


UTOPIA AND REALITY

THE CON CEPT OF SANC TITY IN KANT AND LEVINAS

Beforel metLévinas, | encounteredhisphi-
losophy. ' My acquaintance began nearly
twent;/ years ago when | read Total ityandIn-
finity.” Thisbook wasashock tome, asit wasto
most of my contemporaries. As a student in
philosophy | had been trained in the Hegeli-
an-Marxisttradi tionwhichwasstill prev alent
inFranceinthe1980s. For most of my teachers
at the Sorbonne and the Ecole Normale
Supérieure, the con ceptsof total ity and iden-
tity werethe core of phi loso phy. Through his
ideasof other nessandinfinity, L évinasopened
new ho ri zonsto me, new waysof think ing.

In 1984, | visited Lévinas at his home in
Paris, rue Michel-Ange. When ever | think of
my first meet ing with him, theonly word | find
appropri atetodescribemyimpressionis* af fa-
bility.” Affability in the literal sense means
deal ingwithsomeonewithwhomonecantalk.
In other words, it de scribes some onewho has
theabil ity towel cometheother graciously and
tolisten. Despitethedistancebetweenhim, the
great and famous philosopher, and me, the
youngandinex peri encedstudent, Lévinas’ af -
fability was devoid of any condescension.In
his Traité des vertus, the French philosopher
and friend of Lévinas, Vladi mir Jankélévitch
severely criti cizedcondescensionwhichhede-
scribed asthedispo si tion“to bow downwith-
out humbling oneself, to go down to ground
floor to see how it feels there, while the mind
staysperchedontopof itssublimeobservation
post, withitsdisdainful outlook.”® There was
nocondescensioninLévinas. Onthecontrary,
he had both highness or, as he says about
Blanchot, an“aristocracy of thought,” and hu-
mil ity. Af ter | got toknow L évinasbetter | dis-
cov ered his sense of hu mor that con trasted so
sur prisingly withhisseri ous, rigor ous, and se-
verephi losophy. WithoutLévinas' livingpres-
ence, only his books re main. From now on he
belongstothehistory of philosophy. AsDes-
cartes states in his Discours de la méthode,”
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thishistory isnot amereenu mer ation of writ-
ingsand doctrines. Onthecontrary, itisavast

forum where individuals meet and converse
despitetheir dif fer encesof time and place. So
let usimag inean en counter between L évinas
and Kant, andtheir en suing discussion onthe
relationshipbetweenutopiaandreal ity.

In the history of philosophy, Kant and
Lévinasareassoci atedwiththehighestex pres-
sionsof ethics; both phi losopherscenter ethics
on acon cept of being hu man asacon cernfor
the other. An ac tual meet ing be tween the two
men is not purely imaginary. It took place in
Lévinas writings. Though his quotations o
Kantarenot numer ous, they relatetomajoris-
suessuch ashiscriti cism of ontol ogy and his
concept of ethicsasfirst philosophy.

In early works, written in the 1950s,
Lévinasstressed hisprox imity toKant.* In “Is
Ontology Fundamental?’® he paved the way
for TotalityandInfinityby elaboratingthekey
conceptsof “face,” “language,” and“reli gion.”
Astheti tlesuggests, thisarti clechal lengedthe
Heideggerian claim to the primacy of ontol-
ogy. Incontrast toHeidegger andtheontologi-
cal tradition, Lévinas acknowledged that he
feltparticularly closeto Kant’ spracti cal phi -
losophy. He aso indicated the resonance o
“Kantianechoes’ inhisown conceptionof the
ethical relationship with the other. Twenty
years later, Lévinas' lectureson God, Death,
and Time’ further develop his affinity with
Kant. Inthelat ter work, thereisachapter enti-
tled, “The Radica Question: Kant against
Heidegger.” By opposing Kant to Heidegger,
L évinaspointedtothepossi hil ity of over com-
ingontol ogy.In Other wisethanBeingor Be-
yond Essence,’ he celebrated Kantianism in
which the meaning of being hu manisfound,
without measur ingit by ontol ogy, beyondthe
guestion “What is there here?’ Nevertheless,
Lévinasalsostated that “Kantianismistheba-
sisof phi losophy, if phi losophyisontol ogy.”*
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Moreover, foundational aspects of his ethics
aredi ametri cally op posedtothoseof Kant. By
understanding moral obli gationassubjection
to the other and based on heteronomy, L évinas
breasz with the Kantian principle of auton

Thus, Lévinas atti tudetowardsK antisam-
biv alent. On the one hand, he viewed Kantian
phi loso phy asaway to escapefromthedomi -
nation of Being; yet on the other hand, he de-
picted hisphi loso phy asthesummit of ontol -
ogy; Lévinasrejected ontol ogy asthebasisfor
phi loso phy asal ready mentioned. Thegoal of
the present study is to highlight this ambiva
lence by dealing with an issue that concerns
both Lévinas and Kant: the tension between
uto piaandread ity. Intheir ef fort to rouse peo-
ple from dog matic slum ber, in their en deavor
toput anendtoegoismandinhumanity, Kant
andL évinaswerebothchal lenged by theoppo-
sitionbetweenutopiaandred ity.

By its very nature, ethicsisuto pian. Since
“whatis’ isof tencontrary to“what shouldbe,”
thesearchfor goodimpliesacriti cismof real -
ity. Nevertheless, ethical demands are desir-
able, not only in the ory; they should also be
carriedoutinpractice. Therefore, ethicsispar-
adoxical: on the one hand, it is opposed and
even contradictory to redlity; on the other
hand, it must be made true and be concretized.
Thepar adox of ethics, capturedinthetension
betweenutopiaandreal ity,isbestreflectedina
no tion com mon to both Kant and L évinas: the
notion of sanctity. By focusing on sanctity |
hopetodemonstrateboththeproximity andthe
distance between Kant’sand L évinas respec-
tiveethics. First1 shall examinetheconnection
they both make between sanctity and uto pia.
Then | shall show how Lévinas departs from
Kant’ sideal of “holy will” by view ing sanctity
as a “human possibility.” Finally | shall con -
sider how L évinas makesthe shift from ethics
topolitics,i.e.,fromsanctity tojustice,inother
words, frompossi bil ity toreal ity.

Sanctityand Utopia

Lévinas' use of theword sanc tity ap peared
in his philosophical and confessional works
that were pub lished in the 1960s. In Totality
andInfinity, sanctity, i.e., separation,isaqual -
ity of the In fi nite aswell as of the face of the
other that openstothelnfi nite. Sanctity iscon-

trasted with sa cred ness and numinousity, two
termsthatimply partici pationandfusion. ™ In
Otherwise than Being or Beyond Essence,
L évinasnotedthat hisbook “ aimstodisengage
thisholiness.”” Elsewherehestated that “ eth-
ics isaGreek word; | think much more, espe-
cially now, about sanctity.”® Hispref erencefor
sanctity requiresfurther anal y sis. InLévinas
view, sanctity isnei theramoral qual ity, northe
supreme degree in the hierarchy of virtues.
Rather it is the principle of an ethics whose
foundationsrestonthepri ority of theother and
on ‘my’ infinite responsibility for him.
Actualy Lévinas' ideaof sanctity canbesum-
marized in thelit tle phrase hewas so fond of:
“After you' (aprés vous), which invites the
other to pass before me when we both walk
through a door.* Lévinas choice of a band
ruleof politenessissignificant.Itindi catesthat
sanctity doesnotonly consist of heroicand ex-
traor di nary action; nei therisittheprivilegeof
those “ happy few” who choose an as cetic and
entirely spiri tual kind of life. Onthecontrary,
sanctity isinvolvedinthesimpleactsand ges-
turesof ev ery day life. ® By say ing “ f ter you”
to the other, | acknowledge the fact that the
other al ways comesfirst. Further morel recog-
nizethat | haveobli gationsanddutiestowards
the other, or in Lévinas terms, that | am re -
sponsi bleforhim.

Kant' sethicsisalsoconcernedwithobliga-
tion to wardsthe other. In or der to achieve hu-
manity, each individual must strive towards
personal, moral perfection.Nevertheless tha
doesnot meanbeingindif ferenttoothers. Be-
sideshav ing dutiesto oneself, onemust carry
out duties related to the happiness of others.
According to the categorical imperatives o
moral law, one must treat hu man beingsnot as
things but as per sons. Dueto their dig nity, the
oth ersmust bean object of love and re spect. *
More over | must be ready to sac ri fice part of
my well-being for their ben efit.

In Kant, will isthe source of the moral law
that prescribesrespectinghumanity notonlyin
my own per son but also in any one else. In his
practi cal phi losophy, hedescribes” goodwill”
as"“ajewel that shinesby it self, as something
that hasitsfull worthinit self.”” Thiswill a -
waysactsout of vir tue, that is, by duty and re-
spect for moral law. Fur ther more, Kant devel -
oped the ideal of a “holy will” which is
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“per fectly good” and whoseintentional ways
conforms to mora law.® Unlike the virtuous
will, the holy will acts mor aly, evenwithout

theex peri enceof the purein ner con straint of

duty. Itisthelack of any inter nal or exter nal co-
ercion that distinguishessanctity fromvirtue
inKant. ® For Kant aswell asfor Lévinas, sanc-
tity is a supreme value. Similarly they both
consider sanctity tobeutopian.

In Kant's view, sanctity can be possessed
only by aper fect being; that is, adi vinebeing
whose will always coincides with moral law.
Thussanctity, i.e.,“com pleteconfor mity with
themoral law” is"aper fection of whichnora-
tiona being of thesens bleworldiscapableat
any momentof hisexistence.” ®Itisanideathat
representsaper fectiontowhichnothingade-
guate can be given in experience. Strictly
speaking, sanctityis u-topic: it hasno place or
toposintheworld below. Rather, it belongsin
anotherream, anaf terlifeandanintel li gi ble
world, i.e., intheKing dom of God. * Itisthere-
foreinac cessi bletoreason ableandfi nitebe-
ings such as we are. We can only hope to ap -
proximate sanctity through an endless
prog ress. Thisdoes not im ply that sanc tity is
deprived of any connectiontoreal ity. Onthe
contrary,itisrequiredasanar chetype, amodel
and a standard of com par i sonfor moral con-
duct. Kant makesit clear by stat ingthat “holi -
nessof mor alsisprescribedtothem|[tomen] as
arule even in this life” Nevertheless man is
only capableof sanctifi cation,i.e.,“firmreso-
lution and consciousness of steadfastness in
moral progress.” Asaconsequence, thoughhu-
man beingscan pur suesanctity, they cannever
be holy.”

