God. 21 It is there -
fore in ac ces si ble to rea son able and fi nite be -
ings such as we are. We can only hope to ap -
prox i mate sanc tity through an end less
prog ress. This does not im ply that sanc tity is
de prived of any con nec tion to re al ity. On the
con trary, it is re quired as an ar che type, a model
and a stan dard of com par i son for moral con -
duct. Kant makes it clear by stat ing that “ho li -
ness of mor als is pre scribed to them [to men] as 
a rule even in this life.” Nev er the less man is
only ca pa ble of sanc ti fi ca tion, i.e., “firm res o -
lu tion and con scious ness of stead fast ness in
moral prog ress.” As a con se quence, though hu -
man be ings can pur sue sanc tity, they can never
be holy. 22

As pointed out above, Lévinas con sid ered
sanc tity to be in volved in sim ple and con crete
acts of ev ery day life. “Af ter you” im plies con -
cern about the other’s ma te rial needs, hun ger
and na ked ness. 23 How ever, his eth ics made
more ex treme de mands. By us ing the word
sanc tity, Lévinas as signed an ab so lute mean -
ing to the pri or ity of the other as well as to my
re spon si bil ity for the other. Re spon si bil ity is
lo cated in the asym me try that forms the ba sis
for in ter per sonal re la tion ships: to Lévinas,
there is no sym me try, no rec i proc ity in the re la -
tion be tween the I and the other. Re spon si bil ity 
is also re flected in the Levinasian con cept of
“sub sti tu tion,” or be ing “re spon si ble for the re -

spon si bil ity of the other,” “aton ing for the
wrong do ing of the other,” and even “dy ing for
the other.”24  In view of such eth i cal de mands,
one could con clude that sanc tity is im pos si ble
to achieve. Lévinas him self ad mit ted that aton -
ing or dy ing for the other is an in sane de mand.
More over he stated that sanc tity is an “ideal”
that “com mands our be ing in a utopic way.”25

There fore, Kant and Lévinas agreed on the
uto pian na ture of eth ics. Like wise they con sid -
ered sanc tity to be an ideal. This brings us to
the core prob lem of the ten sion or con tra dic -
tion be tween uto pia and re al ity. Kant’s and
Lévinas’ eth ics must both cope with the same
ques tion: is sanc tity just a re mote ideal which
is de sir able in the ory but unrealizable in prac -
tice? This ques tion arises in view of the du al ity
that char ac ter izes the term uto pia. Al though it
in volves mak ing gen er ous plans about help ing
hu man ity by build ing a per fect state, uto pia has 
a pe jo ra tive mean ing. It re fers to an ideal that
may be fas ci nat ing in the ory but unrealizable
in prac tice. In the lat ter case, uto pia is of ten
con sid ered de ceit ful and il lu sory. More over,
Lévinas’ con nec tion be tween sanc tity and uto -
pia seemed to be highly prob lem atic given his
own crit i cal at ti tude to wards utopism. 26  He did
not view uto pia as the pure ne ga tion of re al ity.
Rather, it orig i nated in a judg ment which con -
sisted in “un der es ti mat ing” or, on the con trary
“over es ti mat ing” re al ity. 27  Fol low ing this con -
cept of judg ment, one may miss the eth i cal di -
men sion which is in volved in the re la tion ship
with the other. Con se quently, the utopist is led
to re ject the world be low: i.e., the lo cus of re -
spon si bil ity for the other. In Lévinas’ view,
sanc tity has noth ing in com mon with the an -
cho rite’s so-called sanc tity. It is not a search for 
in di vid ual sal va tion out side of hu man so ci ety.
On the con trary, it con sists of an in volve ment
in this world and a re sponse for all oth ers. 28

There fore Lévinas’ ap proach to sanc tity is par -
a dox i cal. On the one hand, he con sid ered it to
be uto pian but on the other hand, he strongly
re lated it to our world and to re al ity.

Sanc tity as a Hu man Pos si bil ity

So far I have stressed some sim i lar i ties be -
tween Kant’s and Lévinas’ idea of sanc tity.
Nev er the less, their views are not iden ti cal. De -
spite some prox im ity, Lévinas’ eth i cal thought
is not a sim ple con tin u a tion of Kantian prac ti -
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cal phi los o phy. As is shown by fur ther ex am i -
na tion, ma jor dif fer ences sep a rate the two phi -
los o phers. Un like Kant, Lévinas does not see
sanc tity as a mo dal ity of will. Rather, sanc tity
is as so ci ated with heteronomy, that is, sub or di -
na tion of the “I” to the other. By ac knowl edg -
ing that the other al ways co mes first, the in di -
vid ual does not man i fest his free dom of
choice. Ac cord ing to Lévinas, “the other has
de manded a re sponse from me be fore I af firm
my free dom not to re spond to his de mand.”
There fore, re spon si bil ity; i.e., ob li ga tion to re -
spond to and for the other, is prior to my own
lib erty.

Kant and Lévinas both con tended that man
can not ex pect to at tain sanc tity, but they base
this im pos si bil ity on com pletely dif fer ent
grounds. Whereas Kant re ferred to the realm of 
on tol ogy, Lévinas’ view orig i nated in his con -
cep tion of eth ics as “prima philosophia.” In
Kant’s opin ion, our in abil ity to achieve sanc -
tity in this life is due to the very con sti tu tion of
our na ture, namely to our fini tude. Given its
em bodi ment, hu man ra tio nal will is al ways
patho log i cally af fected. In or der to ob serve
moral law, will must over come such in ter nal
ob sta cles as im pulses, needs, in cli na tions, and
pas sions. It also strug gles con tin u ously against 
man’s in nate pro pen sity for evil. Ow ing to our
on to log i cal sta tus as mere crea tures, vir tue,
i.e., “a dis po si tion con formed with law from
re spect for law” also im plies “con scious ness of 
a con tin u ing pro pen sity to trans gres sion or at
least, im pu rity, that is, an ad mix ture of many
spu ri ous (non moral) mo tives to ob serve the
law.” 29  Hu man ir re me di a ble im per fec tion en -
tails the pos si bil ity of ac tions that con tra dict
the cat e gor i cal im per a tives of the moral law. In
con trast to man’s fi nite con sti tu tion, Kant cel e -
brated the per fec tion that char ac ter izes di vine
holy will. Such a will is by na ture dis em bod -
ied. It there fore “en joys com plete in de pend -
ence from in cli na tions and de sires” and is “in -
ca pa ble of any maxim which con flicts with the
moral law.”

Though he ad mit ted that one can never fully  
at tain sanc tity, Lévinas did not as cribe such an
in ca pac ity to the fini tude of hu man na ture. 30

Rather he de scribed the in fin ity that char ac ter -
izes re spon si bil ity for the other. In Lévinas’
view the im pos si bil ity of be ing holy is not on -
to log i cal, but eth i cal. 31  It de rives from the very

fact that re spon si bil ity “in creases the more it is
ful filled.” 32 Sanc tity can thus be de scribed as
the as ymp totic as cent of re spon si bil ity to wards 
in fin ity. 33 The ful fill ment of my du ties can not
sat isfy the in sa tia ble de sire for good which al -
ways rises from its ashes. 34 As Lévinas said,
“the more I am just, the more I am re spon si -
ble.”35  Al though re spon si bil ity in creases in fi -
nitely, Lévinas did not see sanc tity as rad i cally
un at tain able here below. Rather, he con sid ered
it as a “hu man pos si bil ity.” By con ceiv ing
sanc tity as “hu man,” Lévinas sug gested that it
does not lie out of man’s reach. By de fin ing
sanc tity as a “pos si bil ity,” he stressed its am bi -
gu ity, that is, its po si tion be tween uto pia and
re al ity. Ac cord ing to the clas sic def i ni tion,
pos si bil ity means indeterm ination and con tin -
gency. Un like ne ces sity, it is what may be or
may not be. By tak ing into ac count the pos si ble 
non-being of sanc tity, Lévinas ac knowl edged
its prox im ity with uto pia. He ad mit ted that
“the con cern for the other . . . is al ways “‘out of
place’ ( u-topos) in this world.”

Nev er the less, be ing out of place does not
sig nify that sanc tity has a to tally utopic mean -
ing or that it has ab so lutely no place on earth.
Rather, it is al ways “other than the ways of the
world”; it is dif fer ent from hu man ity’s spon ta -
ne ous pre oc cu pa tion with per sonal in ter ests.
This re lates to Lévinas’ crit i cism of Spinoza’s
conatus essendi,  that is, per se ver ance of be ing
into be ing. In his view, sanc tity runs coun ter to
this ego cen tric ef fort and sus pends the nat u ral
right to self-survival by pro claim ing that my
con cern for the other is prior to my con cern for
my self. 36 The pos si bil ity of be ing man i fests the 
con nec tion be tween sanc tity and re al ity.
Though I of ten pre fer sleep ing, i.e., be ing in -
dif fer ent to my re spon si bil ity for the other, I
may also ex pe ri ence eth i cal wake ful ness and
in som nia. 37  In this re spect, sanc tity is pos si ble
and may also be come re al ity. In or der to show
that sanc tity, this “sur pris ing” and “ex trav a -
gant” pos si bil ity, is re al iz able, Lévinas made
the shift from eth ics to pol i tics, from “sanc tity” 
to “jus tice.”38

Sanc tity and Jus tice

Though Lévinas strongly re jected any kind
of mor al ism, he was in ev i ta bly con fronted
with the ques tion of prac tice. In view of the ex -
ces sive re quire ments of eth ics, one may ask
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whether eth ics is prac ti ca ble in in di vid ual life
or in hu man so ci ety as a whole. In Lévinas’
eyes, this pre oc cu pa tion with prac tice was far
from be ing purely util i tar ian and prag ma tist.
On the con trary, it emerged out of the eth i cal
de mand. So far, the eth i cal re la tion ship has
been de scribed as a re la tion be tween the “I”
and the “other,” i.e., be tween two peo ple. Fol -
low ing Lévinas’ ob ser va tions, one may ask:
what about the “third party,” the third, the
fourth, the fifth, who is my neigh bor and who
other? If I give ev ery thing to the “sec ond”
other, I may harm the “third” other. The re verse 
is also true: in at tend ing to a third party, I may
harm the first other that I en coun tered. To
Lévinas, in or der to pre vent sanc tity from be -
ing un just with re spect to a third party, a tran si -
tion from eth ics to pol i tics or from sanc tity to
jus tice is needed.

By jus tice, Lévinas was re fer ring to so ci ety
and the State with their in sti tu tions, tri bu nals
and pris ons. Judging con sists in com par ing,
weigh ing, and mea sur ing in or der to equal ize
terms that could not orig i nally be com pared.
This prin ci ple of equal ity con trasts with the in -
equal ity of the asym met ri cal re la tion with the
other whose face is not in front of me but above
me. Justice lim its sanc tity, i.e., the as ymp totic
as cent to wards in fin ity that char ac ter izes re -
spon si bil ity for the other. Jus tice cor rects the
ex ces sive and ex or bi tant de mands of eth ics by
con front ing the in di vid ual with this re spon si -
bil ity for all the oth ers. Be sides pre vent ing
sanc tity from be ing un just, jus tice and pol i tics
al low the hu man pos si bil ity of sanc tity to be
achieved by tak ing into ac count socio- political 
or der. By do ing so, Lévinas did not com pro -
mise with the pres sure of re al ity. He was con -
sis tent with his idea of sanc tity. As I men tioned 
above, sanc tity means non- indifference to -
wards the other’s hun ger or na ked ness. In or der 
to feed hu man kind, one has to care about the
po lit i cal, sci en tific, and tech ni cal struc tures of
or ga ni za tions. 39

Un like other eth i cal phi los o phers, Lévinas
did not con sider jus tice and pol i tics to be a deg -
ra da tion of sanc tity and eth ics. Nev er the less,
his con cep tion of the re la tion ship be tween
these two realms seems to be prob lem atic. In
or der to be car ried out, the eth i cal de mands of
sanc tity must be lim ited by jus tice as well as
ad justed to ma te rial con di tions. Does that

mean that in fin ity, which makes these de mands 
eth i cal and holy, is ne gated? Is this the price to
pay for al low ing sanc tity to have a chance in
this world? In or der to solve these is sues, I will
re fer to Lévinas’ con cep tion of judg ment. To
Lévinas, when de liv er ing a judgment, a judge
should not take into ac count his in fi nite re -
spon si bil ity for the other. Oth er wise, he will
not be able to be eq ui ta ble in pass ing a fair sen -
tence on the de fen dant. In line with a bib li cal
verse and its tal mudic in ter pre ta tion, Lévinas
stated that one should not look at the de fen -
dant’s face while judg ing. 40 This does not im -
ply that the judge should com pletely for get the
other’s face and his calls for a re sponse. Af ter
the ver dict, the judge must look at the de fen -
dant’s face in or der to mod er ate the se ver ity of
the de ci sion. Gen erally speak ing, Lévinas
thought that the en tire le gal sys tem was con -
cerned with hu man iz ing the pun ish ments and
re duc ing the le git i mate vi o lence that is in her -
ent in ev ery act of jus tice. Lévinas’ de scrip tion
of judg ment shows that eth ics and sanc tity
have the last word. Though jus tice may en joy
some au ton omy, it is never dis con nected from
the eth i cal de mands that con trol it. Ul ti mately,
the idea of sanc tity is the norm that must in -
spire and di rect the po lit i cal or der to pre vent it
from de gen er at ing into tyr anny and dic ta tor -
ship.