As pointed out above, Lévinas considered
sanctity tobeinvolvedinsimpleand con crete
actsof every day life.“ Af ter you” impliescon-
cern about the other’s materia needs, hunge
and nakedness.” However, his ethics made
more extreme demands. By using the word
sanctity, Lévinas assigned anab solutemean-
ing tothepri or ity of the other aswell asto my
responsibility for the other. Responsibility is
lo cated inthe asym metry that formsthebasis
for interpersonal relationships: to Lévinas,
thereisnosymmetry, noreci procityintherela-
tionbetweenthel andtheother. Responsi bil ity
is aso reflected in the Levinasian con cept of
“substitution,” orbeing*“ responsi bleforthere-
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sponsibility of the other,” “atoning for the
wrong doing of theother,” andeven*dy ingfor
the other.”* In view of such ethical demands,
onecouldconcludethat sanctity isimpossi ble
toachieve. L évinashimself admittedthat aton-
ing or dy ing for theother isanin sanedemand.
More over he stated that sanc tity isan “idea”
that “ com mands our being in autopic way.”?
Therefore, Kant and L évinas agreed on the
utopiannatureof ethics. Likewisethey consid-
ered sanc tity to be an ideal. This brings usto
the core problem of theten sion or contradic-
tion between utopia and reality. Kant's and
Lévinas ethics must both cope with the same
guestion: issanc tity just are moteideal which
isdesir ableintheory but unrealizablein prac-
tice?Thisquestionarisesinview of thedual ity
that char acterizesthetermutopia. Al thoughit
involvesmakinggener ousplansabout helping
humanity by buildingaper fect state, utopiahas
apejorativemeaning. Itreferstoanideal that
may be fasci natingintheory but unrealizable
in practice. Inthelat ter case, uto piaisof ten
considered deceitful and illusory. Moreover,
Lévinas connectionbetweensanctity anduto-
pia seemed to be highly prob lem atic given his
owncriti cal atti tudetowardsutopism. © He did
not view uto piaasthepurenegationof red ity.
Rather, it origi natedin ajudg ment which con-
sistedin®under esti mating” or,onthecontrary
“overestimating” redity. 7 Fol lowingthiscon-
cept of judg ment, onemay misstheethi cal di -
mensionwhichisinvolvedintherelationship
with theother. Con sequently, theutopistisled
toreject theworld below: i.e., thelo cusof re-
sponsibility for the other. In Lévinas view,
sanc tity has noth ing in com mon with thean-
chorite sso-calledsanctity. Itisnotasearchfor
indi vidual sal vationoutsideof humansoci ety.
Onthecontrary, it con sistsof aninvolvement
in this world and a response for all others®
ThereforeL évinas approachtosanctityispar-
adoxi cal. Ontheonehand, heconsidereditto
be uto pian but on the other hand, he strongly
relatedittoour worldandtoredl ity.

Sanctity asaHuman Possi bil ity

Sofar | havestressedsomesimi lari tiesbe-
tween Kant's and Lévinas idea of sanctity.
Nev ertheless, their viewsarenotidenti cal. De-
spitesomeproximity, Lévinas’ ethi cal thought
isnotasimplecontinuationof Kantianpracti-



cal philosophy. Asisshownby fur ther ex ami -
nation, major dif ferencesseparatethetwophi-
loso phers. Unlike Kant, Lévinas does not see
sanctity asamodal ity of will. Rather, sanctity
isassoci atedwithheteronomy, thatis, subor di-
nation of the“1” totheother. By ac knowl edg-
ing that the other a waysco mesfirst, theindi-
vidual does not manifest his freedom o

choice. Ac cordingto Lévinas, “the other has
demanded aresponsefrommebeforel af firm
my freedom not to respond to his demand.”

Therefore,responsibility;i.e.,obligationtore-
spond to and for the other, is prior to my own
liberty.

Kant and L évinas both con tended that man
can not ex pect to at tain sanctity, but they base
this impossibility on completely different
grounds. WhereasK antreferredtothereal mof
ontol ogy, Lévinas view origi natedinhiscon-
ception of ethics as “prima philosophia.” In
Kant'sopinion, our in abil ity to achieve sanc-
tity inthislifeisduetothevery consti tution of
our nature, namely to our finitude. Given its
embodiment, human rational will is always
pathologically affected. In order to observe
moral law, will must overcome such internd
obstaclesasimpulses, needs, incli nations,and
passions. |talsostrugglescontinuously against
man'’ sinnatepropensity for evil. Owingtoour
ontological status as mere creatures, virtue,
i.e., “adisposition con formed with law from
respectforlaw” alsoimplies” consciousnessof
acontinuing propensity totransgressionor at
least, im purity, that is, an ad mix ture of many
spurious (non moral) motives to observe the
law.” ® Humanirremedi ableimperfectionen-
tails the possibility of actions that contradict
thecategori cal imper ativesof themoral law. In
contrasttoman’ sfi niteconsti tution, Kantcel e-
bratedtheper fectionthat char acterizesdi vine
holy will. Such awill isby nature disem bod-
ied. It therefore “enjoys complete independ-
encefromincli nationsanddesires’ andis“in-
capableof any maximwhichconflictswiththe
moral law.”

Thoughhead mittedthat onecannever fully
attain sanctity, Lévinasdid not ascribesuchan
incapacity to the finitude of human nature.®
Rather hedescribedtheinfinity that char acter-
izes responsibility for the other. In Lévinas
viewtheimpossi bil ity of beingholyisnoton-
tological,butethical. * It derivesfromthevery

factthatresponsi bil ity “increasesthemoreitis
fulfilled.” ¥ Sanc tity can thus be de scribed as
theasymptoticascentof responsi bil itytowards
infinity. ® Theful fill ment of my du tiescan not

satisfy theinsatiabledesirefor goodwhichal -
ways rises from its ashes.* As Lévinas said,

“the more | am just, the more | am responsi-
ble.”® Althoughresponsi bil ity increasesinfi-
nitely, Lévinasdid not seesanctity asradi cally
unattainableherebelow. Rather,heconsidered
it as a “human possibility.” By conceiving
sanctity as“human,” Lévinassug gestedthat it

does not lie out of man’'s reach. By defining
sanctity asa“ possi bil ity,” hestresseditsambi-
guity, that is, its posi tionbetweenutopiaand
reality. According to the classic definition,

possi bil ity meansindeterminationand contin-
gency. Un like ne ces sity, itiswhat may be or

may not be. By takingintoaccountthepossi ble
non-being of sanctity, L évinasac knowl edged
its proximity with utopia. He admitted thet

“theconcernfortheother...isa ways"‘ out of

place (u-topos) in this world.”

Nevertheless, being out of place does not
signify that sanctity hasatotally utopicmean-
ing or that it has ab so lutely no place on earth.
Rather, it isal ways" other than the ways of the
world”; itisdif ferentfromhumanity’ ssponta-
neous preoccupation with personal intereds.
ThisrelatestoLévinas' criti cismof Spinoza's
conatus essendi, thatis, per sever anceof being
intobeing. Inhisview, sanctity runscounter to
thisegocentricef fort and suspendsthenatural
right to self-surviva by proclaimingthat my
con cernfor theother isprior tomy con cernfor
mysdlf. ® Thepossi bil ity of beingmani feststhe
connection between sanctity and redity.
Though of ten prefer deeping, i.e, beingin-
different to my responsibility for the other, |
may aso experience ethica wakeful ness and
insomnia. ¥ Inthisrespect, sanctity ispossi ble
and may alsobecomereal ity. Inor der to show
that sanctity, this “surprising” and “extrava:
gant” possi hility,isrea izable, Lévinasmade
theshiftfromethicstopal i tics, from* sanctity”
to“justice.”®

SanctityandJustice

Though Lévinas strongly rejected any kind
of moralism, he was inevitably confronted
withthequestionof practice. Inview of theex-
cessive requirements of ethics, one may ask

UTOPIAANDREALITY
171



whether ethicsispracti cableinindividua life
or in human society as a whole. In Lévinas
eyes, thispreoc cu pationwith practicewasfar
from being purely utilitarian and pragmati<t.
Onthecontrary, it emerged out of theethi ca
demand. So far, the ethical relationship has
been described as a relation between the “I”
and the“other,” i.e., be tween two peo ple. Fol -
lowing Lévinas observations, one may ask:
what about the “third party,” the third, the
fourth, the fifth, who is my neigh bor and who
other? If | give everything to the “second’
other, | may harmthe*third” other. Thereverse
isalsotrue: inat tendingto athird party, | may
harm the first other that | encountered. To
Lévinas, inor der to pre vent sanctity from be-
ingunjustwithrespecttoathirdparty, atransi-
tionfromethicstopol i ticsor fromsanctity to
justiceisneeded.

Byjustice, Lévinaswasrefer ringtosoci ety
andthe Statewiththeir in sti tutions, tri bunals
and prisons. Judging consists in comparing,
weighing, andmeasuringinor der toequal ize
terms that could not originally becompared.
Thisprinci pleof equal ity contrastswiththein-
equal ity of theasym metri cal relationwiththe
other whosefaceisnot infront of mebut above
me. Justicelimitssanctity, i.e., theasymptotic
ascent towards infinity that characterizesre-
sponsibility for the other. Justicecor rectsthe
ex cessiveandex or bi tantdemandsof ethicsby
confrontingtheindi vidual withthisresponsi-
bility for all the others. Besides preventing
sanctity frombeingunjust, justiceandpol i tics
al low thehu man possi bil ity of sanctity tobe
achievedby tak ingintoac count socio- political
order. By doing so, Lévinasdid not com pro-
misewiththepressureof real ity. Hewascon-
sistentwithhisideaof sanctity. Asl mentioned
above, sanctity means non-indifference to-
wardstheother’ shunger or nakedness. Inor der
to feed hu man kind, one hasto care about the
politi cal, sci entific,andtechni cal structuresof
organizations. ®

Unlikeother ethi cal philosophers, Lévinas
didnot considerjusticeandpol i ticstobeadeg-
radation of sanctity and ethics. Nevertheless,
his conception of the relationship between
these two realms seems to be problematic.In
or der tobecar ried out, theethi cal demandsof
sanctity must belimited by justice aswell as
adjusted to material conditions. Does that
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meanthatinfinity, whichmakesthesedemands
ethi cal and holy, isnegated?Isthisthepriceto
pay for a low ing sanctity to haveachancein
thisworld?Inor der to solvetheseissues, | will
refer to Lévinas' conception of judgment. To
Lévinas, whendeliv ering ajudgment, ajudge
should not take into account his infinitere-
sponsibility for the other. Otherwise, he will
not beabletobeequi tableinpassingafair sen-
tenceonthedefendant. Inlinewithabibli ca
verse and its talmudic interpretation, Lévinas
stated that one should not look at the defen-
dant’ sfacewhilejudging. © This does not im-
ply that thejudge should com pletely for get the
other’ sfaceand hiscallsfor are sponse. Af ter
the ver dict, the judge must look at the defen -
dant’ sfaceinor der tomod er atethesever ity of
the decision. Generally speaking, Lévinas
thought that the entirelegal systemwascon-
cernedwithhumanizingthepunish mentsand
reducingthelegiti matevi olencethatisinher-
entinevery actof justice. Lévinas description
of judgment shows that ethics and sanctity
have the last word. Though justice may en joy
someautonomy, itisnever discon nected from
theethi cal demandsthat control it. Ul ti mately,
the idea of sanctity is the norm that must in -
spireanddi rectthepoliti cal or dertopreventit
from degenerating into tyranny and dictator-
ship.

In view of contemporaneous tragedies,
Lévinas denounced the danger of separating
ethicsandpolitics.Inhisopinion, autonomy of
politicsinevitablyleadstototal i tarianism, that
is,toasituationinwhich conatus essendi (i.e,
man’s egocentric tendency to increase his
power infinitely)isnolongerlimited by theob-
li gationtowardstheother. Moreover, Lévinas
stressedthelimi tationwhichinheresinthelaw.
Justice is con stantly con fronted with theim-
possi bil ity of subsumingev ery special caseun-
deritsgenera rules. Inadditiontolegislation
on so cia wel fare, acts of good ness from one
person to another. Acts of goodness demon-
stratethat sanctity remainsahuman possi bil -
ity, thatis, thevery possi bil ity of beinghuman.

Conclusion

| have tried to determine the boundaries
aroundcomparingKant’ sand L évinas’ respec-
tive positions. Despite his assertions on his
prox imity toKant, Lévinas conceptionof the



relationshipbetweenutopiaandreal ity broke
with practical philosophy. Though some as-
pects of his idea of sanctity converge with
those of Kant, other aspectsil lustratetheun-
bridgeabl egapthat separated thetwo phi loso-
phers. To putitinLevinasian terms, Kant' ses-
capes, or flights, fromtherealm of ontol ogy do
not prevent himfromreturningtoit. Asmen-
tioned above, this is particularly true of the
Kantian idea of humanfini tudethat contrasts
so radically with Lévinas' conception of the
psyche as originally invested by the Infinite,
i.e.,byunlimitedresponsihil ity for theother.
Lévinas distancefromKantisex tended by
anaddi tional dif fer ence. WhereasKant’ seth-
icsledtoreli gion, thatis, tothehopeof attain-
ing sanctity andthehighest good, or beati tude
inan other world and in an &f ter life, Lévinas
ethicstried to achieve sanc tity here and now,
that is, in the realm of poalitics, science and
technol ogy. Though| havenot dealt with sanc-
tity inhisJew ishor confessional writings, tal -

mudic debate also bears witness to this con -
stant ef forttointroducesanctity inev ery day,
concrete redl ity. Inthisrespect Lévinas con-
ception of ethicsconvergedsur prisingly with
thoseof Hegel. UnlikeK ant, both phi losophers
didnot consider moral ity solely asanideal that
is pursued end lessly across eter nity. To them
both, the requirements of ethics should be
concretizedinthislife. The Lévinasianrepre-
sentationof sanctity asa“ humanpossi bil ity”
intersected with the Hegelian concept of an
ethicdllife.

Nevertheless, Lévinas maintained that
sanctity issomehow utopian. Owingtotheas-
ymptotic ascentof responsi hil ity towardsin-
finity, wearenever donewiththetask of real iz-
ing sanctity concretely. Moreover, the
philosophi cal reflectionof sanctityitselfisaf-
fected by thisuto pian bent. Inthisre spect, one
canview Lévinas wholework asan at tempt to
gofurtherintoaninquiry of aninfi nitethat will
never be bounded by thelimitsof think ing.
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WHAT GOOD IS THE HOLOCAUST?
ON SUFFERING AND EVIL

The theological explanation for evil,
theodicy, isthat evil iswilled by God, willed by
an absolute God, an absolutely benevolent
God. ! The logic may be painful, in the sense
that it outrages moral reason, but it remains
logi cal for al that. Since God willsal things,
God willed the Holo caust. Becauseall things
willed by God aregood, theHolo caust too was
good. Not just that good co mesfromtheHolo-
caust, butthat theHolo caustit self wasgood, as
repentance, sacrifice, purification, sign, re-
demption, punishment, perhaps all of these,
but ul ti mately goodinit self. Not only do such
scandalous conclusions necessarily follow
fromthelogic of aphilosophi cal God, froman
absolute omnipotence, omniscience, omni-
presence, and benevolence, but even more
painfully andinti mately, they fol low fromthe
personal God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacab,
fromHisspecial covenantwiththeJews,andin
our day with “lIsrael, in its Passion unde
Adolph Hitler.”? Part of holy history
(Heilsgeschichte), the Holocaust above
all—where the Jews once again take center
stage, not only inthelo caleof theMid dleEast,
or of Eu rope, but glob ally—would have been
willed by God, and thus would be good. It
would havetobegood, or it would bemeaning-
less, and the Jews for saken. Aswe know, this
very line of thought, enunci atedin 1961 by a
leading German cleric whose moral heroism
had ear lier been proven by sav ing Jewsdur ing
the nazi period, so shocked Richard
Rubensteinthat herejected al to gether any be-
liefinthespecial eectionof Isragl. "Emmanuel
L évinastoo was shocked by this sound but ap-
pall inglogic. Like Rubenstein, hetoo rejected
theodicy, thevindi cation of evil intermsof di -
vinejustice. But hedid not, incontrast, reject
God or theideaof Jew ish election.

How canoneaf firm God, Isragl’selection,
and ethicsaf ter theHolo caust? Wearedriven
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to ask anew what sense, if any, doreli gionand
morality have if human affairs are divorced
from divine justice. Is a God who hides His
face, or iseclipsed, any dif fer ent than no God
atall? Arewetobecomelikethose" agnostics’
whosemendaciousnessNietz schederidesbe-
cause“they now wor shipthe questionmarkit-
odf as God?* If the rejection of theodicy
leavesthosefor whom Godisstill meaning ful
withatremendum,isitnomorethanaclouding
of consciousness, an elliptical but false ges-
ture, abrave but empty stub born ness?L évinas
answeredinthenegative. AftertheHolocaust,
to be sure, he rejected theodicy. But for
L évinasthemeaning of theHolo caustispre-
cisely the"end of theodicy.” “Themostrev olu-
tionary fact of our twenti ethcentury,” Lévinas
wrote, “isthat of thedestruction of all bal ance
between . .. theodicy . . . and the formswhich
suf feringandevil take.”** TheHolo caust of the
Jewishpeople,” hecontinued, isthe” paradigm
of gratuitoushu man suf fering, whereevil ap-
pearsinall itshor ror.”® “ Auschwitz,” hewrote,
is“theradi cal rupturebetweenevil andmercy,
be tween evil and sense.”’ But the questionof
evil remains. Thismost questionablequestion,
older than Job, is in fact newly deepened,
newly sharpened, radicalized by the Holo-
caust. Lévinasdid not shirk from ask ing: What
cansuf feringmeanwhensuf feringisrendered
soobvioudly “useless’ (inutile), uselesstoits
core? What can suf feringmeanwhenitis“for
nothing,” when it heralds and leads only to
deathandisintended only for oblit er ation?
Friedrich Nietzsche was also troubled by
“the meaninglessness of suffering.”® Like
L évinas, but of course de cadesbeforetheHo-
locaust, he too rejected as false and
self-deceptiveall thejusti fi cationsof suf fering
as theodicy, for example, punishment for sin,
or a necessary pieceof ahid denbut di vinely
or dainedwhole. But withthesamestroke, with
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thesame ham mer blow, Nietz scherejected all

interpretations whatsoever for suffering.

“*Why so hard? the char coal once said to the
di amond; ‘ for arewenot closerelations? Why
so soft?” Nietzsche has the diamondanswer,

“for are you not—my broth ers?’® Nietzsche's
readers are acutely aware of the provocation
concludingthethirdbook of OntheGeneal ogy
of Morals, in which after having masterfully
tracked down and categorically reected the
self-deceptions of the“asceticidea,” includ-
ingtheodicy inall itsmul ti fari ousforms, both
grossandsubtle, Nietzschechal lengeshimself

and his readers with the regretful admission
that fundamentally no other interpretationof

suf feringhasexisted hitherto: “ It wastheonly
meaning of fered sofar.”® For him self, Nietz-
schean swered with abrave but empty and fan-
tasticheraldingof theher alding of yet an other

messiah: Zarathustra heralding the overman.

In agreement with the rejection of theodicy,

Lévinas took up Nietzsche's challenge, the
stigmaof themeaninglessnessof suf fering, but
hear ticulatesan other response, in which suf -
feringandevil, withoutlosingandwithout de-
nyingtheiressentially uselesschar acter, none-
theless retain a meaning—the only meaning
(accordingtoL évinas)—for reli gionand mo-
rdity.