In view of con tem po ra ne ous trag e dies,
Lévinas de nounced the dan ger of sep a rat ing
eth ics and pol i tics. In his opin ion, au ton omy of 
pol i tics in ev i ta bly leads to to tal i tar i an ism, that
is, to a sit u a tion in which conatus essendi  (i.e.,
man’s ego cen tric ten dency to in crease his
power in fi nitely) is no lon ger lim ited by the ob -
li ga tion to wards the other. More over, Lévinas
stressed the lim i ta tion which in heres in the law. 
Jus tice is con stantly con fronted with the im -
pos si bil ity of sub sum ing ev ery spe cial case un -
der its gen eral rules. In ad di tion to leg is la tion
on so cial wel fare, acts of good ness from one
per son to another. Acts of good ness dem on -
strate that sanc tity re mains a hu man pos si bil -
ity, that is, the very pos si bil ity of be ing hu man.

Con clu sion

I have tried to de ter mine the bound aries
around com par ing Kant’s and Lévinas’ re spec -
tive positions. De spite his as ser tions on his
prox im ity to Kant, Lévinas’ con cep tion of the
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re la tion ship be tween uto pia and re al ity broke
with prac ti cal phi los o phy. Though some as -
pects of his idea of sanc tity con verge with
those of Kant, other as pects il lus trate the un -
bridge able gap that sep a rated the two phi los o -
phers. To put it in Levinasian terms, Kant’s es -
capes, or flights, from the realm of on tol ogy do 
not pre vent him from re turn ing to it. As men -
tioned above, this is par tic u larly true of the
Kantian idea of hu man fini tude that con trasts
so rad i cally with Lévinas’ con cep tion of the
psy che as orig i nally in vested by the In fi nite,
i.e., by un lim ited re spon si bil ity for the other.

Lévinas’ dis tance from Kant is ex tended by
an ad di tional dif fer ence. Whereas Kant’s eth -
ics led to re li gion, that is, to the hope of at tain -
ing sanc tity and the high est good, or be at i tude
in an other world and in an af ter life, Lévinas’
eth ics tried to achieve sanc tity here and now,
that is, in the realm of pol i tics, sci ence and
tech nol ogy. Though I have not dealt with sanc -
tity in his Jew ish or con fes sional writ ings, tal -

mudic de bate also bears wit ness to this con -
stant ef fort to in tro duce sanc tity in ev ery day,
con crete re al ity. In this re spect Lévinas’ con -
cep tion of eth ics con verged sur pris ingly with
those of Hegel. Un like Kant, both phi los o phers 
did not con sider mo ral ity solely as an ideal that 
is pur sued end lessly across eter nity. To them
both, the re quire ments of eth ics should be
concretized in this life. The Lévinasian rep re -
sen ta tion of sanc tity as a “hu man pos si bil ity”
in ter sected with the He geli an con cept of an
eth i cal life.

Nev er the less, Lévinas main tained that
sanc tity is some how uto pian. Ow ing to the as -
ymp totic as cent of re spon si bil ity to wards in -
fin ity, we are never done with the task of re al iz -
ing sanc tity con cretely. More over, the
philo soph i cal re flec tion of sanc tity it self is af -
fected by this uto pian bent. In this re spect, one
can view Lévinas’ whole work as an at tempt to
go fur ther into an in quiry of an in fi nite that will 
never be bounded by the lim its of think ing.
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WHAT GOOD IS THE HO LO CAUST?
ON SUF FERING AND EVIL 

Rich ard A. Co hen

The theo log i cal ex pla na tion for evil,
theodicy, is that evil is willed by God, willed by 
an ab so lute God, an ab so lutely be nev o lent
God. 1 The logic may be pain ful, in the sense
that it out rages moral rea son, but it re mains
log i cal for all that. Since God wills all things,
God willed the Ho lo caust. Be cause all things
willed by God are good, the Ho lo caust too was
good. Not just that good co mes from the Ho lo -
caust, but that the Ho lo caust it self was good, as 
re pen tance, sac ri fice, pu ri fi ca tion, sign, re -
demp tion, pun ish ment, per haps all of these,
but ul ti mately good in it self. Not only do such
scan dal ous con clu sions nec es sar ily fol low
from the logic of a philo soph i cal God, from an
ab so lute om nip o tence, om ni science, om ni -
pres ence, and be nev o lence, but even more
pain fully and in ti mately, they fol low from the
per sonal God of Abra ham, Isaac, and Ja cob,
from His spe cial cov e nant with the Jews, and in 
our day with “Is rael, in its Pas sion un der
Adolph Hit ler.”2  Part of holy his tory
(Heilsgeschichte), the Ho lo caust above
all—where the Jews once again take cen ter
stage, not only in the lo cale of the Mid dle East,
or of Eu rope, but glob ally—would have been
willed by God, and thus would be good. It
would have to be good, or it would be mean ing -
less, and the Jews for saken. As we know, this
very line of thought, enun ci ated in 1961 by a
lead ing Ger man cleric whose moral her o ism
had ear lier been proven by sav ing Jews dur ing
the nazi  pe riod, so shocked Rich a rd
Rubenstein that he re jected al to gether any be -
lief in the spe cial elec tion of Is rael. 3 Em man uel 
Lévinas too was shocked by this sound but ap -
pall ing logic. Like Rubenstein, he too re jected
theodicy, the vin di ca tion of evil in terms of di -
vine jus tice. But he did not, in con trast, re ject
God or the idea of Jew ish elec tion.

How can one af firm God, Is rael’s elec tion,
and eth ics af ter the Ho lo caust? We are driven

to ask anew what sense, if any, do re li gion and
mo ral ity have if hu man af fairs are di vorced
from di vine jus tice. Is a God who hides His
face, or is eclipsed, any dif fer ent than no God
at all? Are we to be come like those “ag nos tics”
whose men da cious ness Nietz sche de rides be -
cause “they now wor ship the ques tion mark it -
self  as God?”4 If the re jec tion of theodicy
leaves those for whom God is still mean ing ful
with a tremendum, is it no more than a cloud ing 
of con scious ness, an el lip ti cal but false ges -
ture, a brave but empty stub born ness? Lévinas
an swered in the neg a tive. Af ter the Ho lo caust,
to be sure, he re jected theodicy. But for
Lévinas the mean ing of the Ho lo caust is pre -
cisely the “end of theodicy.” “The most rev o lu -
tion ary fact of our twen ti eth cen tury,” Lévinas
wrote, “is that of the de struc tion of all bal ance
be tween . . . theodicy . . . and the forms which
suf fer ing and evil take.”5 “The Ho lo caust of the 
Jew ish peo ple,” he con tin ued, is the “par a digm 
of gra tu itous hu man suf fer ing, where evil ap -
pears in all its hor ror.”6 “Auschwitz,” he wrote,
is “the rad i cal rup ture be tween evil and mercy,
be tween evil and sense.”7 But the ques tion of
evil re mains. This most ques tion able ques tion,
older than Job, is in fact newly deep ened,
newly sharp ened, rad i cal ized by the Ho lo -
caust. Lévinas did not shirk from ask ing: What
can suf fer ing mean when suf fer ing is ren dered
so ob vi ously “use less” ( in utile), use less to its
core? What can suf fer ing mean when it is “for
noth ing,” when it her alds and leads only to
death and is in tended only for oblit er a tion?

Friedrich Nietz sche was also trou bled by
“the mean ing less ness of suf fer ing.”8 Like
Lévinas, but of course de cades be fore the Ho -
lo caust,  he too re jected as false and
self-deceptive all the jus ti fi ca tions of suf fer ing
as theodicy, for ex am ple, pun ish ment for sin,
or a nec es sary piece of a hid den but di vinely
or dained whole. But with the same stroke, with 
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the same ham mer blow, Nietz sche re jected all
in ter pre ta tions what so ever for suf fer ing.
“‘Why so hard?’ the char coal once said to the
di a mond; ‘for are we not close re la tions?’ Why
so soft?” Nietz sche has the di a mond an swer,
“for are you not—my broth ers?”9 Nietz sche’s
read ers are acutely aware of the prov o ca tion
con clud ing the third book of On the Ge ne al ogy 
of Morals, in which af ter hav ing mas ter fully
tracked down and cat e gor i cally re jected the
self-deceptions of the “as cetic ideal,” in clud -
ing theodicy in all its mul ti far i ous forms, both
gross and sub tle, Nietz sche chal lenges him self
and his read ers with the re gret ful ad mis sion
that fun da men tally no other in ter pre ta tion of
suf fer ing has ex isted hith erto: “It was the only
mean ing of fered so far.”10  For him self, Nietz -
sche an swered with a brave but empty and fan -
tas tic her ald ing of the her ald ing of yet an other
mes siah: Zarathustra her ald ing the over man.
In agree ment with the re jec tion of theodicy,
Lévinas took up Nietz sche’s chal lenge, the
stigma of the mean ing less ness of suf fer ing, but 
he ar tic u lates an other re sponse, in which suf -
fer ing and evil, with out los ing and with out de -
ny ing their es sen tially use less char ac ter, none -
the less re tain a mean ing—the only mean ing
(ac cord ing to Lévinas)—for re li gion and mo -
ral ity.

Lévinas took up the in ter wo ven top ics of
evil and suf fer ing, the end of theodicy, and a
“new mo dal ity of faith to day,” that is to say, the
topic of eth ics af ter the Ho lo caust, in three
short ar ti cles, com pris ing twenty-four pages in 
all, pub lished at four year in ter vals, in 1978,
1982, and 1986. 11  The first is en ti tled “Tran -
scen dence and Evil” (“Tran scen dence et
Mal ”). 12  It is a cre ative re view of Philippe
Nemo’s book Job and the Ex cess of Evil , also
pub lished in 1978. 13  The sec ond ar ti cle, en ti -
tled “Use less Suf fer ing” (“La Souffrance in -
utile”), 14 and the third, en ti tled “The Call of
Auschwitz,”15 in voke the Ho lo caust and Emil
Fackenheim’s book, God’s Pres ence in His -
tory, which ap peared in French trans la tion in
1980. 16 The third ar ti cle con cluded, as we will
see later, by re fer ring back to an other short ar -
ti cle of 1955, which expressed Lévinas’
thoughts on evil and suf fer ing one de cade af ter
the Ho lo caust, en ti tled “Loving the To rah
More than God.”17 

The three ar ti cles work as most of Lévinas’
writ ings work, by pro gres sively build ing on
orig i nal phenomenological and eth i cal in -
sights by means of re view and elab o ra tion, cir -
cling back to re trieve, ex trap o late, and am plify
ear lier thoughts. Each pro gresses, that is to say, 
as an ever deep en ing com men tary upon its own 
in sights, like Tal mud ex e ge sis, resaying its
own said—like musar  [ e th  i  cal
self-development] it self, as Rabbi Ira Stone
has pointed out. 18 The three ar ti cles each de -
velop, in dif fer ent pro por tions and depth, three
ba sic com po nents: they be gin with a phe nom -
en ol ogy of evil and suf fer ing, and then, build -
ing on these in tu itions and in sights, they turn to 
eth ics, neg a tively to crit i cize theodicy, as we
have al ready seen, and pos i tively to pro pose an
eth i cal al ter na tive, which we shall shortly see.
In the fol low ing I will trace this same route, be -
gin ning with suf fer ing and evil, then con clud -
ing with Lévinas’ pos i tive religico-ethical al -
ter na tive to theodicy.

Phe nom en ol ogy of Suf fer ing and Evil

Phe nom en ol ogy un cov ers two pri mary and
re lated di men sions of suf fer ing: (1) ex cess or
tran scen dence, and (2) mean ing less ness. Be -
cause these two di men sions are fun da men tal,
suf fer ing is linked to evil, both in one self and in 
an other.