Lévinas took up the interwoven topics d
evil and suffering, the end of theodicy, and a
“newmodal ity of faithtoday,” thatistosay, the
topic of ethics after the Holocaust, in three
shortarti cles, comprisingtwenty-four pagesin
all, pub lished at four year in ter vals, in 1978,
1982, and 1986. * The first is entitled “ Tran-
scendence and Evil” (“Transcendence &
Mal").% It is a creative review of Philippe
Nemo’ sbook Job and the Ex cess of Evil , also
published in 1978.° The secondarti cle, enti-
tled “Useless Suffering” (“La Souffrancein -
utile”),* and the third, entitled “The Cdl of
Auschwitz,” ® invokethe Holo caust and Emil
Fackenheim’'s book, God's Presence in His-
tory, which ap pearedin Frenchtranslationin
1980. ® Thethird ar ti cle con cluded, aswewill
seelater, by refer ring back to an other shortar -
ticle of 1955, which expressed Lévinas
thoughtsonevil andsuf feringonedecadeaf ter
the Holocaust, entitled “Loving the Torah
More than God.””

Thethreear ti cleswork asmost of Lévinas
writings work, by progressively building on
original phenomenological and ethical in-
sightsby meansof review andelaboration, cir-
clingbacktoretrieve, extrapolate,andamplify
ear lierthoughts. Each progresses, thatisto say,
asanever degpeningcommentary uponitsown
insights, like Talmud exegesis, resaying its
own said—Ilike musar [ethical
self-development] itself, as Rabbi Ira Stone
has pointed out. © The three articles each de-
velop, indif fer ent pro por tionsand depth, three
basiccom ponents: they beginwithaphenom-
enol ogy of evil and suf fer ing, and then, build-
ingontheseintuitionsandinsights, they turnto
ethics, negatively to criti cizetheodicy, aswe
haveal ready seen, and posi tively toproposean
ethi cal a ter native, whichweshall shortly see.
Inthefol lowing | will tracethissameroute, be-
ginningwithsuf feringandevil, then con clud-
ing with Lévinas' positivereligico-ethical al -
ter nativetotheodicy.

Phenomenol ogy of Suf fer ingand Evil

Phenomenol ogy uncov erstwopri mary and
related di mensionsof suf fering: (1) ex cessor
transcendence, and (2) meaninglessness. Be-
causethesetwodi mensionsarefundamental,
suf feringislinkedtoevil,bothinoneselfandin
another.

Suffering appears in and as an “extreme
passivity,”® apassiv ity “morepassivethanre-
ceptivity,” *“ anor deal morepassivethanex pe-
rience.”” Thepassivity of suf feringisex treme
or excessive because of its quality of
“unassumability,”” “non-integratability.””
Thisqual ity of “ ex cess’ or* transcendence,
which makesup itses sence, can not beun der -
stood quanti tatively. Littleandgreat suf fering
are both suf fer ing. The “too much” of painis
its very essence, “manner,” or “quiddity.”®
Suf fering, that isto say, isnot only asuf fering
from something, as Husserl’s commitmentto
intentional anal y siswouldsuggest, butalsoat
thesametimeasuf feringfromsuf feringit self,
aredoubling of suf fering, suchthat all suf fer-
ing, regardlessof itsquanti tativemeasure, and
regardlessof whetheritisenduredvol untarily
ornot,isunwanted, insup port able, unbear able
of it self. Just asabodily being en joysen joy-
ing,” it suf ferssuf fering. Theunwanted and at
thesametimeinescap ablechar acter of pained
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cor poreal reflexivi ty iswhat distinguishesthe
phenomenon of suffering: one suffers from
sufferingitsalf.

Fromtheinher entexcessof suf feringcomes
its second characteristic and its link to evil:
meaninglessness. Despite a variety of pos
facto explanations or finalities—that pain
servesasabi ologi cal warning, oristhepriceof
spiritual refinement, or of social orpolitical re-
generation®—the “non-sense of pain . . .
pierces beneath reasonable forms.”® Lévinas
wrote of suf fer ing: “initsown phenomenality,
intrinsi cally, itisuseless, ‘fornothing’.”® As
suchitisa“monstrosity,”® “non-sense par ex -
cellence”® the “absurd,”® “basic senseless-
ness,”* itis“disturbingandforeignof it self.”®
“Theevil of pain, theharmit self, istheex plo-
sionandmost profoundar ticulation of absur-
dity.” ®“ Thebreak withthenor mal and thenor -
mative, with order, with synthesis, with the
world, aready congtitutes its qualitative es-
sence.””

Unbearable and useless, suffering is evil.
Suffering is evil; evil is suffering. Together
they consti tuteanir reduciblezeropoint of sig-
nifi cance, an ursignificance" wherethedi men-
sionsof thephysi cal and moral arenot yet sep-
arated.”® “All evil,” Lévinas wrote, “refersto
suffering.”® Itis* not,” hecontinued, “through
passiv ity that evil isdescribed, but throughevil
that suffering is understood”® as “sickness,
evilinliving, aging, cor ruptibleflesh, perish-
ingandrotting.”* Intheend suf fering and evil
arenamesfor themeaninglesspain ful nessof
painwhichisal ways, regardlessof quanti tative
considerations, intrinsically excessive, un-
wanted, not to beac com mo dated.

Fromthisunwanted bur dencomesL évinas
firstarticulationof anethi cal issue: “thefunda-
mental ethi cal prob lem which pain poses*for
nothing.””“ That ethi cal problemisnot thesuf -
ferer's, the one sub ject to the pain of meaning-
lesssuf fering, but that of thewit nessesinrela-
tion to the sufferer: “the inevitable and
preemptory ethi cal problemof themedi cation
whichismy duty” ("Useless Suf fering,” 158).
In the other’ s suf fer ing, then, Lévinas saw an
“original call foraid,” ®anorigi nal call “for cu-
rativehelp,”* “wherethepri mor dial, ir reduc-
ible, and ethical,anthropological categoryof
themedi cal co mestoim poseit self—acrossa
demandforanalgesia.”® Earlier,in1961,in To-
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talityandInfinity, Lévinashadal ready written:
“Thedoctor isanapri ori princi pleof human
mortality.”*® There he con tested one of thecen-
tral claimsof Heidegger’' s Beingand Time, that
dying or being-toward-death (Sein-zum-tode)
isolatesandindividualizeshumansubjectivity.
For L évinas,incontrast: “A social conjunction
ismaintainedinthismenace’” of death, which
“renderspossi bleanap peal totheOther, tohis
friendship and his medication.”® The evil of

suffering, then, meaningless for the sufferer,

would at once be an ap peal to the other, ade-
mand for analgesia. These are Lévinas' firgt

andfundamental ethi cal elaborationsof suf fer-
ing: suf feringasacall tohelp, asmy abli gation
tohelp. Butwhat if theother’ scall issi lenced?

Holocaust: theEnd of Theodicy

As | have d readyindi cated, thephenome-
nal or intrinsic meaninglessness of suffering
and evil ren der them re sistant to all theodicy.
The enormity of the Holo caust would bethe
unforgettable and irrefutablehistorical proof,
and henceforthaparadigmatic proof, of thees-
sential disproportion between suffering and
explanation. But Lévinas went one step fur-
ther. Af ter Auschwitz theodicy it self becomes
immoral ity. Theideaof theodicy may remaina
con so lation or amoral chal lengefor the suf -
ferer, but from me, coming from me, itismy
flight, rationalization, imposition, as if the
other’ ssuf fering, meaninglesstothesuf ferer,
weremeaningful tome. “For anethi cal sensi-
bility,” Lévinas wrote, “confirming itsdlf, in
theinhumanity of our time, against thisin hu-
manity—the justification of the neighbor’'s
painiscertainly thesourceof al immoral ity.”®
That | can ex plain some oneelse’spain, that |
canjustify it, isto pileevil upon evil. But how,
wemust still ask, isit possi bletoretainan*eth-
i cal sensibility,” beyondthenonsenseof “ evil,”
af tertheHolocaust?If sufferingisintrinsi cally
meaning less, andtheHolo caust theun avoid-
ableglobal proof of thismeaninglessness, the
proof of theinappli cabil ity of any ex planation,
thenwhy and how canwestill speak of evil and
morality at all? This remains a fundamenta
guestion. How doweretainanethi ca sensi bil -
ity, or, asLévinasex pressed thisinthe now fa-
mousopening sentenceof TotalityandInfinity:
“Ev ery one will readily agree that it is of the



highest importance to know whether we are
not duped by moral ity.”®

Suffering and evil are intrinsically mean-
ingless. Theinordi natesuf feringandevil of the
Holo caust makethisev i dent not only todil i -
gentstudentsof phenomenol ogy or Nietzsche,
but to thewholeworld, andto all thereli gions
of the world. “The philosophical problem,”
Lévinaswrote, “whichisposed by the useless
painwhichap pearsinitsfundamental malig-
nancy across the events of the twenti ethcen-
tury, concernsthemeaningthatreli gi osity and
thehumanmoral ity of goodnesscanstill retain
after the end of theodicy.”* Precisely this
“philosophical problem” agitates the various
exi gencieswhichdrivethequestionof ethics,
the problem of evil, and the meaning of reli-
gion,inourtime. WhatisLévinas an swer?