Suf fer ing ap pears in and as an “ex treme
pas siv ity,”19 a pas siv ity “more pas sive than re -
cep tiv ity,”20 “an or deal more pas sive than ex pe -
ri ence.”21  The pas siv ity of suf fer ing is ex treme
or ex ces sive be cause of its qual ity of
“unassum ability,”22  “non-integratability.”23

This qual ity of “ex cess”24 or “tran scen dence,”25

which makes up its es sence, can not be un der -
stood quan ti ta tively. Lit tle and great suf fer ing
are both suf fer ing. The “too much” of pain is
its very es sence, “man ner,” or “quiddity.”26

Suf fer ing, that is to say, is not only a suf fer ing
from some thing, as Husserl’s com mit ment to
in ten tional anal y sis would sug gest, but also at
the same time a suf fer ing from suf fer ing it self,
a re dou bling of suf fer ing, such that all suf fer -
ing, re gard less of its quan ti ta tive mea sure, and
re gard less of whether it is en dured vol un tarily
or not, is un wanted, in sup port able, un bear able
of it self. Just as a bodily be ing en joys en joy -
ing, 27 it suf fers suf fer ing. The un wanted and at
the same time in es cap able char ac ter of pained
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cor po real re flex ivi ty is what dis tin guishes the
phe nom e non of suf fer ing: one suf fers from
suf fer ing it self.

From the in her ent ex cess of suf fer ing co mes 
its sec ond char ac ter is tic and its link to evil:
mean ing less ness. De spite a va ri ety of post
facto ex pla na tions or fi nal i ties—that pain
serves as a bi o log i cal warn ing, or is the price of 
spir i tual re fine ment, or of so cial or po lit i cal re -
gen er a tion 28 —the “non-sense of pain . . .
pierces be neath rea son able forms.”29  Lévinas
wrote of suf fer ing: “in its own phenomenality,
in trin si cally, it is use less, ‘for noth ing’.”30 As
such it is a “mon stros ity,”31  “non-sense par ex -
cel lence,”32 the “ab surd,”33 “ba sic sense less -
ness,”34  it is “dis turb ing and for eign of it self.”35

“The evil of pain, the harm it self, is the ex plo -
sion and most pro found ar tic u la tion of ab sur -
dity.”36 “The break with the nor mal and the nor -
ma tive, with or der, with syn the sis, with the
world, al ready con sti tutes its qual i ta tive es -
sence.”37

Un bear able and use less, suf fer ing is evil.
Suf fer ing is evil; evil is suf fer ing. To gether
they con sti tute an ir re duc ible zero point of sig -
nif i cance, an ursignificance “where the di men -
sions of the phys i cal and moral are not yet sep -
a rated.”38  “All evil,” Lévinas wrote, “re fers to
suf fer ing.”39  It is “not,” he con tin ued, “through
pas siv ity that evil is de scribed, but through evil 
that suf fer ing is un der stood”40 as “sick ness,
evil in liv ing, ag ing, cor rupt ible flesh, per ish -
ing and rot ting.”41 In the end suf fer ing and evil
are names for the mean ing less pain ful ness of
pain which is al ways, re gard less of quan ti ta tive 
con sid er ations, in trin si cally ex ces sive, un -
wanted, not to be ac com mo dated.

From this un wanted bur den co mes Lévinas’
first ar tic u la tion of an eth i cal is sue: “the fun da -
men tal eth i cal prob lem which pain poses ‘for
noth ing.’”42 That eth i cal prob lem is not the suf -
ferer’s, the one sub ject to the pain of mean ing -
less suf fer ing, but that of the wit nesses in re la -
tion to the suf ferer: “the in ev i ta ble and
preemptory eth i cal prob lem of the med i ca tion
which is my duty” (”Use less Suf fer ing,”158).
In the other’s suf fer ing, then, Lévinas saw an
“orig i nal call for aid,”43 an orig i nal call “for cu -
ra tive help,”44 “where the pri mor dial, ir re duc -
ible, and eth i cal, an thro po log i cal cat e gory of
the med i cal co mes to im pose it self—across a
de mand for an al ge sia.”45  Ear lier, in 1961, in To -

tal ity and In fin ity, Lévinas had al ready writ ten: 
“The doc tor is an a pri ori prin ci ple of hu man
mor tal ity.”46 There he con tested one of the cen -
tral claims of Heidegger’s Be ing and Time, that 
dy ing or be ing-toward-death (Sein-zum-tode)
iso lates and in di vid u al izes hu man sub jec tiv ity. 
For Lévinas, in con trast: “A so cial con junc tion
is main tained in this men ace”47  of death, which
“ren ders pos si ble an ap peal to the Other, to his
friend ship and his med i ca tion.”48 The evil of
suf fer ing, then, mean ing less for the suf ferer,
would at once be an ap peal to the other, a de -
mand for an al ge sia. These are Lévinas’ first
and fun da men tal eth i cal elab o ra tions of suf fer -
ing: suf fer ing as a call to help, as my ob li ga tion
to help. But what if the other’s call is si lenced?

Ho lo caust: the End of Theodicy

As I have al ready in di cated, the phe nom e -
nal or in trin sic mean ing less ness of suf fer ing
and evil ren der them re sis tant to all theodicy.
The enor mity of the Ho lo caust would be the
un for get ta ble and ir re fut able his tor i cal proof,
and hence forth a para dig matic proof, of the es -
sen tial dis pro por tion be tween suf fer ing and
ex pla na tion. But Lévinas went one step fur -
ther. Af ter Auschwitz theodicy it self be comes
im mo ral ity. The idea of theodicy may re main a
con so la tion or a moral chal lenge for the suf -
ferer, but from me, com ing from me, it is my
flight, ra tio nal iza tion, im po si tion, as if the
other’s suf fer ing, mean ing less to the suf ferer,
were mean ing ful to me. “For an eth i cal sen si -
bil ity,” Lévinas wrote, “con firm ing it self, in
the in hu man ity of our time, against this in hu -
man ity—the jus ti fi ca tion of the neigh bor’s
pain is cer tainly the source of all im mo ral ity.”49

That I can ex plain some one else’s pain, that I
can jus tify it, is to pile evil upon evil. But how,
we must still ask, is it pos si ble to re tain an “eth -
i cal sen si bil ity,” be yond the non sense of “evil,” 
af ter the Ho lo caust? If suf fer ing is in trin si cally 
mean ing less, and the Ho lo caust the un avoid -
able global proof of this mean ing less ness, the
proof of the in ap pli ca bil ity of any ex pla na tion,
then why and how can we still speak of evil and 
mo ral ity at all? This re mains a fun da men tal
ques tion. How do we re tain an eth i cal sen si bil -
ity, or, as Lévinas ex pressed this in the now fa -
mous open ing sen tence of To tal ity and In fin ity: 
“Ev ery one will readily agree that it is of the
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high est importance to know whether we are
not duped by mo ral ity.”50

Suf fer ing and evil are in trin si cally mean -
ing less. The in or di nate suf fer ing and evil of the 
Ho lo caust make this ev i dent not only to dil i -
gent stu dents of phe nom en ol ogy or Nietz sche,
but to the whole world, and to all the re li gions
of the world. “The philo soph i cal prob lem,”
Lévinas wrote, “which is posed by the use less
pain which ap pears in its fun da men tal ma lig -
nancy across the events of the twen ti eth cen -
tury, con cerns the mean ing that re li gi os ity and
the hu man mo ral ity of good ness can still re tain
af ter the end of theodicy.”51  Pre cisely this
“philo soph i cal prob lem” ag i tates the var i ous
ex i gen cies which drive the ques tion of eth ics,
the prob lem of evil, and the mean ing of re li -
gion, in our time. What is Lévinas’ an swer? 

Suf fer ing for the Suf fer ing of An other

Deepening his ear lier for mu la tions re gard -
ing the “cat e gory of the med i cal” and the “a
pri ori  prin ci ple” of the doc tor by hold ing fast
to the phe nom e non of suf fer ing it self, Lévinas’ 
en tire an swer re gard ing the ethico-religious
mean ing of suf fer ing, can be summed up in a
sim ple but pow er ful state ment: The only sense
that can be made of evil, that is to say, of suf fer -
ing, is to make one’s own suf fer ing into a suf -
fer ing for the suf fer ing of oth ers. Or, to put this
in one word: the only eth i cal mean ing of suf -
fer ing, in deed, “the only mean ing to which suf -
fer ing is sus cep ti ble”52 is com pas sion. The
other per son suf fers; that is evil; there is no
moral or re li gious ex pla na tion for it. In deed,
such ex pla na tions are them selves im moral, ir -
re li gious. Suf fer ing, in short, can not be made
into an ob ject, can not be externalized, is not in -
dif fer ent, and any at tempt to do so, in what ever
ex alted name, is it self an im mo ral ity. But I am
a be ing who suf fers too. What Lévinas pro -
posed, then, with out any “mys ti cal” im pli ca -
tions, is a kind of holy al most sub lime con ta -
gion of suf fer ing. 53  He pro posed that mo ral ity
and re li gion can still make sense, in deed can in
fact only make sense af ter the Ho lo caust, in
“suf fer ing el e vated or deep ened to a suf fer -
ing-for-the- suffering-of- another-person.”54

The fun da men tal philo soph i cal prob lem of
suf fer ing, then, its evil, its mean ing lessness, its 
ma lig nancy, would then be come the “prob lem
of the re la tion ship be tween the suf fer ing of the

self and the suf fer ing which a self can ex pe ri -
ence over the suf fer ing of the other per son.”55

It is this em pa thy, this com pas sion, that
would be the “new mo dal ity of faith to day”: 56

“that in the evil that pur sues me the evil suf -
fered by the other man af fects me, that it
touches me.”57  To take on, in and as one’s own
af flic tion, the af flic tion of the other, is not sim -
ply a feel ing, how ever, nor is it a mys ti cal or vi -
car i ous ac tion at a dis tance. Rather, it is a be ing 
re spon si ble for the other, the self-as- responsi -
bility, the self as “ashes and dust,” as Abra ham
said. 58  Mo ral ity and hu man ity, in other words,
arise in a pain ful sol i dar ity. The hu man ity of
the hu man would arise—it is an el e va tion, an
“elec tion”59—across the nar row bridge of com -
pas sion, a bridge which de spite its nar row ness
is linked to all and ev ery thing. “The hu man ity
of man,” Lévinas wrote, “is fra ter nal
solidarity,” solidarity not only with all hu mans, 
but even more, it is “fra ter nal solidarity with
cre ation.”60  This is not, then, the hu man de fined 
by spiritualization or by ab sorp tion into na ture, 
whether na ture be spirit or mother. Rather it is
na ture up lifted to cre ation, where across hu -
man re spon si bil ity—“re spon si bil ity for ev ery -
thing and for all”61 —no one, not the great est
and not the least, no crea ture what so ever,
whether an i mal, veg e ta ble or min eral, is left
out. 62 Lévinas called this vast em pa thy, this
vast com pas sion, this vast re spon si bil ity: “the -
ophany” and “rev e la tion.”63 Be yond theodicy,
it is com pas sion with out con cern for re ward,
rec om pense, re mu ner a tion. It is so lar love.
Putting the other above one self, con vert ing
one’s own suf fer ing into a suf fer ing for the
other’s suf fer ing, has “no other rec om pense
than this very el e va tion.”64

This “new de vo tion”65 af ter the Ho lo caust,
then, would be the “ul ti mate vo ca tion of our
peo ple,”66  and hence the ul ti mate vo ca tion of
and for hu man ity: “to give rather than re ceive,
to love and make love, rather than be loved.”67

Such, again, would be Is rael and hu man ity, and 
con ced ing noth ing to Caesar, 68 it would be the
“u-topian” im per a tive of the State of Is rael and
of all the na tions of the earth. In de mand ing
that af ter the Ho lo caust Jews re main faith ful to
the ut ter most depths or heights of Ju da ism, in a
unique par tic u lar ity which al ways re fers to the
uni ver sal with out ever giv ing up its par tic u lar -
ity, Lévinas sev eral times in voked the de mand
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of Emil Fackenheim that now more than ever
Jews (and in this sense ev ery one is a Jew) 69

must deny Hit ler a post hu mous vic tory. Jews
must re main Jews. Af ter the Ho lo caust, in
other words, hu man be ings must re main hu -
man. We must be “ser vants,” Lévinas wrote,
cit ing the Tal mudic trac tate Pirke Avos, I:3,
“who serve with out re gard to rec om pense.”70

And this, he con tin ued—cir cling back to his
ar ti cle of 1955—this new de vo tion and ul ti -
mate vo ca tion of Is rael af ter the Ho lo caust is
noth ing other and no less than “lov ing To rah
more than God.”71

Con clu sion: Loving To rah More Than God72

In con clu sion, then, let us turn to the vista
opened up by Lévinas’ con clu sion. In 1955,
Lévinas had al ready writ ten of suf fer ing,
God’s ab sence, and the Ho lo caust. “What,” he
asked then, “can this suf fer ing of the in no cent
mean?”73 The an swer is pow er ful and mag nif i -
cent, and true. I will cite it at length:

The God who hides his face is not, I be lieve, a
theo log i cal ab strac tion or a po etic im age. It is 
the mo ment in which the just in di vid ual can
find no help. No in sti tu tion will pro tect him.
The con so la tion of di vine pres ence to be
found in in fan tile re li gious feel ing is equally
de nied him, and the in di vid ual can pre vail
only through his con science, 74  which nec es -
sar ily in volves suf fer ing. This is the spe cif i -
cally Jew ish sense of suf fer ing that at no
stage as sumes the value of a mys ti cal atone -
ment for the sins of the world. The con di tion
of the vic tims in a dis or dered world—that is
to say, in a world where good does not tri -
umph—is that of suf fer ing. This con di tion re -
veals a God who re nounces all aids to man i -
fes ta tion, and ap peals in stead to the full
ma tu rity of the re spon si ble per son. 75

“The suf fer ing of the just per son for a jus -
tice that has no tri umph,” Lévinas con tin ued,
“is phys i cally lived out as Ju da ism. The his tor -
i cal and phys i cal Is rael be comes once again a
re li gious cat e gory.”76  It is through the To rah,
then, through law ded i cated to jus tice, and jus -
tice bound to mo ral ity, and mo ral ity emerg ing
out of com pas sion, that is to say, through a life
ed i fied con tin u ally through ed u ca tion in To -

rah—in which “ed u ca tion in To rah” is
un der stood, like jus tice and com pas sion as yet
an other form of re spon si bil ity to oth ers—that
we dis cover “the link be tween God and man.”77

Such, then, in con trast to an “in fan tile re li gious 
feel ing,” would be a ma ture eth ics and a ma ture 
re li gion, in ex tri ca bly linked, as one per son is
linked to an other in the hu man ity of the hu man. 
“Only the man who has rec og nized the hid den
God,” Lévinas con cluded, “can de mand that
He show Him self.”78

“Loving To rah more than God” would thus
have two senses—and noth ing would be more
se ri ous than the play be tween them. It would
mean first of all lov ing God’s com mands, His
law, lov ing the re demp tive work of in sti tu tion -
al iz ing jus tice, the u-topos of the State of Is rael
(and all states), which de pends on the work of
lov ing one’s neigh bor, on moral re la tions be -
tween hu mans, and lov ing all of these moral
and ju rid i cal tasks more than one’s own un me -
di ated per sonal re la tion ship with God. This is
Mar tin Buber’s re join der to Kierkegaard: mar -
ry ing Re gina, sanc ti fy ing God through the
world, are not flights from pu rity and from God 
but rather the very work God de mands of hu -
man be ings. Mo ral ity would be rev e la tion; jus -
tice would be re demp tion. But “Loving To rah
more than God” would also have a sec ond
sense, un avoid able af ter the Ho lo caust. It
would mean peo ple must love the work of mo -
ral ity and jus tice more, ap par ently, than does
God Him self. It would mean that even if God
seems to have let hu man ity down, hav ing hid -
den His face or hav ing been eclipsed, as our
twen ti eth cen tury seems to teach again and
again, that now all the more must we, we hu -
mans, love the To rah, that is to say, “do jus tice
and love mercy.” The prophet Isa iah taught the
lofty les son that God Him self was “af flicted by 
her [Is rael’s] af flic tions” (Isa iah 63:9). 79  Af ter
the Ho lo caust, Lévinas is urg ing that we must
take this bur den upon our selves, join ing Yom
Kip pur 80 to Purim, 81  that re gard less of God’s si -
lence or ab sence, in deed in spired by the re -
spon si bil i ties which de volve upon us through
this si lence and ab sence, we must be moved in
our af flic tions by the af flic tions of our fel low
hu mans. Per haps only in this way, fi nally,
with out mak ing any de mands, with out ex pect -
ing any re wards, 82  with out res er va tion or re -
serve, 83 with out mir a cles, can each of us for the
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first time as adults “walk hum bly with your
God.”84

ENDNOTES

  1. On the sig nif i cance of the dash in “God,” see my El e -

va tions: The Height of the Good in Rosenzweig and

Lévinas  (Chi cago: Uni ver sity of Chi cago Press, 1994),

pp. xiv–xv.

  2. “The pas sion of Is rael in the sense in which one speaks 

of the pas sion of Christ—is the mo ment hu man ity be -

gins to bleed from the wounds of Is rael.” From “Em -

man uel Lévinas se souvient . . .” in Les nou veaux

ca hiers: Em man uel Lévinas , No. 82 (Fall, 1985): 35.

Cf., Frank lin H. Littell, The Cru ci fix ion of the Jews:

The Fail ure of Chris tians to Un der stand the Jew ish Ex -

pe ri ence (Macon, Geor gia: Mer cer Uni ver sity Press,

1986; orig i nally pub lished by Harper and Row Pub -

lishers, 1975).

  3. Rich ard L. Rubenstein, Af ter Auschwitz: Rad i cal The -

ol ogy and Con tem po rary Ju da ism  (In di a nap o lis:

Bobbs-Merrill), p. 166.

  4. Friedrich Nietz sche, On the Ge ne al ogy of Morals , III,

25 (Kaufmann trans la tion).

  5. E. Lévinas, “Use less Suf fer ing,” trans lated by Rich ard 

A. Co hen, in The Prov o ca tion of Lévinas , ed. by R.

Bernasconi and D. Wood (Lon don: Routledge, 1988),

p. 161. Hence forth, Prov o ca tion.

  6. Ibid., p. 162.

  7. Les nou veaux ca hiers , p 1. My trans la tions.

  8. Friedrich Nietz sche, On the Ge ne al ogy of Morals ,

Part III, sec tion 28.

  9. Friedrich Nietz sche, Twi light of the Idols , trans. R. J.

Hollingdale (Middlesex, Eng land: Pen guin Books,

1968), p. 112.

10. We know, too, that un able to rise to his own chal lenge,

Nietz sche’s thought fal ters in a long ing for eter nity

(per haps more pa thetic than parodic) in its own con -

struc tive ef forts to sit u ate suf fer ing within a larger jus -

ti fy ing whole, even if that whole is now not only quite

small, but in dif fer ent and God-forsaken, and even if

that long ing, bravely re fus ing gen u ine el e va tion, is re -

duced to an elit ist and sol i tary will to eter nal re cur -

rence.

11. Prov o ca tion, p. 164.

12. “Tran scen dence and Evil,” trans. Alphonso Lingis, in

Em man uel Lévinas, Col lected Philo soph i cal Pa pers

(Dordrecht: Martinus Nijhoff Pub lishers, 1987), pp.

175–86.

13. Philippe Nemo, Job et l’excès du Mal  (Paris: Grasset,

1978).

14. Prov o ca tion, pp. 156–67.

15. Em man uel Lévinas, “L’appel d’Auschwitz,” in Les

nou veaux ca hiers  No. 65 (Sum mer, 1986): 15–17.

“The Call of Auschwitz” us ing my trans la tions.

16. Emil Fackenheim, God’s Pres ence in His tory (New

York: New York Uni ver sity Press, 1970); La Présence

de Dieu dans l’histoire , trans. M. Delmotte and B.

Dupey (Lagrass: Verdier, 1980).

17. Em man uel Lévinas, “Loving the To rah More Than

God,” in Les nou veaux ca hiers: Em man uel Lévinas .

18. See Ira F. Stone, “Em man uel Lévinas, The Musar

Move ment and the Fu ture of Jew ish Eth i cal Liv ing,”

un pub lished pa per given at the Uni ver sity of Or e gon,

“Eth ics Af ter the Ho lo caust” con fer ence, May 6, 1996; 

Lévinas, Dif fi cult Free dom, trans. Sean Hand (Bal ti -

more: Johns Hopkins Uni ver sity Press, 1990), pp.

142–45. This ar ti cle also ap pears in two short vol umes

per ti nent to the themes of this es say, the first writ ten by

an Amer i can Je suit priest and pro fes sor, and the sec ond 

ed ited by an Amer i can Jew ish au thor: Franz Jozef van

Beeck, S.J., Loving the To rah More than God?: To -

wards a Cath o lic Ap pre ci a tion of Ju da ism (Chi cago:

Loyola Uni ver sity Press, 1989); Zvi Kolitz, Yossel

Rakover Speaks to God: Ho lo caust Chal lenges to Re li -

gious Faith (Hoboken: KTAV Pub lishing House,

1995).

19. Les nou veaux ca hiers , p. 15.

20. Prov o ca tion, p. 157.

21. Ibid.

22. Ibid., p. 15.

23. Col lected Philo soph i cal Pa pers , p. 180.

24. Ibid., pp.179-181; Prov o ca tion, p. 156.

ON SUF FERING AND EVIL

181



25. Col lected Philo soph i cal Pa pers  p.181.

26. Ibid., p. 180.

27. See Em man uel Lévinas, To tal ity and In fin ity , trans.

Alphonso Lingis (Pitts burgh: Duquesne Uni ver sity

Press, 1969), pp. 110–21.

28. Prov o ca tion, p. 159.

29. Ibid., p. 160.

30. Ibid., pp. 157–58.

31. Col lected Philo soph i cal Pa pers , p. 180.

32. Les nou veaux ca hiers , p. 15.

33. Prov o ca tion, p. 157; Les nou veaux ca hiers , p. 15.

34. Prov o ca tion p. 158.

35. Col lected Philo soph i cal Pa pers , p. 181.

36. Prov o ca tion, p. 157.

37. Col lected Philo soph i cal Pa pers , p. 180.

38. Les nou veaux ca hiers , p. 15.

39. Prov o ca tion, p. 157. In Latin malus , “bad,” and male,

“ill,” both de rive from mel , “bad.” In bib li cal He brew

mameer , “ma lig nant,” “evil” (e.g., Le vit i cus 13:51),

sug gests to cause pain.

40. Prov o ca tion, p. 157.

41. Col lected Philo soph i cal Pa pers , p. 179.

42. Prov o ca tion, p. 158.

43. Ibid., p. 158.

44. Ibid.

45. Ibid.

46. To tal ity and In fin ity , p. 234.

47. Ibid.

48. Ibid.

49. Prov o ca tion, p. 163. Lévinas’s strong claim finds a

fainter echo in the nor ma tive Jew ish code of Law,

Shulchan Aruch, Choshen Mishpat  228:4–5.

50. To tal ity and In fin ity , p.  21.

51. Prov o ca tion, p. 63.

52. Ibid., p. 159.

53. Re cently, from within an ex plic itly Chris tian stand -

point, and pri mar ily re gard ing the suf fer ing of chil dren

with ter mi nal ill nesses, Stan ley Hauerwas, in God,

Med i cine, and Suf fer ing (Grand Rapids: Wil liam B.

Eerdmans Pub lishing Co., 1990), touch ingly rec og -

nizes many of the themes we have found in Lévinas:

that suf fer ing has “no point” (pp. 78–79), the link be -

tween suf fer ing and med i cine, the cru cial dif fer ence

be tween another’s suf fer ing and “my suf fer ing as ser -

vice” (p. 89), and the wrong com mit ted when forc ing

the other’s suf fer ing into an ex pla na tion, in clud ing tra -

di tional theodicy.

54. Shulchan Aruch, 16.

55. Col lected Philo soph i cal Pa pers , p. 184.

56. Prov o ca tion, p. 164.

57. Col lected Philo soph i cal Pa pers , p. 185.

58. Gen e sis 18:27. See Lévinas’s “Tal mudic Read ings”

on this topic, “Who is One-Self?” in Em man uel

Lévinas, New Tal mudic Read ings , trans. Rich ard A.

Co hen (Pitts burgh: Duquesne Uni ver sity Press, 1999).

59. See the ex cel lent ar ti cle by Joelle Han sel on “elec -

tion” in the thought of Em man uel Lévinas.

60. Col lected Philo soph i cal Pa pers , p. 185.

61. Ibid., p. 184.

62. Here, in the sol i dar ity of suf fer ing, in com pas sion, lies 

the path to the eth i cal the ory of “an i mal rights” that

cer tain com men ta tors have found lack ing in Lévinas’s

thought, and, more broadly, to the whole di men sion of

an eth i cal rather than a nat u ral is tic en vi ron men tal ism.

63. Col lected Philo soph i cal Pa pers , p. 185.

64. Ibid.

65. Les nou veaux ca hiers , p. 17.

66. Ibid.

67. Ibid.

68. See Em man uel Lévinas, “The State of Caesar and the

State of Da vid,” in The Lévinas Reader , ed. by Sean

Hand (Ox ford: Ba sil Blackwell Ltd., 1989), pp.