Suffer ingfor theSuf fer ingof Another

Deepeninghisear lier for mulationsregard-
ing the “category of the medi cal” andthe “a
priori princi ple’ of thedoctor by holdingfast
tothephenomenonof sufferingitself, Lévinas
entire answer regarding the ethico-religious
mean ing of suf fer ing, can besummed upina
simplebut pow er ful statement: Theonly sense
that can bemadeof evil, that isto say, of suf fer-
ing, isto make one'sown suf fer ing into a suf -
feringforthesuf feringof others. Or, toputthis
inoneword: theonly ethi cal meaning of suf -
fering,indeed, “theonly meaningtowhichsuf -
fering is susceptible’® is compassion. The
other person suffers; that is evil; there is no
moral or religious ex planationforit.ndeed,
suchex planationsarethemselvesimmoral,ir-
reli gious. Suf fer ing, in short, can not bemade
intoanobject, cannot beexternalized, isnotin-
dif ferent, andany at tempttodo so, inwhat ever
ex altedname, isitself animmoral ity. Butl am
a being who suffers too. What Lévinas pro-
posed, then, withoutany“mysti cal” impli ca-
tions, isakind of holy a most sub lime conta-
gionof suf fering. © Hepro posed that moral ity
andreli gioncanstill makesense, indeedcanin
fact only make sense after the Holocaust, in
“suffering elevated or deepened to a suffer-
ing-for-the-suffering-of -another-person.”
The fundamental philosophical problem o
suf fering, then, itsevil,itsmeaninglessness, its
malignancy, wouldthenbecomethe*problem
of therelationshipbetweenthesuf fering of the

self and the suf fer ing which aself canex peri -
enceover thesuf fer ing of the other per son.” ®

It is this empathy, this compassion, thet
would bethe “new mo dal ity of faithto day”: ®
“that in the evil that pur sues metheevil suf -
fered by the other man affects me, that it
touchesme.”” To takeon, in and asone’ sown
af fliction, theaf fliction of theother, isnot sim-
ply afeel ing, how ever, norisitamysti cal or vi-
cari ousactionat adistance. Rather, itisabeing
responsiblefor the other, the self-as- responsi -
bility, theself as“ ashesand dust,” asAbraham
said.® Moral ity and humanity, in other words,
arise in a painful solidarity. The humanity of
the hu manwould arise—itisan el evation, an
“ el ection”®—acrossthenar row bridgeof com-
passion, abridgewhichdespiteitsnar row ness
islinkedtoal and ev ery thing. “ Thehumanity
of man,” Lévinas wrote, “is fraternal
solidarity,” solidarity notonly withall humans,
but even more, it is “fraternal solidarity with
creation.”® Thisisnot, then, thehumandefined
by spiritualizationor by absorptionintonature,
whether nature be spirit or mother. Rather itis
nature uplifted to creation, where across hu -
manresponsi bility—" responsi bil ityforevery-
thing and for all”’®*—no one, not the greatest
and not the least, no creature whatsoever,
whether animal, vegetable or mineral, is left
out.” Lévinas called this vast empathy, this
vastcompassion, thisvastresponsi bility: “the-
ophany” and “revelation.”® Beyondtheodicy,
itiscom passionwith out con cernfor reward,
recompense, remuneration. It is solar love
Putting the other above oneself, converting
one's own suffering into a suffering for the
other’'s suffering, has “no other recompense
thanthisvery el evation.”®

This “new devotion”® af ter theHolo caust,
then, would be the “ultimatevocation of our
people,”® and hence the ultimate vocationof
andfor humanity: “togiverather thanreceive,
to love and make love, rather than be loved.””
Such, again, wouldbelsragl andhumanity, and
concedingnothingtoCaesar, © it would be the
“u-topian” imper ativeof theStateof | srael and
of all the nations of the earth. In demanding
that af tertheHolocaust Jewsremainfaithful to
theut ter most depthsor heightsof Judaism,ina
uniqueparticularity whichal waysreferstothe
uni ver sal withoutever givingupitsparticular-
ity, Lévinassev eral timesinvoked thedemand
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of Emil Fackenheim that now more than ever

Jews (and in this sense everyone is a Jew) ©
must deny Hitler apost humousvictory. Jews
must remain Jews. After the Holocaust, in
other words, human beings must remain hu-
man. We must be “ser vants,” Lévinaswrote,

citing the Tamudic tractate Pirke Avos, |:3,
“who serve without regard to recompense.””®
And this, he continued—circling back to his
article of 1955—this new devotion and ulti-
matevo cation of Isragl af ter theHolo caustis
noth ing other and no lessthan “lov ing To rah
more than God.”*

Conclusion: LovingTorahMoreThan God?

In con clu sion, then, let usturn to the vista
opened up by Lévinas conclusion. In 1955,
Lévinas had already written of suffering,
God' sab sence, andtheHolo caust. “What,” he
askedthen, “ canthissuf fer ing of thein no cent
mean?’® Theanswerispow er ful andmagnif i-
cent, and true. | will citeit at length:

TheGodwho hideshisfaceisnot, | believe, a
theologi cal abstractionor apoeticimage. Itis
themomentinwhichthejustindi vidual can
findnohelp. Noinsti tutionwill protect him.

The consolation of divine presence to be
foundininfantilereli giousfeel ingisequally
denied him, and the individua can prevall

only through his con science, * which neces-
sarilyinvolvessuf fering. Thisisthespecifi-
caly Jewish sense of suffering that at no
stage assumesthevaueof amysti ca atone-
ment for the sins of theworld. Thecon di tion
of thevictimsinadisor dered world—that is

to say, in aworld where good does not tri -
umph—isthat of suf fering. Thisconditionre-
vealsaGod who renouncesall aidsto mani -
festation, and appeals instead to the full

maturity of theresponsi bleperson. ®

“The suf fer ing of thejust per sonfor ajus-
tice that has no triumph,” Lévinas continued,
“isphysi cally livedout asJudaism. Thehistor-
i cal and physi cal Israel becomesonceagaina
religious category.”® It is through the Torah,
then, throughlawdedi catedtojustice, andjus-
ticeboundtomoral ity,andmoral ityemerging
outof compassion, that isto say, through alife
edified continually through education in To-
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rah—in which “education in Torah” is
under stood, likejusticeand compassionasyet
another formof responsi bil ity toothers—that
wediscover “thelink between Godand man.””
Such,then,incontrasttoan“infantilereli gious
feeling,” wouldbeamatureethicsandamature
reli gion, inextri cably linked, asoneper sonis
linkedtoanotherinthehumanity of thehuman.
“Only themanwho hasrec og nizedthehid den
God,” Lévinas concluded, “can demand that
He show Him sdif.”®

“Loving To rah morethan God” would thus
have two senses—and noth ing would be more
seri ousthan the play be tween them. It would
mean first of al lov ing God’'s com mands, His
law, lovingtheredemptivework of insti tution-
alizingjustice, theu-toposof theStateof I sragl
(and al states), which de pends on the work of
lov ing on€e’ sneigh bor, on moral relationsbe-
tween humans, and loving all of these moral
andjuridi cal tasksmorethanone sownunme-
di ated per sond relationshipwith God. Thisis
MartinBuber’ srejoinder toKierkegaard: mar-
rying Regina, sanctifying God through the
world, arenot flightsfrom purity andfrom God
but rather the very work God de mands of hu -
manbeings.Moral itywouldberevelation; jus-
ticewould beredemption. But“Loving Torah
more than God” would also have a second
sense, unavoidable after the Holocaust. It
would mean peo ple must lovethework of mo-
ral ity and justice more, ap par ently, than does
God Him sdlf. It would mean that even if God
seemsto havelet hu manity down, having hid-
den His face or having been eclipsed, as our
twentieth century seems to teach again and
again, that now all the more must we, we hu-
mans, lovetheTorah, that isto say, “dojustice
andlovemercy.” The prophet I saiah taught the
lofty lessonthat God Himself was* &f flicted by
her[Isragl’ §] af flictions’ (Isaiah 63:9). ° After
theHolo caust, Lévinasisurging that we must
take thisbur den upon our selves, joining Yom
Kippur ® to Purim,* that regard lessof God' ssi -
lence or absence, indeed inspired by the re-
sponsi bil i tieswhichdevolveuponusthrough
thissi lenceand ab sence, we must bemovedin
our af flictionsby theaf flictionsof our fel low
humans. Perhaps only in this way, findly,
without makingany demands, without ex pect-
ing any rewards, ® without reservation or re-
serve, ® without mir acles, can each of usfor the



first time as adults “walk humbly with your
God.”*
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LEVINAS AND THE HOLOCAUST
THE RESPONSIBILITY OF THE VICTIM

Fail ureof thediscourseon Beingwithout a
doubt presentsthemost stimulating chal lenge
of contemporary thought. The work of Em-
manuel Lévinas, derivedfromthephenomen-
ology of Edmund Husserl and Martin
Heidegger, whileit deniesall aspectsof exis-
tential ism, contributestothereal izationof this
task. Theorigi nal ity of hisprojectrunsthrough
adisplacement of Being astheref er encepoint
of con science. Onthat basis, Lévinasdisrupts
philosophical reflection and tries to give it a
vocationthatisnolonger that of reveal ingthe
world.

Thedecenteringmovementreliesonthepri-
ority ceded to the ques tion of the Other over
that of Being. Thisdisplacement aimstoevade
thetrapsof all ontologi cal reduction, anddraw
attention to the transcendence to which no
thought can render justice. Lévinas writes,
“Onemust under stand BeingthoughtheOther
of Being.” Headds: “ Thealterity of thelnfi nite
is not abol ished by the thought that thinksit.”
Hisstatement callsfor thereinvention of aphi -
losophy suscepti bletoreal izeasoberingupof
knowledge. For him, human beings do not
needto fed respon s blefor theworld, but for
the Other. Thisreasoning con secratestheend
of anthropomor phism, andtheap peal toasol i-
dar ity inwhich each must makehim self hospi -
tabletothefaceof hisfel low man. Hereinare
thestakesof metaphysicswithout ontol ogy.

The problem examined in my anaysis o
Lévinas thinking concerns the apparent ex -
cess of responsibility towards the Other, and
thepossi bil ity of inscribingitintherealmof an
ef fectivejustice. |f Beingevadesall deter mi na-
tion, and the sub ject of itsown iden tity, how
can one be held responsible in the face of an
event?Doesnot theincrimi nation of someone
af ter amisdeed im ply that the fact as such be
established beforehand, and then, as a resullt,
that strong identities between the victim and
the guilty bedistrib uted? In short, the cen tral
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question for Lévinas is the following: can
metaphysics be founded without recourse to
ontol ogy?Throughthisquestioning, areinter-
pretation of ratio nal ity isplayed out withthe
presumptions it generates in the construction
of knowledge. Reason tests its limits, for

Lévinas, when measured by the standard o

metaphysics. Inhisthinking, Westernphiloso-
phy ispagan, becauseitisfoundedonaprinci-
ple of reflexivity, identity, and ontology, ob-
structing the challenge to accept unlimited
responsi bil ity for theOther. TheHolocaust, a
perfect example of paganism, shows that the
triumph of ontology destroys all findities.It

reveals, for Lévinas, thefail ingsof humanjus-
tice. Yet that eventisnot cru cial to Jewsalone,

foritpointsout thepit fallsof all thought fol ded
uponit self, and, asacon sequence, the neces-
sity to reintroduce the infinite into all human
reflection.