268–77.

69. Lévinas writes: “The au then ti cally hu man is the be -

ing-Jewish in all men (may you not be shocked by

this!) and its re flec tion in the sin gu lar and the par tic u -

lar.” “Ju da ism and Chris tian ity,” in Em man uel

Lévinas, In the Time of the Na tions , trans. Mi chael B.

Smith (Bloomington: In di ana Uni ver sity Press, 1994),

p. 164.

70. Les nou veaux ca hiers , p. 17.

71. Ibid.

72. Cf., Je ru sa lem Tal mud, trac tate Hagigah 1:7, com -

ment ing on Jer e miah 16:11: “Better that they [Is rael]

aban don Me [God] and con tinue to ob serve My laws.”

73. Dif fi cult Free dom, p. 143.

74. In the dis cus sion pe riod fol low ing the pre sen ta tion of

this pa per in Or e gon, Pro fes sor Sandor Goodhart quite

right fully pointed out that the French term con science ,

here trans lated “con science,” can also mean “con -

PHILO SOPHY TODAY

182



scious ness,” since for Lévinas con scious ness it self,

and not only an ex plic itly moral con science, is a vig i -

lance awak ened by the other.

75. Dif fi cult Free dom, p. 143.

76. Ibid., p. 144.

77 Ibid.

78. Ibid., p. 145.

79. Isa iah 63:9: “In all their af flic tion He was af flicted,

and the an gel of His pres ence saved them: in His love

and in His pity He re deemed them; and He bore them,

and car ried them all.”

80. Cf. Chap ter XII, “The Day of Atone ment,” in

Hermann Co hen, Re li gion of Rea son: Out of the

Sources of Ju da ism, trans. Si mon Kaplan (At lanta:

Scholars Press, 1995), pp. 216–35 (orig i nally pub -

lished in 1919). Co hen also re jects in ter pret ing an -

other’s suf fer ing (p. 226), “un less the suf ferer is

con sid ered as suf fer ing for the sake of oth ers” (p. 227),

which com pas sion is a “means” to ward re demp tion,

for “re demp tion is also lib er a tion from suf fer ing” (p.

230). All this, en cap su lated in Co hen’s for mula:

“With out suf fer ing—no re demp tion,” in vites com par i -

son with Lévinas on suf fer ing and evil. “The days of

old.” Of course, long be fore Isa iah, the Jews al ready

un der stood God to be “com pas sion ate” ( rachoum) and

“long-suffering” ( erek apayim), see Ex o dus 34:6–7.

81. In stark con trast to the in au gu ral story of the Jew ish

na tion leav ing Egypt for Is rael in Ex o dus, the story of

Es ther in Per sia, told on Purim, con tains no overt mir a -

cles or di vine in ter ven tions. Jew ish sages have of ten

noted that in this bib li cal text, un like any other, the

name of God does not ap pear. Pre cisely for this rea son,

too, it is said (e.g., Mid rash to Prov erbs ix) that when in

the mes si anic era all the other hol i days be come out -

moded, only Purim—a “mi nor” hol i day to day—will

re main. But was there no mir a cle—pre cisely the “mir -

a cle” of eth i cal suf fer ing—in the three-day fast of Es -

ther, Mordechai, and the Jews of an cient Shushan?

82. For a com par i son of mo ral ity with out com pen sa tion

in Lévinas and Spinoza, see my ar ti cle, “To Love God

for Noth ing: Lévinas and Spinoza,” Grad u ate Fac ulty

Phi los o phy Jour nal   20 (Spring, 1998).

83. On the no tion of an “econ omy with out re serve,” see

the very sug ges tive pa per of Rob ert Doran, “Speaking

Af ter the Ho lo caust: In fin ity, the Sub lime, and Econ -

omy in Bataille and Lévinas,” pre sented at the Uni ver -

sity of Or e gon, May 8, 1996.

84. This es say was first pre sented as a key note ad dress, on

May 7, 1996, at a con fer ence on “Eth ics Af ter the Ho -

lo caust,” held at the Uni ver sity of Or e gon, Eu gene, Or -

e gon.

Uni ver sity of North Carolina at Char lotte, Char lotte, NC 28223-0001

ON SUF FERING AND EVIL

183





LÉVINAS AND THE HO LO CAUST
THE RE SPON SI BIL ITY OF THE VIC TIM

Gilbert Larochelle

Fail ure of the dis course on Be ing with out a
doubt pres ents the most stim u lat ing chal lenge
of con tem po rary thought. The work of Em -
man uel Lévinas, de rived from the phe nom en -
ol ogy of Edmund Husserl and Mar tin
Heidegger, while it de nies all as pects of ex is -
ten tial ism, con trib utes to the re al iza tion of this
task. The orig i nal ity of his pro ject runs through 
a dis place ment  of Be ing as the ref er ence point
of con science. On that ba sis, Lévinas dis rupts
philo soph i cal re flec tion and tries to give it a
vo ca tion that is no lon ger that of re veal ing the
world.

The decentering move ment re lies on the pri -
or ity ceded to the ques tion of the Other over
that of Be ing. This dis place ment aims to evade
the traps of all on to log i cal re duc tion, and draw
at ten tion to the tran scen dence to which no
thought can ren der jus tice. Lévinas writes,
“One must un der stand Be ing though the Other
of Be ing.” He adds: “The alterity of the In fi nite 
is not abol ished by the thought that thinks it.”
His state ment calls for the reinvention of a phi -
los o phy sus cep ti ble to re al ize a so ber ing up of
knowl edge. For him, hu man be ings do not
need to feel re spon si ble for the world, but for
the Other. This rea son ing con se crates the end
of an thro po mor phism, and the ap peal to a sol i -
dar ity in which each must make him self hos pi -
ta ble to the face of his fel low man. Herein are
the stakes of meta phys ics with out on tol ogy.

The prob lem ex am ined in my anal y sis of
Lévinas’ think ing con cerns the ap par ent ex -
cess of re spon si bil ity to wards the Other, and
the pos si bil ity of in scrib ing it in the realm of an 
ef fec tive jus tice. If Be ing evades all de ter mi na -
tion, and the sub ject of its own iden tity, how
can one be held re spon si ble in the face of an
event? Does not the in crim i na tion of some one
af ter a mis deed im ply that the fact as such be
es tab lished be fore hand, and then, as a re sult,
that strong iden ti ties be tween the vic tim and
the guilty be dis trib uted? In short, the cen tral

ques tion for Lévinas is the fol low ing: can
meta phys ics be founded with out re course to
on tol ogy? Through this ques tion ing, a re in ter -
pre ta tion of ra tio nal ity is played out with the
pre sump tions it gen er ates in the con struc tion
of knowl edge. Rea son tests its lim its, for
Lévinas, when mea sured by the stan dard of
meta phys ics. In his think ing, West ern phi los o -
phy is pa gan, be cause it is founded on a prin ci -
ple of re flex ivi ty, iden tity, and on tol ogy, ob -
struct ing the chal lenge to ac cept un lim ited
re spon si bil ity for the Other. The Ho lo caust, a
per fect ex am ple of pa gan ism, shows that the
tri umph of on tol ogy de stroys all fi nal i ties. It
re veals, for Lévinas, the fail ings of hu man jus -
tice. Yet that event is not cru cial to Jews alone,
for it points out the pit falls of all thought folded 
upon it self, and, as a con se quence, the ne ces -
sity to reintroduce the in fi nite into all hu man
re flec tion.

While Lévinas only made spo radic ref er -
ence to the Ho lo caust in his work, his en tire
phi los o phy is ad mit tedly im preg nated with the
les sons it teaches. How ever, my ar gu ment con -
sists in dem on strat ing that he is not able to re -
con struct meta phys ics with out on tol ogy, jus -
tice with out iden tity, re spon si bil ity with out
sub jec tiv ity. In stead of ac tu ally decentering all 
points of view, Lévinas seems rather to dis -
place the fi nal le git i macy of his tory from the
per se cu tor to the per se cuted, by giv ing the vic -
tim the fi nal right to on tol ogy. Three prop o si -
tions can serve here to es tab lish the frame work
for this re flec tion: a) re flex ivi ty, as a form of
iden tity, re sur faces in Lévinas through the sta -
tus of the vic tim in the Ho lo caust; b) his no tion
of re spon si bil ity is de fined by the will to adopt
the point of view of the vic tim and opens onto,
in ac cor dance with Judeo-Christian tra di tion,
an on tol ogy of suf fer ing as a way to sal va tion;
c) that con cep tion of iden tity and re spon si bil -
ity ends up jus ti fy ing the moral su pe ri or ity of
the Jew, vic tim par ex cel lence, and of his uni -
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ver sal model of jus tice. The par a dox we wish
to ex pose is that the weak ness of the vic tim cu -
ri ously be comes the in stru ment of a will of
power in which the Jew takes on the form of the 
“last man” in his tory. To dem on strate these as -
ser tions, it seems per ti nent first to try to un der -
stand, through a re read ing of Dif fi cult Free -
dom, Lévinas’ of fen sive against West ern phi -
los o phy and pa gan ism, then to see how Na zism 
be came its worst man i fes ta tion. Finally, bring -
ing light onto the vic tim will serve to un veil
Lévinasian on tol ogy and the fail ure of his
decentering ef fort.

Re flex ivi ty and Iden tity

a) So lip sism and Cir cu lar ity. The drama of
West ern phi los o phy is its never having been
able to con ceive of alterity with out re duc ing it.
Re flec tion it self, in terms of “re turn to the self” 
means that the jour ney of the sub ject in ex te ri -
ori ty can not be made solely through an tic i pa -
tion of a re treat to wards its start ing point. Such
an act sup poses, and Lévinas de plores, a loss of 
mean ing and an ex cess of pre sump tion. It con -
denses the mis er ies of phi los o phy since its or i -
gins. On the one hand, its ex er cise in fringes
upon the de mands of tak ing into con sid er ation
the ex cep tional di men sion of the Other by de -
fin ing the cri te ria of its ap pre hen sion out side
of it self. On the other hand, con struc tion of in -
tel  l i  gi  bi l  i ty  as sumes that one can
self-constitute as a stan dard for all things,
while dis re gard ing that which is es sen tial in
dif fer ence. Phi los o phy, he writes, “makes it self
the door way into the realm of the ab so lute.”
And call ing on Plotinus as wit ness, Lévinas
quotes as proof his own for mula against him:
“The soul will not go to wards any other thing,
but to wards it self”; “that it will there fore not be 
in any other thing, but in it self.”1 How ever,
dam age far pre cedes the as ser tion of the
neo-Platonian phi los o pher. It goes back to the
im per a tive “know thy self” of Soc ra tes, that
“fun da men tal pre cept of all West ern phi los o -
phy.”2 He in te grates par ex cel lence into so lip -
sism of the con science where the vic tory of the
Same is paid for by the with drawal of all ob sta -
cles.

The ex pe ri ence of re spon si bil ity would then 
be lim ited by the re flex ivi ty of iden tity, for to
think the world is equiv a lent to rec og niz ing
one self in it. For Lévinas, in the Od ys sey, Ulys -

ses rep re sents the par a digm of dis ori en ta tion
with out true alterity. His trag edy does not lie so 
much in the many chal lenges he faces on his
voy age, as it does in the dif fi culty in reach ing
his fi nal ity, wholly cen tered upon the per spec -
tive of a re turn to his na tive Ithaca. The dis -
course that emerges from the story of Ulys ses
only mag ni fies the phi los o phy of  i ts
enunciator.

What is the value of a re flec tion that stip u -
lates in ad vance the mo dal i ties of its en coun ter
with oth ers? It de creases pro por tion ally with
the lim its of its per me abil ity to ex og e nous fac -
tors. Op po site to this per verse ef fect, the
Lévinas model of con ver sa tion looks to un der -
mine all the heu ris tic pos si bil i ties of ecol ogy.
Rich ard Kear ney notes that Lévinas re lies on a
“teach ing” that takes away the sole pre dom i -
nance of the sub ject and, for that rea son, can
never be a “maieutics”3 in the strict sense of the
word. While Soc ra tes’ in tel lec tual strat egy
serves to wrench loose a truth hid den in side
one self, and for the dis clo sure of which the in -
ter loc u tor is merely a tool, one must, in the
clear per spec tive of Dif fi cult Free dom, open a
breach in the iden tity of the Same so as to con -
tra dict its very dy nam ics. In Lévinas, the ap -
par ent ba nal ity of the act opens up onto au then -
tic plu ral ism: “To speak, at the same time as
know ing the Other, is mak ing one self known to 
him. The Other is not only known, he is greeted 
[salué]. . . . Speaking and hear ing be come one
rather than suc ceed one an other.”4

Through the priv i lege of speech over lis ten -
ing, of the af fir ma tion of a vi sion against the
face of the Other, the univocality of the West -
ern point of view be comes com plete through
the so lil o quy of an ul ti mate speaker. A num ber
of fig ures rep re sent the man i fes ta tion of this
van ity along the very path way of phi los o phy: a
cogito that thinks and throws it self into ex is -
tence as if ob serv ing it self from the out side
(Des cartes); a spirit that rec og nizes it self in a
phe nom en ol ogy of his tory (Hegel); a lan guage 
shared out even be fore re flec tion has taken
hold (Heidegger). In re sponse to these var i ous
mo ments, Lévinas’ of fen sive is launched
through the ques tion: “Who is look ing?” The
am bi gu ity of the “Who?” is only equaled by
that of the “What?” The mir ror of sub jec tiv ity
and on tol ogy is shat tered by the sim ple fact
that, in the space opened up by that re la tion of
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iden tity, “the Other is look ing at me,” to use
Lévinas’ own word ing. Only the in tru sion of
alterity al lows us to grasp what think ing
means. It re verses all ide ol o gies for the ben e fit
of a hu man ism with out sub ject, an al tru ism
with out ego, a personalism with out in di vid u al -
ism, a phe nom en ol ogy with out the turn back to 
the re al ity of a phaenomenon essendi .

Nu mer ous con se quences emerge from such
an up heaval, and reg is ter, from Lévinas’ point
of view, the ex pe ri ence of re spon si bil ity. As
soon as the way phi los o phy looks at the world
an swers only to it self through the pre sump tion
of in ti macy of the sub ject with Be ing, the pit -
falls of its pro ject are re vealed on at least three
lev els. First, re flex ive cir cu lar ity de ter mines a
clo sure of thought: he who de liv ers him self to
the ra tio nal ity of its un fold ing is at once el e -
vated to judge and jury. But self-referentiality
re veals a performative ap proach: a state ment
that finds ac com plish ment in be ing ex pressed
and, in this in stance, a foun da tion that pro -
duces its own metadiscursive norms and le git i -
macy through the very act that es tab lishes it.
How ever then the di a lec tics of iden tity can no
lon ger be de fined in terms of the Pla tonic ideal
of a cor re spon dence be tween one self and the
world, of a rep re sen ta tion that would be its tri -
umph. For Lévinas, the He geli an strat egy of
gath er ing, through the junc tion of con tra dic -
tions, no lon ger al lows bring ing out iden ti ties
from the “cir cle of di a lec tics.”

Finally, these prob lems re gard ing cir cu lar -
ity and iden tity ex hibit the aporias of to tal ity.
Syn the sis pro ceeds from the need to con quer.
It is a way of com ing to terms with the pos ses -
sion of the world. Lévinas ex plains that it rec -
og nizes it self in the op er a tion of the lo gos as
“sub or di na tion of an act to the knowl edge that
one can have of that act.”5 If phe nom en ol ogy
tried to per fect un der stand ing by go ing be yond 
the strictly cog ni tive di men sion, the trap of this 
pro ce dure re mains the same, thought still gives 
it self the pos si bil ity of con tain ing the en tire
uni verse. The fa mous Husserlian pre cept that
says “all con scious ness is con scious ness of
some thing” still re lies on the pos tu late that an
“es sen tial ne ces sity at ta ches be ing to its ways
of ap pear ing to con scious ness.”6 But this
dream of co in ci dence and to tal ity is abol ished
as Lévinas con sol i dates his neg a tive an swer to
the ques tion “is on tol ogy fun da men tal?”5 Yet

two at ti tudes emerge from it in the face of the
world, at ti tudes that can be dif fer en ti ated for
the most part through one’s re la tion ship with
the in fi nite.

b) Pa gan ism and Ju da ism. The en tire stakes
of Lévinas’ thought are to re store the strength
of rev e la tion in phi los o phy. To con front the no -
tion of its in abil ity to tes tify to its own source,
to re flect its opac ity to an other vis i bil ity than
that which it pro cures, to dem on strate that
some thing re sists or even es capes the phenom -
en ality of its use, such are the epistemic bases
from which Lévinas’ in tel lec tual reframing
takes root. The exit from so lip sism de pends on
this open ing to the de mand of a voice. If her -
me neu tics sets lim its to the vir tu os ity of cog ni -
tive ac tion, it is un der the con di tion that it re -
spects the text, and ac cepts the im per a tive
char ac ter of the spirit be yond the let ter, since
“Ev ery word is an up root ing.”8 There is in that
text an “Wholly Other” (Rudolf Otto) that
noth ing can im pov er ish. A prin ci ple emerges
from the slid ing of the con cept to wards the
non-thematizable: “The in fi nite is given only
to the moral view [ re gard]: it is not known, but
is in so ci ety with us.”9 De liv er ance from re flex -
ivi ty only be comes pos si ble though re li gious
lis ten ing to the in fi nite, where all the episteme
ei ther come up against per pet u a tion in pa gan -
ism or im plodes be fore the “ex treme con -
scious ness”10 of Ju da ism.

For Lévinas, to be pa gan means to live as if
one were alone. With out any debt of mean ing
to wards any power what so ever, with out den -
sity of Be ing deeper than that of in ter act ing
with the world, that is how the ho ri zon of ex is -
tence of one who acts and thinks his sit u a tion
as that of the “first man,” that of the one who
takes upon him self the thick ness of Be ing, is
de fined. The sac ri fice of all hope would sus tain 
such self-referentiality and a cor ol lary de pri -
va tion of the re fer ral to an other mag nif i cence.
A pa gan is one who never looks above. He in -
hab its the uni verse and feels the full sat is fac -
tion of the face-to-face with him self. Sub trac -
tion of the ver ti cal axis be gins, ac cord ing to
Lévinas, with the pride of the I: “What is an in -
di vid ual, a sol i tary in di vid ual, if not a tree that
grows with out re gard for ev ery thing it sup -
presses and breaks, grab bing all the nour ish -
ment, air, and sun, a be ing that is fully jus ti fied
in its na ture and its be ing?”11 In his fa mil iar ity
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with him self, this “usurper,” to use Lévinas’
own word ing, basks in the glory of be ing “at
home,” and not be ing able to see him self else -
where: “Pa gan ism is the lo cal spirit: na tion al -
ism in terms of its cru elty and pit i less -
ness—that is to say, in its im me di ate, naïve,
and un con scious sense. The tree grows and re -
tains all the earth’s sap. A hu man ity with roots
that pos sesses God in wardly, with the sap ris -
ing from the earth, is a for est or pre-human hu -
man ity. One must not be fooled by the peace of
the woods.”12 Heidegger is the per fect pa gan,
he who wanted to re dis cover the world, to live
as a poet in the calm of the Black For est by go -
ing deep into the roots of Be ing. 13

On the con trary, to be Jew ish as sumes im -
mer sion in the in fi nite, and heteronomy to -
wards im preg na ble forces. Noth ing falls due to 
this con di tion that was not first a her i tage of
for eign or i gin. The ex pe ri ence of the else -
where is des tiny for the Jew, whose ex cep tional 
char ac ter is due to the fact that he must ac com -
plish the im pli ca tions thereof. To live in the di -
as pora of mean ing, never to be at home, to
deny even the very pos si bil ity of see ing one self 
ap pointed sov er eign sub ject, to Lévinas, is an
en rich ing ex pe ri ence for one who lives by
these prin ci ples. A sen si tiv ity to alterity be -
comes the vir tue of that ex is tence on the out -
side. How ever, the beauty of ex ile is that it car -
ries with it an as pi ra tion: “The Prom ised Land
will never be in the Bi ble ‘prop erty’ in the
Latin sense of the term, and the farmer, at the
mo ment of the first born, will think not of his
time less link to the land but of the child of
Aram, his an ces tor, who was an er rant.”14 As
opposed to the Ulys ses model, re flec tion as a
“re turn to the self” can not come first. Dif fi cult
Free dom does not show Ju da ism through the
fig ure of the cir cle, but through the amass ing of 
traces that es cape all at tempts at fix ing a cen ter. 
The Jew thus lives that decentering, be cause he 
is re fused Be ing. It is there fore in cum bent
upon him to live the ex o dus and to fully ex pe ri -
ence the spirit of uni ver sal re spon si bil ity, since 
he is up rooted from all an chor ing in the soil
that would limit its ap pli ca tions.

Lévinas’ dis place ment ex ceeds geo graph -
ical di men sion. It puz zles epis te mol ogy, so
dear to West ern thought, by sub mit ting rea son
to the pre dom i nance of theo log i cal knowl -
edge. From the out set, the con tem pla tive at ti -

tude of Ju da ism sig ni fies much more than pi ety 
spread out over the world. An ex is tence lived
un der the de pend ence of the in de ter min able,
backed into in vo ca tion more than des ig na tion,
into met a phor rather than con cept, in vests the
sa cred. It must also make room for what
Lévinas calls “in tel lec tual ex cel lence,” for
“that Ju da ism is still to be found at the cross -
roads of faith and logic.”15 From pa gan ism to
Ju da ism, the de bate is played out against the
ra tio nal ist tra di tion of phi los o phy and against
the ar ti fi cial di vi sion be tween the in fi nite and
sci ence, be tween tran scen dence and im ma -
nence, in short, be tween Je ru sa lem and Ath -
ens. The in vi ta tion to “make Is rael” car ries
with it the dou ble de mand of re demp tion and
jus tice, rev e la tion and lu cid ity, ex ile and com -
mit ment. Be yond met a phor, the oxy mo ron of
“real  tran scen dence”16  is per haps con ve nient to 
the dis course of one whose thought will ingly
prac tices am bi gu ity in writ ing. It means to
care fully build the great syn the sis of mono the -
ism that an a lyt i cal rea son fi nally with ered.
Chris tian ity it self was un able, ac cord ing to
Lévinas, to meet the chal lenge to civ i lize Eu -
rope while pre serv ing the pre-eminence of the
su per nat u ral: Hit ler ism and the Shoah bear
spec tac u lar wit ness to such a fail ure.

The anal y sis made to this point al lows us, in
brief form, to es tab lish Lévinas’ thought in its
mo ment of ex trac tion from the “fa tal ity of
irremissible Be ing”17 and to cir cum scribe the
topoi  of an in tel li gi bil ity that would no lon ger
be founded on re flex ivi ty as a method. The
wager of this pro ject re quires the de liv er ance
from ipseity and then the sub or di na tion of re -
cov ered lib erty in eth ics. In such a dis course,
the ram i fi ca tions flour ish in many di rec tions
and cast a shadow on an thro po mor phic hu -
man ism. The mes sage: all mean ing co mes
from else where, it is not a pos ses sion of which
hu mans can dis pose of at whim. The prov o ca -
tion: destabilize the in sti tu tions, up root their
foun da tions, and el e vate their ref er ents to -
wards the in fi nite. 18 The am bi tion: re ceive the
bur den of an ex treme re spon si bil ity that noth -
ing or no one—not even God—could re lieve,
or re move. The strat egy: con science is only a
pos te ri ori; the rest is van ity, from whence a po -
si tion as vo ca tion of un lim ited re cep tiv ity to
meta phys ics. Finally, the man i fes ta tion: the
face of the Other alone can ex press tran scen -
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dence and con sti tutes the “epiph any,” to use a
word that ap peared at the same mo ment as To -
tal ity and In fin ity: “through my re la tion to the
Other, I am in touch with God,”19  claimed
Lévinas.

Re mark ably unique, Ju da ism emerges thus
un der the in trin sic mo dal ity of an episteme. Su -
preme pas siv ity in front of the To rah “ac cepted
and obeyed as pri mary im per a tive,”20  it nev er -
the less con trib utes to avert ing constructivism
and its will of power, to ren der ing de ter min ism
null since the ref er ent is not of this world, to
cas ti gat ing psychologism, nar cis sism, and
ther a peu tic cul ture. As a re sult, pi ety evicts the
will to dom i nate, as cet i cism re places any
self-redemptive fi nal ity. While the nine teenth
cen tury looked to ac com plish the no tion of lib -
erty through nu mer ous rev o lu tions, the twen ti -
eth cen tury has been that of equal ity, through
the pro lif er a tion of ide ol o gies of that in spi ra -
tion, but it is hence forth more than ever time,
ac cord ing to Lévinas, to face the im pli ca tions
of re spon si bil ity. “Be ing-with-others” in -
cludes this ap peal; it sorts out the foun da tions
of in ti macy, the shar ing of an ex is tence that re -
lies on giv ing and en gage ment. Sol i tude is an o -
mie in Durkheim’s sense of this term: “All
alone, the I finds it self rent and awry.”21 On the
con trary, the Other, as long as he vouches for
God, does not re sem ble me; he proves to be in -
com men su ra ble and asym met ri cal com pared
to me, his po si tion be ing one of no bil ity of
spirit and ideal. He im poses him self upon me,
and not me on him. Lévinas noted that Ju da ism
rests on an un equaled un der stand ing that the
other is my des tiny, the ho ri zon of my ex pe ri -
ence. 22  In short, the al ter ego does not ex ist,
since the al ter sub ju gates and con strains the
ego in ad vance.