While Lévinas only made sporadic refer-
ence to the Holo caust in hiswork, hisentire
philosophyisadmittedlyimpregnatedwiththe
lessonsitteaches. How ever, my ar gument con-
sistsindemon strat ing that heisnot abletore-
construct metaphysics without ontology, jus-
tice without identity, responsibility without
subjectivity. Insteadof actually decenteringall
points of view, Lévinas seems rather to dis-
placethefi nal legiti macy of history fromthe
per secutor totheper secuted, by givingthevic-
timthefi nal righttoontol ogy. Threeproposi-
tionscan serveheretoestablishtheframework
for this reflection: a) reflexivi ty, asaform of
identity, resur facesin L évinasthroughthesta-
tusof thevictimintheHolocaust; b) hisnotion
of responsi bil ityisdefined by thewill toadopt
the point of view of thevictim and opens onto,
inac cor dancewith Judeo-Christiantradi tion,
anontol ogy of suf feringasaway tosal vation;
¢) that con ceptionof identity andresponsi bil -
ity endsupjusti fy ingthemoral superi or ity of
the Jew, victim par ex cel lence, and of hisuni -
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ver sal model of justice. Thepar adox wewish
toex poseisthat theweak nessof thevictimcu-
riously becomes the instrument of a will of
power inwhichthe Jew takesontheform of the
“lastman” inhistory. Todemonstratetheseas-
sertions, it seemsperti nentfirsttotry tounder-
stand, through a rereading of Difficult Free-
dom, Lévinas of fensiveagainst West ern phi -
losophy andpaganism, thentoseehow Nazism
becameitsworstmani festation. Finaly, bring-
ing light onto the vic tim will serveto un veil
Lévinasian ontology and the failure of his
decentering ef fort.

Reflexivityandldentity

a) SolipsismandCir cularity. The drama of
Western philosophy is its never having been
abletoconceiveof aterity withoutreducingit.
Reflectionitself,intermsof “returntothesel
meansthat thejour ney of thesubjectinexteri-
ori ty cannot bemadesolely throughantici pa-
tion of aretreat towardsitsstarting point. Such
anact sup poses, and L évinasdeplores, al ossof
meaningandanex cessof presumption. It con-
densesthemiseriesof philosophy sinceitsori-
gins. On the one hand, its exercise infringes
uponthedemandsof takingintoconsider ation
theex ceptional di mension of theOther by de-
fining the criteriaof itsapprehensionoutside
of it self. Ontheother hand, constructionof in-
telligibility assumes that one can
self-congtitute as a standard for al things,
while disregarding that which is essential in
difference. Philosophy,hewrites,” makesitsdf
the doorway into the realm of the absolute.”
And calling on Plotinus as witness, Lévinas
quotes as proof his own for mula against him:
“The soul will not go to wards any other thing,
buttowardsitself”; “thatitwill thereforenot be
in any other thing, but in itself.”* However,
damage far precedes the assertion of the
neo-Platonian phi los o pher. It goesback to the
imperative “know thyself” of Socrates, that
“fundamental precept of all West ern phi loso-
phy.”’Heintegratespar ex cel lenceintosolip-
sismof thecon sciencewherethevictory of the
Sameispaidfor by thewithdrawal of al obsta-
cles.

Theex peri enceof responsi bil itywoul dthen
belimited by thereflexivi ty of identity, for to
think the world is equivalent to recognizing
onesdlfinit. For Lévinas, inthe Odyssey, Ulys-

ses representsthepar adigmof disori entation
withouttruealterity. Histragedy doesnotlieso
much in the many challenges he faces on his
voy age, asit doesinthedif fi culty inreaching
hisfi nal ity, wholly centered upontheper spec-
tive of a return to his native Ithaca. The dis-
course that emerges from the story of Ulysses
only magnifies the philosophy of its
enunciaor.

What isthevalueof areflectionthat stipu-
latesinadvancethemodal i tiesof itsencounter
with others? It decreasesproportionally with
thelimitsof itsper meabil ity toex ogenousfac-
tors. Opposite to this perverse effect, the
Lévinasmodel of conver sationlookstounder-
mineall theheuristicposs bil i tiesof ecol ogy.
Richard K ear ney notesthat L évinasreliesona
“teaching” that takes away the sole predomi-
nance of the sub ject and, for that rea son, can
never bea” maieutics’® inthestrict sense of the
word. While Socrates' intellectual strategy
serves to wrench loose a truth hidden inside
oneself, andfor thedisclosureof whichthein-
terlocutor is merely a tool, one must, in the
clear per spectiveof Diffi cultFreedom, open a
breachintheidentity of the Sameso asto con-
tradictitsvery dy namics. In Lévinas, the ap-
par ent banal ity of theact opensupontoauthen-
tic plurdism: “To speak, at the same time as
knowingtheOther,ismakingoneself knownto
him. TheOther isnot only known, heis greeted
[salug].. .. Speaking and hear ing be comeone
rather than suc ceed onean other.”

Throughtheprivilegeof speechover listen-
ing, of the af fir mation of avi sion against the
face of the Other, the univocality of the West -
ern point of view becomes com pletethrough
thesolil oquy of anul ti matespeaker. A number
of figures represent the manifestation of this
vanity alongthevery pathway of philosophy: a
cogito that thinks and throws itself into exis
tence as if observing itself from the outside
(Descartes); aspiritthat recog nizesit selfina
phenomenol ogy of history (Hegel); alanguage
shared out even before reflection has taken
hold (Heidegger). Inresponsetothesevari ous
moments, Lévinas' offensive is launched
through the question: “Whoislook ing?’ The
am bi gu ity of the“Who?’ isonly equaled by
that of the“What?’ Themir ror of subjectivity
and ontology is shattered by the simple fact
that, in the space opened up by that relation of
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identity, “the Other is look ing at me,” to use
Lévinas own wording. Only the intrusionof
aterity allows us to grasp what thinking
means. Itreversesall ideol ogiesforthebenefit
of a humanism without subject, an altruism
withoutego, apersonalismwithoutindividual -
ism,aphenomenol ogy withouttheturnbackto
thereal ity of a phaenomenon essendi .

Numer ousconsequencesemergefromsuch
anupheaval, andregister, from Lévinas point
of view, the experience of responsibility. As
soon astheway phi loso phy looksat theworld
answersonlytoitself throughthepresumption
of inti macy of thesubject with Being, thepit-
fallsof itsproject arerevealed on at least three
levels.First, reflexivecircularity deter minesa
closureof thought: hewhodeliv ershim self to
the rationality of its unfoldingisat onceel e-
vated to judge and jury. But self-referentiality
reveals a performative ap proach: astate ment
that findsac com plishmentinbeing ex pressed
and, in this instance, a foundation that pro-
ducesitsown metadiscursivenormsandleqgiti-
macy through the very act that establishes it.
How ever thenthe di alecticsofidentity can no
longer bedefinedintermsof thePlatonicideal
of a correspondence between one self and the
world, of arepresentationthat would beitstri-
umph. For Lévinas, the Hegelian strategy o
gathering, through the junction of contradic-
tions, nolonger a lowsbringingoutidenti ties
fromthe*“cir cleof di alectics.”

Finally, theseproblemsregardingcir cular-
ity andidentity ex hibit the aporiasoftotal ity.
Synthesispro ceedsfrom the need to con quer.
Itisaway of comingtotermswiththe pos ses-
sion of theworld. Lévinasex plainsthat it rec-
og nizesit self intheop er ation of the logos as
“subor di nation of anact totheknowl edgethat
one can have of that act.”°If phenomenol ogy
triedtoperfectunder standingby goingbeyond
thestrictly cogni tivedi mension, thetrapof this
procedureremainsthesame, thought still gives
itself the possibility of containing the entire
universe. The famous Husserlian preceptthat
says “al consciousness is consciousness o
something” still reliesonthepostulatethat an
“essential necessity attachesbeingtoitsways
of appearing to consciousness.”® But this
dreamof coinci denceandtotal ity isabol ished
asL évinasconsol i dateshisnegativeanswerto
thequestion*“isontol ogy fundamental 7 ° Yet
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two at ti tudes emergefrom it in the face of the
world, attitudes that can be differentiated for
the most part through one’s relationshipwith
theinfinite.

b) PaganismandJudaism. Theentirestakes
of Lévinas' thought areto re store the strength
of revelationinphilosophy. Toconfronttheno-
tionof itsin abil ity totestify toitsown source,
toreflectitsopacity toan other visi bil ity than
that which it procures, to demonstrate thet
somethingresistsor evenescapesthephenom-
en dity of its use, such are the epistemic bases
from which Lévinas intellectual reframing
takesroot. Theexitfromsolipsismdependson
this open ing to the de mand of avoice. If her -
meneuticssetslimitstothevirtuosity of cogni-
tiveaction, itisunder thecondi tionthat it re-
spects the text, and accepts the imperative
char acter of the spirit beyond thelet ter, since
“Everywordisanuprooting.”® Thereisin that
text an “Wholly Other” (Rudolf Otto) that
nothingcanimpov erish. A princi pleemerges
from the diding of the concept towards the
non-thematizable: “The infi niteisgivenonly
tothemora view [ regard]: itisnot known, but
isin societywithus.”°Deliverancefromreflex-
ivity only becomes possible though religious
listeningtotheinfi nite, whereall the episteme
€i ther comeup against per pet uationinpagan-
ism or implodes before the “extreme con-
sciousness’” of Judaism.