How can the ego be held re spon si ble in jus -
tice when its ex is tence seems sub merged by
the pre dom i nance of the al ter? The dis lo ca tion
of the vo cab u lary of iden tity by eth ics, the mi -
gra tion to wards alterity by Ju da ism, the avoid -
ance of re course to con tra dic tion by con ver sa -
tion, and the in fin ity of ar gu men ta tion with out
per spec tive of syn the sis no tice ably ac cen tu ate
the dif fi culty of judg ment. From a con ven -
tional per spec tive, the de ci sion by a mag is trate
must ar rive at the stip u la tion of a sen tence and
come to terms with what Lévinas re fuses:
e l im i  nate  a l l  doubt  re  gard ing the

determinability of the act—which car ries with
it an on to log i cal di men sion—and dis si pate the
un cer tainty of its or i gin by risk ing im put ing it
to some one. Can jus tice op er ate while pre serv -
ing the enigma and un der the in spi ra tion of a
phi los o phy in which the in sti ga tor makes sure,
to Lévinas, that his state ment does not re main
en closed in the frame work of its enun ci a tion?
And yet, to think Lévinas against Lévinas
would be, here, to ex am ine his strat e gies of
evac u a tion of re flex ivi ty by pay ing at ten tion to 
the vic tim in his read ing of the Ho lo caust. The
idea is to dem on strate that iden ti fi ca tion with
the vic tim reconfigures the mo dal i ties of on tol -
ogy and the su pe ri or ity of a priv i leged cat e -
gory.

To wards Re spon si ble Jus tice:
The Moral Su pe ri or ity of the Vic tim

Lévinas’ main con tri bu tion to twen ti eth
cen tury phi los o phy is to have brought to at ten -
tion to the fact that dis avowal of the in fi nite
with drawal from con tin gency for the ben e fit of 
rel a tiv ist skep ti cism ob structed the way to the
real as sump tion of re spon si bil ity. Such a dis -
course was held at a time when all types of ma -
te ri al ism were par tic u larly pop u lar, above all
in France. Its orig i nal ity was to op pose the a
pri ori of Nazi to tal i tar i an ism and Ju da ism to
found his ap peal for a more vir tu ous jus tice in
which the Other is rec og nized. The re course to
su pe rior fi nal i ties drew a de mar ca tion be tween 
on tol ogy and meta phys ics. Yet Lévinas crit i -
cized the prom i nence of Be ing in the Ho lo -
caust by sub sti tut ing for it a meta phys ics of the
vic tim: the themes of uni ver sal cul pa bil ity and
re demp tive suf fer ing es tab lish a non-pagan
cos mic vi sion of which the foun da tions and
claims must be here ex am ined.

a) Cul pa bil ity and Vi o lence. For Lévinas,
the Ho lo caust rep re sents the sit u a tion of a civ i -
li za tion in which Be ing pre vails and noth ing
can stand in the way of its tri umph. It re fers to a
world where all fi nal i ties have been over come
and ab sorbed in the im ma nence to things, in
such a way that re flex ivi ty im pris ons all avail -
able mean ing. The trag edy is first authored in
philo soph i cal terms: “Be ing is evil, not be -
cause it is fi nite, but be cause it is lim it less.”23 A
so ci ety that al lows it self to be absorbed into it
is lost. From the start, evil de pends on gaps in
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vo cab u lary be fore it con sti tutes a moral prob -
lem. It spec i fies the ineptitude of dis course as a 
trans port of ex is tence out side of its tau to log i -
cal cir cuit, where Be ing is de fined on the ba sis
of it self, and it dom i nates in an au thor i tar ian
way by vir tue of its sole ex po sure: it is as it is,
be cause that is the way it is. There is no higher
level to seek in the hope of ren der ing jus tice:
“all is per mit ted.” The ab sence of pro hi bi tion
and Hitlerian man i fes ta tions of Nietz sche ren -
der the do mes ti ca tion of hu man na ture in op er -
a tive. For Lévinas, such a syn drome, ex ceed -
ing the sole ide ol ogy of the Führer, ques tions
West ern civ i li za tion. 24

“Any civ i li za tion that ac cepts the idea of
Be ing”25 is termed bar bar ian be cause its val ues
go around in cir cles in their ad her ence to ac -
tion. Lévinas wrote: “The ex al ta tion of sac ri -
fice for the sake of sac ri fice, faith for the sake
of faith, en ergy for the sake of en ergy, fi del ity
for the sake of fi del ity, fer vor for the heat it pro -
cures, the call to a gra tu itous—that is to say,
he roic—act: this is the per ma nent or i gin of
Hit ler ism.”26  De hu man iza tion emerges in
those shapes with out con tent, from those ac -
tions made with out the in tel li gi bil ity of
thought. Michel Abensour re marks that Hit ler -
ism sig ni fies for Lévinas “en try into ser vi -
tude.” Re calling the words of one who lived be -
tween the “pre mo ni tion and mem ory of Nazi
hor rors,” he ob serves that the ini tial range of
the trial re lates back to the “re volt of Na ture
against Supernature.”27

Among the many signs of rup ture from the
su per nat u ral di men sion, the body rep re sents,
in the cult re served for it in Nazi ide ol ogy, the
en clo sure of fi nal sig ni fi ca tion. While Chris -
tian ity, Ju da ism, and lib er al ism al ways treated
the body as an el e ment in the ex te rior world to
give the soul the priv i lege of hu man dig nity,
Hit ler ism con sid ers it an ob ject that co in cides
in all points with the sub ject. The flesh thus
sticks to the self through cause and ef fect,
through a feel ing of see ing one self fas tened to
Be ing in a per fect clo sure of goal: phys i o log i -
cal de ter mi na tion of the face leads to im pris on -
ment in an iden tity where bi ol ogy, race, and
eth nic be long ing em body, it is be lieved, the
truth of ex pe ri ence. Lévinas de nounced the fa -
tal ity of the bi o log i cal fac tor, the “mys te ri ous
voices of the blood, the calls of he red ity and of
the past for which the body serves as an enig -

matic ve hi cle.”28 The en tire stake of the body in
Hit ler ism was to of fer the in stru ment of a re -
flex ive jus tice and of an im ma nent le git i macy
through the cat e go ries of pu rity, health, and
per for mance by dis rupt ing all su pe rior fi nal i -
ties.

Be ing for Be ing, value for value, body for
body, the lex talionis of the Old Tes ta ment en -
shrines the par a digm of this self-referential,
pa gan jus tice. An eye for and eye, a tooth for a
tooth, dam age to the body, com pen sa tion by
the body: an arith me tic of pain is in sti tuted be -
tween the act suf fered and the ri poste in flicted.
The com plaint of the vic tim sub sides in front
of the es tab lish ment of a math e mat i cally cal -
cu la ble sym me try. Ac cord ing to Lévinas, one
is thus po si tioned pre sump tu ously on the side
of the law by as sum ing that all de bates can be
solved on the ba sis of rec i proc ity of ac tion. The 
de mand for com pen sa tion in kind shows, for
Lévinas, a de sire to es cape all re spon si bil ity to -
wards oth ers through a re cip ro cat ing ven -
geance. To con sider one self even with one’s
neigh bor is to pre sume that an act may at once
in clude the alterity and de feat within the
aporias of the afore men tioned tril ogy: cir cu -
lar ity, iden tity, to tal ity. The sta tus of the vic tim
can only be dis solved for a pa gan, he who
knows how to dif fer en ti ate roles, share the
work load, and in crim i nate with out tran scen -
dence. The Ho lo caust was, for Lévinas, the re -
sult of that ex treme dif fer en ti a tion.

The lex tal ionis over es t i  mates the
all-powerful na ture of judg ment. The fail ing of 
this mer can tile jus tice broad ens as the prac ti -
cal con se quences of its sys tem of equiv a lence
be tween the per pe tra tion of the of fense and
pay ment of the in dem nity are un der stood: “Vi -
o lence calls up vi o lence, but we must put a stop 
to this chain re ac tion. That is the na ture of jus -
tice. Such is at least its mis sion once the evil
has been com mit ted.”29  The stakes in volve the
rep re sen ta tion of a sym bolic jus tice, and re -
spon si bil ity to wards the Other. Gen u ine hu -
man ity be gins, for Lévinas, where pun ish ment
for its own sake ends, and where it opens up to
the re ed u ca tion of the guilty. Sole re course to
the ex e cu tioner is de void of ped a gogy; jus tice
must be given a sense of su pe rior fi nal ity that
es capes the logic of the lex talionis. All in all,
ap pli ca tion of the law must exit the body and
en ter the realm of the spirit, to learn to know
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one self as in Plato, and in te grate alterity into
the ex pe ri ence. Lévinas ob served: “The jus tice 
which will rule the re la tions be tween men
amounts to the pres ence of God among
them.”30 In other words, the just must ac cept
that some things can not be ren dered equal
through the sim ple equiv a lence be tween crime
and com pen sa tion. The asym me try of the re la -
tion must en dure, since the unit of mea sure -
ment and in ter ven tion be fore the mis deed is
sim ply not on the hu man scale. Ap pre hen sion
of the Hitlerian syn drome con sti tutes that oc -
cur rence where the es tab lish ment of all pro -
por tion be tween wrong and its sanc tion proves
il lu sory. As a re sult, Lévinas pro posed to re in -
vent a jus tice in which the vic tim re mains vic -
tim and the guilty keeps his cul pa bil ity like an
at a vism no his tory can erase. The chal lenge is
to come out of the lex talionis and dem on strate
that hu man jus tice is not enough in the face of
the Shoah, where noth ing and none other than
the vic tim can an swer for his own sta tus.

b) Vic tim and Le gi t  i  macy .  Judeo-
 Christianity is a mo ral ity par ex cel lence of the
vic tim whose sac ri fice serves to found an ideal
jus tice, en tirely ir re duc ible to hu man eval u a -
tion. A phi los o phy that to day up dates this vi -
sion in the field of epis te mol ogy must, in a
way, ren der ev ery one guilty in or der that the
debt of mean ing to wards the vic tim be com -
plete. All of the an thro po log i cal data on hu man 
na ture must be in ter preted to draw up a more
real, more orig i nal  rep re sen ta tion of it. To this
end, Lévinas made sure that his con cep tion of
jus tice is un speak able, as much in court room
lan guage as in that of tra di tional rab bin i cal
her me neu tics. His dis course con sists in say ing
that man is born not evil, but guilty. Be cause of
the anteriority of the fault, re spon si bil ity co -
mes first, and lib erty, sec ond. As a re sult, the
as sump tion of in no cence as a cus tom ary
schema of West ern jus tice must cease to pre -
vail: evil is as orig i nal as sin is in Chris tian ity.
And yet, if all are guilty from the out set, it is the 
point of view of the vic tim that be comes the
prin ci ple of le git i macy of jus tice. Lévinas
writes: “The con scious ness of any nat u ral in -
jus tice, of the harm caused to the Other, by my
ego struc ture, is con tem po ra ne ous with my
con scious ness as a man. The two co in cide.”31

Con science and cul pa bil ity are equiv a lent; cul -
pa bil ity and hu man ity du pli cate one an other;

hu man ity and vi o lence are in con tra dic tion.
Evil, Auschwitz be ing its ab so lute par a digm,
would be gin with the dis ap pear ance of the
equa tion, when the fear of fault be comes
blurred: “The hand that grasps the weapon
must suf fer in the very vi o lence of that ges ture.
To an aes the tize this pain brings the rev o lu tion -
ary to the fron tiers of fas cism.”32 The drama as -
so ci ated with the loss of sta tus of the guilty is
thus mea sured along side the ba nal ity of the act
it leads to. In other words, the Ho lo caust would 
have been im pos si ble, in sin u ated Lévinas, if a
solid sense of guilt had pre vailed.

Such a phi los o phy con ju gates a nat u ral ism
and an ex treme con ser va tism on the level of
po lit i cal le git i macy. First, hu man sol i dar ity be -
comes the con se quence of a hos tile na ture that,
left to it self, can not rec og nize the face of the
Other in the full ness of its mean ing. The shar -
ing of guilt makes it nec es sary that each take
upon him self the guilt of oth ers. Then, in a
premodern spirit, more pre cisely preliberal
and predemocratic, an ap peal to tame hu man
na ture is made, in or der to fix its lim its and do -
mes ti cate it. As proof, Lévinas noted: “The hu -
man be ing be gins at that point where vi tal ity, in 
ap pear ance in no cent but vir tu ally mur der ous,
is mas tered through in ter dic tion.”33 The Prince
will, ob vi ously, con trib ute to this task, but
with out for get ting that God has the last word,
which re calls me di eval the oc racy: “Man’s real
hu man ity and gen tle na ture en ter into the
world with the harsh words of an ex act ing
God.”34  Here, meta phys ics cu ri ously meet up
with on tol ogy, the op po site point to which
Lévinas was lead ing.

Lévinas’ pat tern is only held to gether, in
fact, by spec u la tion on the fi nal sense of any
Be ing, de spite the crit i cism he for mu lated
against that type of dis course. His thought,
how ever im preg nated with con cern for the
stranger and his vul ner a bil ity, seems lim ited in
its ac com plish ment by three bor rowed ideas:
1) A Hobbesianism which de picts an un rea -
son able hu man be ing ab in itio to whom spir i -
tu al ist ab so lut ism must serve as pal lia tive: Ju -
da ism is the lan guage of its Le vi a than. 2) A
Hegelianism that man i fests it self, in Lévinas,
by the ex tra di tion of the power of the spirit to -
wards that of alterity, in which real con science
be comes re spon si bil ity and not iden tity: eth ics
is the in stru ment of its rea son. 3) A
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Freudianism that sup ports at once the con cep -
tu al iza tion of a rup ture, of an orig i nal wound,
even a traumatization, 35 and the for mu la tion of
a “struc ture of De sire”36 for the Other: the in fi -
nite is the uto pia of this at trac tion. The Ho lo -
caust failed in its at tempt to fuse the ab so lute,
eth ics, and the in fi nite. And the suf fer ing it
caused bears wit ness to our fail ure in reg u lat -
ing hu man con duct. It serves to call upon mes -
si anic jus tice: “the Mes siah will come when
the world is wholly guilty.”37

c) Suf fer ing and Sal va tion. Suf fer ing al lows 
us, ac cord ing Lévinas, to ex pe ri ence the heavi -
ness of the body, and to live the call for its de -
liv er ance. Ac cord ing to him, its ped a gogy is
that which breaks through the opac ity of ex is -
tence, with draws all sub stance from the sub -
ject, and shel ters the word of a help ful lan -
guage. Per se cu tion gives rise to the emer gence
of an ex cep tional vi sion of the in suf fi ciency of
be ing alone, and man i fests a contrario the ba -
sic pre cept of all mo ral ity, that is to pro hibit
kill ing. That is where is ac com plished the re -
deem ing vir tue of suf fer ing, that which gives
the op por tu nity to have an “ex treme con -
science” by be long ing to the most un for tu nate
peo ple on earth. Ju da ism is the fra gil ity of Be -
ing; weak ness ap pears to be in her ent in the
Jew ish con di tion,  a pa thos which vouches for
the sense of pre car i ous ness of the ephem eral.
“The ul ti mate es sence of Is rael, de rives from
its in nate pre dis po si tion to in vol un tary sac ri -
fice.”38 To be per se cuted in the ab sence of fault
does not amount to hav ing to carry on one’s
back the uni ver sal bur den, nor to tak ing on the
weight of all hu man ity to suf fer in its place. In
Ju da ism, the vic tim can not be de fined in terms
of the trans fer of suf fer ing. Rather, he re mains
alone, and his sol i tude ful fills an ex em plary
func tion.

Ex pi a tion for oth ers, the ba sis of Chris tian
doc trine, frus trates Lévinas for rea sons that en -
lighten and limit his think ing. The fact that
Christ came to live among men to atone for the
orig i nal sin does not hold to gether in his phi -
los o phy, since the syn the sis of trin ity, re cov -
ered by Hegel, holds out the pros pect of an em -
pir i cal to tal ity that in ev i ta bly con tra dicts the
idea of in fin ity (cf. To tal ity and In fin ity). God
does not in car nate; alterity does not show it -
self; suf fer ing can not be com mu ni cated: “For a 
Jew, In car na tion is nei ther pos si ble nor nec es -

sary.”39  Faith with out signs suf fices. The
non-substitutability of suf fer ing means that re -
spon si bil ity may not be taken on by some one
else. The tran si tiv ity of the Other and of the
Same that would arise in such a sit u a tion,
Lévinas re minds us, main tains the wild dreams 
of the to tal i tar ian sys tem. “Evil is not a mys ti -
cal prin ci ple that can be ef faced by a rit ual, it is
an of fence per pe trated on man by man. No one, 
not even God, can sub sti tute him self for the
vic tim. The world in which par don is
all-powerful be comes in hu man.”40  Whence the
unity of the vic tim (a rar ity in a world of guilt),
the re flex ivi ty of its sta tus (noth ing else an -
swers for it), and the on tol ogy of its con di tion
(suf fer ing as proof of Be ing).

Par don stip u lates the prin ci ple of vir tual re -
vers ibil ity of the act, the pos si bil ity to be have
as if it had never hap pened. It con sid ers suf fer -
ing a stage on the road to dig nity. In a sense, it
evokes the prom ise of an un de ni able el e va tion
of Be ing. How ever, in the case of a crime
against hu man ity, how can out rage com mit ted
against the very spe cies be sus pended, and,
fore most, who can or der re mis sion of a mis -
deed of that na ture? The sheer size of the event
sur passes all pos si bil i ties of dis cern ment in
jus tice, and goes be yond the lim its of judg -
ment. It is a ca lam ity far too im mense to be
sup ported and as sessed in just mea sure. To dis -
pose of such a ter ri ble crime re quires cri te ria
that would make hu man ity at once judge and
jury, there fore plac ing it in a self-referential
po si tion. And yet, a par don, rather than com -
pen sa tion in jus tice, amounts to putt ing the
vic tim in the role of righter of wrongs; in com -
pen sa tion, it is the guilty who re sets the bal -
ance through the sen tence served. But, in the
par don, it is the vic tim who takes on the ini tia -
tive of rec re at ing a sym bolic pro por tion, de -
spite the ir re vers ibil ity of the act. The good
grace of the vic tim does not erase the wrong
done, nor the guilt.

The de mand for jus tice thus faces the
incommensurability of the cause and the im po -
tence of the law. Crime against hu man ity keeps 
suf fer ing from open ing up on a state be yond
Be ing, and ob structs the tran scen dence of par -
don. Lévinas fi nally opens a door through
which surges the pos si ble re con struc tion of a
prin ci ple of jus tice. From his point of view,
only the vic tim has the right to dis pose of the
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out rage, and vul ner a bil ity au tho rizes a judg -
ment oth er wise for bid den to all who did not
suf fer the af flic tion in flesh. “The sin com mit -
ted against man can be par doned only by the
man who has suf fered by it.”41 Thus, gen u ine
re spon si bil ity man i fests it self in jus tice
through the will of iden ti fi ca tion to wards the
le git i macy of the vic tim, con ferred, as an on to -
log i cal ex pe ri ence, by suf fer ing as a way to sal -
va tion.

Re con struc tion of a sys tem of mean ing
around the vic tim as ex treme speaker, in the
case of geno cide, takes place on the ba sis of
three main lines of ref er ence that cross
Lévinasian think ing and re call the cat e go ries
of clas si cal phi los o phy. 1) A priv i leged sub jec -
tiv ity re ap pears in the no tion of vic tim; the
heteronomy of man and the al tru ism of his de -
ter mi na tion here cede to the “full au ton omy of
the hu man who is of fended.”42 In Lévinas, the
idea of elec tion, of a “cho sen peo ple,” cor re -
sponds to the spe cial sta tus con ferred to the
mis for tune of hav ing en dured his tory as vic -
tims. In other words, the sub ject has no rights,
ex cept he who lives in pain. At the very out -
side, the more one suf fers, the more one ex ists,
the more likely one is to be come just: “The just
man who suf fers is wor thy not be cause of his
suf fer ing but be cause of his jus tice, which de -
fies suf fer ing.”43 In this way, all re spon si ble
jus tice must be car ried by Ju da ism: “a Jew is
ac count able and re spon si ble for the whole ed i -
fice of cre ation.”44 There is the “last man” who
stands up in front of all hu man ity and dic tates
its will to power.

2) An ob jec tiv ity of ref er ence sur faces out of 
an on to log i cal lan guage. Be ing no lon ger ex -
ists, sug gests Lévinas, but Ju da ism could still
sal vage it in or der to re-establish it in Je ru sa -
lem, and no lon ger in Ath ens. The world has a
re newed in ter est, and it would suf fice to aban -
don one self to it in a man ner far more suave
than that which has pre vailed un til now: “Ju da -
ism has the con scious ness to pos sess, through
its per ma nence, a func tion in the gen eral econ -
omy of Be ing. No one can re place it. Some one
has to ex ist in the world who is as old as the
world.”45 Cir cu lar ity and re flex ivi ty com ple -
ment each other here in con science.

3) A mes si anic be com ing ties the sub ject to
the ob ject; it passes through the his tor i cal des -
tiny of the State of Is rael, which “achieves the

re turn of the pos si bil ity of an ab ne ga tion.”46

The realm of ends is then in car nated in Je ru sa -
lem where rea son of the State forms an al li ance 
with the Sa cred to re as sure the Prince and God
in one and the same op er a tion. “The State of Is -
rael will be re li gious be cause of the in tel li -
gence of its great books which it is not free to
for get. It will be re li gious through the very ac -
tion that es tab lishes it as a State. It will be re li -
gious or it will not be at all.”47  The To rah will
thus be come the code of obe di ence, and the
guar anty of ser vil ity of the peo ple. It will give
to power an au thor ity of di vine right, will jus -
tify, if need be, suf fer ing as an ex cep tional ex -
pe ri ence, and will con fer to the law the at trib -
utes of mys tery by elim i nat ing any crit i cism
against it. At the same time, the def i ni tion of a
Lévinas ideal type re spon si bil ity, while it re -
minds us of the lim its of reductionism, par tic u -
larly ma te ri al ist, does not al low to open up
onto a for mu la tion of a deontological frame -
work for con tem po rary so ci ety. For so cial sec -
u lar iza tion and plu ral ism make, in fact, un -
think able the pre scrip tion of duty and rules on
the ba sis of any messianism bound to a par tic u -
lar faith.

In con clu sion, his re con struc tion of a sys -
tem of mean ing around the theme of re spon si -
bil ity as debt of all to wards the vic tim leads to
the same aporias as those Levinas de nounces:
sub jec tiv ity (re flex ive) of the vic tim laid down
as ex am ple be fore uni ver sal guilt, ob jec tiv ity
(on to log i cal) of suf fer ing as an ex pe ri ence of
the rev e la tion of be ing, messianism as le git i -
mi za tion of the State of Is rael be fore God and
men. Lévinas’ line of ar gu ment ties the pos si -
bil ity of a re spon si ble jus tice to the Jew ish will
to power, as if their millenary weak ness should
fi nally open up onto the reign of their pre dom i -
nance. And yet, in the same man ner as Kipling
wrote in the last cen tury, that “civ i li za tion is a
road,” Lévinas in sin u ates that jus tice is a faith
first. And cer tainly not any faith; his faith, that
of tri um phant Ju da ism. The decentering move -
ment, so dear to the French phi los o pher,
reaches its cli max with Judeo-centerism and
turns against his orig i nal am bi tion. Re flex ivi ty
of the vic tim, the Jew, means to ap pro pri ate the
vir tues of Ath ens, but to live the ex pe ri ence in
Je ru sa lem. Af ter all, Ulys ses was un able to rise 
to the ver i ta ble ex pe ri ence of alterity, and to
de rive an ap pro pri ate ped a gogy from it. He
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must have been ob sessed by an overly proud
civ i li za tion in which re flec tion al ways means a 
re turn to the Self, in which no one knows the
lim its of a thought shut off from the world, in
which all have for got ten that an other con cep -
tion of hu man ity ex ists, over there, on the far
shore of the Med i ter ra nean. Here is proof:
“Per haps the dog that rec og nized Ulys ses be -
neath his dis guise on his re turn from the Od ys -
sey was a fore bear of our own. But no, no!

There, they were in Ithaca and the Fa ther land.
Here, we were no where. This dog was the last
Kantian in Nazi Ger many, with out the brain
needed to uni ver sal ize max ims and drives. He
was a de scen dant of the dogs of Egypt. And his
friendly growl ing, his an i mal faith, was born
from the si lence of his fore fa thers on the banks
of the Nile.”48
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