For Lévinas, to be pagan meansto live asif
onewere aone. With out any debt of meaning
towards any power whatsoever, without den-
sity of Being deeper than that of interacting
withtheworld, thatishow thehori zon of exis-
tence of onewho actsand thinkshissit uation
as that of the “first man,” that of the one who
takes upon him self the thick ness of Being, is
defined. Thesacri ficeof al hopewouldsustain
such self-referentiality and a corollary depri-
vationof thereferral toanother magnifi cence.
A paganisonewho never looks above. Hein-
habits the uni verseand feelsthefull sat isfac-
tion of theface-to-facewith him self. Subtrac-
tion of the vertical axis begins, according to
Lévinas, withtheprideof thel: “Whatisanin-
dividual,asol i taryindividual,if notatreethat
grows without regard for everything it sup-
presses and bresks, grabbing all the nourish-
ment, air, and sun, abeingthatisfullyjusti fied
initsnatureanditsbeing? " Inhisfamiliarity



with himself, this “usurper,” to use Lévinas
own word ing, basksin the glory of being “at
home,” and not being ableto see him self el se-
where: “Paganismisthelocal spirit: national -
ism in terms of its cruelty and pitiless-
ness—that is to say, in its immediate, naive,
and un con scioussense. Thetreegrowsandre-
tainsall theearth’ ssap. A humanity with roots
that pos sesses God inwardly, withthe sapris-
ingfromtheearth, isafor est or pre-human hu-
manity. One must not befooled by the peace of
the woods.”* Heidegger is the perfectpagan,
hewho wanted toredis cover theworld, tolive
asapoet inthe calm of the Black For est by go-
ing deep into the roots of Being. ®

Onthecontrary, to be Jew ish assumesim-
mersion in the infinite, and heteronomy to-
wardsimpregnableforces. Nothingfallsdueto
this con di tion that was not first aher i tage of
foreign origin. The experience of the else-
whereisdestiny fortheJew, whoseex ceptional
char acterisduetothefact that hemust ac com-
plishtheimpli cationsthereof. Toliveinthedi-
aspora of meaning, never to be a home, to
deny eventhevery possi hil ity of seeingonesel f
ap pointed sov er eignsubject, toLévinas, isan
enriching experience for one who lives by
these principles. A sensitivity to aterity be-
comesthe vir tue of that ex istence on the out -
side. How ever, thebeauty of exileisthat it car-
rieswithitanaspi ration: “ ThePromised Land
will never be in the Bible ‘property’ in the
Latin sense of the term, and the farmer, at the
mo ment of the first born, will think not of his
timeless link to the land but of the child of
Aram, his ancestor, who wasan errant.”” As
opposed to the Ulyssesmodel, reflectionasa
“returntotheself” cannot comefirst. Difficult
Freedom does not show Judaism through the
figureof thecir cle, butthroughtheamassing of
tracesthat escapeall attemptsat fixingacenter.
TheJew thuslivesthat decentering, becausehe
is refused Being. It is therefore incumbent
uponhimtolivetheex odusandtofully ex peri-
encethespiritof uni ver sal responsi bil ity, since
he is uprooted from al anchoring in the soil
that would limititsap pli cations.

Lévinas displacement exceeds geograph-
ical dimension. It puzzles epistemology, so
dear toWest ernthought, by submittingreason
to the predominance of theological knowl-
edge. Fromtheout set, thecontemplativeat ti -

tudeof Judaismsigni fiesmuchmorethanpi ety
spread out over theworld. An ex istencelived
under the dependence of the indeterminable,
backedintoinvocationmorethandesignation,
into met aphor rather than con cept, investsthe
sacred. It must aso make room for what
Lévinas calls “intellectual excellence,” for
“that Ju daismistill to be found at the cross-
roads of faith and logic.” ® From paganismto
Judaism, the debate is played out against the
rational isttradi tionof philosophy andagainst
thearti fi cial di vi sionbetweentheinfi niteand
science, between transcendence and imma
nence, in short, betweenJerusalem and Ath -
ens. The invitation to “make Israel” carries
withit the dou ble de mand of redemptionand
justice, revelationandlucidity,exileandcom-
mit ment. Beyond met aphor, theoxy moron of
“real transcendence”® isper hapsconvenientto
the dis course of one whose thought will ingly
practices ambiguity in writing. It means to
carefully buildthegreat synthesisof monothe-
ism that analytical reason finaly withered.
Christianity itself was unable, according to
Lévinas, to meet thechal lengetocivilize Eu-
ropewhile preserv ing the pre-eminence of the
supernatural: Hitlerism and the Shoah bexr
spectacularwitnesstosuchafail ure.

Theanal y sismadetothispointal lowsus,in
brief form, toestab lish Lévinas' thought inits
moment of extraction from the “fatality o
irremissible Being”” and to circumscribe the
topoi of anintel li gi bil ity that wouldnolonger
be founded on reflexivity as a method. The
wager of thisproject requiresthedeliv er ance
fromipseity and thenthe sub or di nation of re-
cov eredliberty inethics. Insuch adiscourse,
the ramifications flourish in many directions
and cast a shadow on anthropomorphic hu-
manism. The message: all meaning comes
fromelsewhere, itisnot apossession of which
hu manscan disposeof at whim. The provoca
tion: destabilize the institutions, uproot their
foundations, and elevate their referents to-
wardstheinfi nite. * The ambition: re ceivethe
bur denof anextremeresponsi bil ity that noth-
ing or no one—not even God—could relieve,
orremove. The strategy: con scienceisonly a
posteri ori; therestisvanity, fromwhenceapo-
sition as vocation of unlimited receptivity to
metaphysics. Finaly, the manifestation: the
face of the Other alone can express transcen-
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denceand con sti tutesthe“epiph any,” tousea
word that ap peared at the samemo ment as To-
talityandInfinity: “throughmy relationtothe
Other, | am in touch with God,”® claimed
Lévinas.

Remark ably unique, Judaismemergesthus
undertheintrinsicmodal ity of an episteme. Su-
premepassivity infront of theTorah" accepted
and obeyed aspri mary im per ative,”” it nev er-
theless contributestoaverting constructivism
anditswill of power, torendering determinism
null since the ref er ent is not of thisworld, to
castigating psychologism, narcissism, and
ther apeuticcul ture. Asaresult, pi ety evictsthe
will to dominate, asceticism replaces any
self-redemptivefi na ity. Whilethenineteenth
centurylookedtoaccomplishthenotionof lib-
ertythroughnumer ousrevolutions, thetwenti-
eth cen tury hasbeen that of equality, through
theprolif erationof ideol ogiesof thatinspi ra-
tion, but it is hence forth more than ever time,
accordingtoL évinas, tofacetheimpli cations
of responsibility. “Being-with-others” in-
cludesthisap pedl; it sortsout thefoun dations
of inti macy, thesharing of anexistencethat re-
liesongivingandengagement. Sol i tudeisano-
mie in Durkheim’'s sense of this term: “All
aone, thel findsit self rent and awry.”* Onthe
con trary, the Other, aslong as he vouches for
God, doesnot resembleme; heprovestobein-
commensurable and asymmetrical compared
to me, his position being one of nobility d
spirit andideal. Heim poses him self upon me,
and not meon him. L évinasnoted that Judaism
rests on an unequaled under standingthat the
otherismy destiny, thehori zon of my ex peri-
ence.? In short, the alter ego does not exig,
sincethe alter subjugates and constrains the
egoinadvance.

How canthe egobeheldresponsi bleinjus-
tice when its existence seems submerged by
thepredomi nanceof thealter ?Thedislocation
of thevocabulary of identity by ethics, themi -
grationtowardsalterity by Judaism, theavoid-
anceof recoursetocontradictionby conver sa-
tion,andtheinfinity of ar gumentationwithout
per spectiveof synthesisnoticeably accentuate
the difficulty of judgment. From a conven-
tional per spective, thedeci sionby amagistrate
must ar riveat thestipulation of asentenceand
come to terms with what Lévinas refuses
eliminate all doubt regarding the

PHILOSOPHY TODAY
188

determinability of the act—which car rieswith
itanontologi cal di mension—anddissi patethe
uncertainty of itsori ginbyriskingimputingit
tosomeone. Canjusticeoper atewhilepreserv-
ing the enigma and under theinspi rationof a
phi losophy inwhichtheinsti gator makessure,
to Lévinas, that his state ment does not remain
enclosedintheframework of itsenunci ation?
And yet, to think Lévinas against Lévinas
would be, here, to examine his strategies o
evacuationof reflexivity by payingattentionto
thevictiminhisreading of theHolocaust. The
ideaistodemonstratethat identi fi cationwith
thevictimreconfiguresthemodal i tiesof ontol -
ogy and the superiority of a privileged cate-
gory.

TowardsResponsibleJustice:
TheMoral SuperiorityoftheVictim

Lévinas main contribution to twentieth
century phi losophyistohavebroughttoat ten-
tion to the fact that disavowal of the infinite
withdrawal fromcontingency forthebenefit of
rel ativist skepti cismob structed theway tothe
real assumptionof responsi bil ity. Suchadis-
coursewasheld at atimewhen all typesof ma-
terialism were particularlypopular, aove dl
in France. Its originality was to op posethea
priori of Nazi totalitarianismandJudaism to
found hisap peal foramorevirtuousjusticein
whichtheOtherisrec og nized. Therecourseto
superiorfinalitiesdrewademar cationbetween
ontol ogy and metaphysics. Yet L évinascriti -
cized the prominence of Being in the Holo-
caust by substi tutingfor itametaphysicsof the
victim: thethemesof uni ver sal cul pabil ity and
redemptive suffering establish a non-pagan
cosmic vision of which the foundations and
clamsmust behereex amined.

a) Culpability and Violence. For Lévinas,
theHolocaustrepresentsthesituationof acivi-
lization in which Being prevails and nothing
canstandintheway of itstri umph. Itreferstoa
worldwhereall fi nal i tieshavebeen over come
and ab sorbed in theim manenceto things, in
suchaway thatreflexivity imprisonsall avail -
ablemeaning. Thetrag edy isfirst authoredin
philosophical terms. “Being is evil, not be-
causeitisfinite, butbecauseitislimitless.”? A
soci ety that al lowsit self tobeabsorbedintoit
islost. From the start, evil de pends on gapsin



vocabulary beforeit consti tutesamoral prob-
lem. It speci fiestheineptitudeof discourseasa
transport of existenceout sideof itstautologi -
cal cir cuit, whereBeingisdefinedonthebasis
of itself, anditdomi natesinanauthoritarian
way by vir tueof itssoleex po sure: itisasitis,
be causethat istheway itis. Thereisno higher
level to seek in the hope of ren der ing justice:
“allispermitted.” Theab senceof prohi bi tion
andHitlerianmani festationsof Nietzscheren-
derthedomesti cationof humannatureinoper-
ative. For Lévinas, such asyn drome, ex ceed-
ing the soleide ol ogy of the Fihrer, questions
Westerncivilization. *

“Any civilization that accepts the idea of
Being” ?istermed bar barianbecauseitsval ues
go around in circles in their adherenceto ac-
tion. Lévinaswrote: “ Theex al tation of sacri -
ficefor the sake of sacri fice, faith for the sake
of faith, energy for thesakeof energy, fi del ity
forthesakeof fi del ity, fer vor fortheheatit pro-
cures, the call to a gratuitous—that is to say,
heroic—act: this is the permanent origin o
Hitlerism.”® Dehumanization emerges in
those shapes with out con tent, from those ac -
tions made without the intelligibility d
thought. Michel Abensour remarksthat Hitler-
ism signifies for Lévinas “entry into servi-
tude.” Recallingthewordsof onewholived be-
tween the “premo ni tionand mem ory of Nazi
horrors,” he observes that the initial range of
the trial relatesback to the “revolt of Nature
against Supernature.””

Among the many signs of rup ture from the
supernatural dimension, the body represents,
inthecultreservedforitinNazi ideol ogy, the
enclosureof fi nal signi fi cation. WhileChris-
tianity, Judaism,andlibera ismal waystreated
thebody asan el ementintheex terior worldto
give the soul the privilegeof humandignity,
Hitlerismconsidersitanobjectthatcoincides
in al points with the subject. The flesh thus
sticks to the self through cause and effect,
throughafedl ing of seeingoneself fastenedto
Beinginaperfect closureof goal: physiologi-
cal deter mi nation of thefacel eadstoimprison-
ment in an identity where biology, race, and
ethnic belonging embody, it is beieved, the
truthof ex peri ence. L évinasdenouncedthefa-
tal ity of thebi ol ogi cal factor, the mysteri ous
voicesof theblood, thecallsof heredity and of
the past for which the body serves as an enig-

maticvehicle.” ® Theentirestakeof thebodyin
Hitlerismwasto of fer thein stru ment of are-
flexivejusticeand of animmanentlegiti macy
through the categories of purity, health, and
per for manceby disruptingall superiorfinal i-
ties

Being for Be ing, value for vaue, body for
body, the lex talionisof the Old Testament en-
shrines the paradigm of this self-referential,
paganjustice. Aneyefor and eye, atooth for a
tooth, damage to the body, compensation by
thebody: anarithmeticof painisinsti tuted be-
tweentheact suf fered and theri posteinflicted.
The com plaint of thevic tim sub sidesin front
of theestablishment of amathemat i cally cal -
culablesymmetry. AccordingtoL évinas, one
isthusposi tioned presumptu ously ontheside
of thelaw by assuming that all de bates can be
solvedonthebasisof reci procity of action. The
demand for com pen sationinkind shows, for
L évinas,adesiretoescapeall responsi bil ity to-
wards others through a reciprocating ven-
geance. To consider oneself even with one's
neigh bor isto pre sumethat an act may at once
include the alterity and defeat within the
aporias of the aforementioned trilogy: circu-
larity,identity, total ity. Thestatusof thevictim
can only be dissolved for a pagan, he who
knows how to differentiate roles, share the
workload, and incriminate without transcen-
dence. TheHolo caust was, for L évinas, there-
sultof that ex tremedif fer enti ation.

The lex talionis overestimates the
all-powerful natureof judgment. Thefail ing of
thismer cantilejusticebroad ensasthepracti -
cal consequencesof itssystemof equiv alence
between the perpetration of the offense and
pay ment of theindemnity areunder stood: “ Vi-
olencecallsupvi olence, but wemust put astop
tothischainreaction. That isthenatureof jus-
tice. Such is at least its mis sion oncethe evil
hasbeencommitted.”® The stakesin volvethe
representation of a symbolic justice, and re-
sponsibility towards the Other. Genuine hu-
manity begins, for L évinas, wherepunishment
for its own sake ends, and where it opens up to
thereed u cation of theguilty. Solerecourseto
theex ecutionerisdevoidof pedagogy; justice
must be given asense of su perior fi nal ity that
escapesthelogic of the lex talionis. All in all,
ap pli cation of the law must exit the body and
en ter the realm of the spirit, to learn to know
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oneself asin Plato, and integratealterity into
theex peri ence. L évinasobserved: “ Thejustice
which will rule the relations between men
amounts to the presence of God among
them.”® In other words, the just must acoept
that some things cannot be rendered equd
throughthesimpleequiv alencebetweencrime
andcompensation. Theasymmetry of therela-
tion must endure, since the unit of measure-
ment and intervention before the misdeed is
simply not onthehumanscale. Apprehension
of theHitlerian syn drome con sti tutesthat oc-
currence where the establishment of all pro -
por tionbetweenwrong anditssanctionproves
il lusory. Asaresult, Lévinasproposedtorein-
vent ajusticeinwhichthevictimremainsvic-
timandtheguilty keepshiscul pabil ity likean
at avismno history canerase. Thechal lengeis
tocomeout of the lex talionisanddemonstrate
that hu man justiceisnot enough in the face of
the Shoah, where noth ing and none other than
thevictim can an swer for hisown status.

b) Victim and Legitimacy. Judeo-
Christianity isamoral ity par ex cel lenceof the
victimwhosesacri ficeservestofoundanidea
justice, entirely irreducibletohumaneval ua-
tion. A phi loso phy that to day up datesthisvi -
sion in the field of epistemology must, in a
way, ren der ev ery one guilty in or der that the
debt of meaningtowardsthevictim becom-
plete. All of theanthropologi cal dataonhuman
nature must bein ter preted to draw up amore
real, more original representationofit. Tothis
end, Lévinas made surethat his con cep tion of
justiceisun spesk able, asmuchin court room
language as in that of traditional rabbinicd
her meneutics. Hisdiscourseconsistsinsaying
that manisbornnot evil, but guilty. Be cause of
the anteriority of the fault, responsibility co-
mesfirst, and lib erty, sec ond. Asaresult, the
assumption of innocence as a customary
schema of West ern justice must ceaseto pre-
vail: evil isasorigi nal assinisin Christianity.
Andyet, if al areguilty fromtheout set, itisthe
point of view of the victim that becomes the
principle of legitimacy of justice. Lévinas
writes: “Theconsciousnessof any natural in-
justice, of the harm caused to the Other, by my
€go structure, is contemporaneous with my
consciousness as a man. The two coincide.”™
Conscienceandcul pability areequivalent; cul -
pabil ity and humanity dupli cateoneanother;
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humanity and violence are in contradiction.
Evil, Auschwitz beingitsab solute par adigm,
would begin with the disappearance of the
equation, when the fear of fault becomes
blurred: “The hand that grasps the weapon
must suf ferinthevery vi olenceof that gesture.
Toanaesthetizethispainbringstherevolution-
ary tothefrontiersof fascism.”* Thedramaas-
soci ated with theloss of statusof theguilty is
thusmeasured alongsidethebanal ity of theact
itleadsto. Inother words, theHolo caust would
havebeenimpossi ble,insinuatedL évinas,ifa
solid sense of guilt had pre vailed.

Suchaphilosophy conjugatesanatural ism
and an extreme conservatism on the level of
politicallegitimacy.First,humansolidarity be-
comesthecon sequenceof ahostilenaturethat,
left toit self, can not rec og nize the face of the
Other inthefull nessof itsmeaning. The shar -
ing of guilt makesit nec es sary that each take
upon himself the guilt of others. Then, in a
premodern spirit, more precisely prelibera
and predemocratic, an ap peal totamehu man
natureismade, inor der tofixitslimitsand do-
mesti cateit. Asproof, L évinasnoted: “ Thehu-
manbeingbeginsat that pointwherevita ity,in
appear anceinnocentbutvirtually murder ous,
ismasteredthroughinterdiction.”® The Prince
will, obviously, contribute to this task, but
with out for get ting that God hasthelast word,
whichrecalsmedi eval theocracy: “Man'’ sred
humanity and gentle nature enter into the
world with the harsh words of an exacting
God.”® Here, metaphysicscuriously meet up
with ontology, the opposite point to which
Lévinaswaslead ing.

Lévinas' pattern is only held together, in
fact, by speculationonthefi nal senseof any
Being, despite the criticism he formulated
against that type of discourse. His thought,
however impregnated with concern for the
stranger and hisvul ner abil ity, seemslimitedin
its ac com plish ment by threebor rowedidesas:
1) A Hobbesianism which depicts an unrea
sonablehumanbeing abinitiotowhomspiri-
tualistabsolutismmust serveaspal liative: Ju-
daism is the language of its Leviathan. 2) A
Hegelianismthat mani festsit self, in Lévinas,
by theex tradi tion of the power of thespirit to-
wardsthat of aterity, inwhichreal con science
becomesresponsi bil ity andnotidentity: ethics
is the instrument of its reason. 3) A



Freudianismthat sup portsat oncethecon cep-
tual ization of arupture, of anorigi nal wound,
even atraumatization, ® andthefor mulationof
a“structureof Desire” ® for the Other: theinfi -
niteistheuto piaof thisat traction. TheHolo-
caust failedinitsat tempt to fusetheab so lute,
ethics, and the infinite. And the suffering it
caused bearswit nessto our fail ureinreg ulat-
ing human conduct. It servesto call upon mes-
sianic justice: “the Messiah will come when
the world iswholly guilty.”*

c) SufferingandSal vation. Suf feringal lows
us,accordingL évinas, toex peri encetheheavi-
ness of the body, and to live the call for itsde-
liverance. According to him, its pedagogy is
that which breaksthrough the opacity of exis-
tence, with drawsall sub stance from the sub-
ject, and shelters the word of a helpful lan-
guage. Per secutiongivesrisetotheemer gence
of anex ceptional vi sionof theinsuf fi ciency of
beingalone, andmanifests a contrario theba-
sic pre cept of all moral ity, that isto pro hibit
kill ing. That iswhereisac com plished there-
deemingvir tueof suf fer ing, that which gives
the opportunity to have an “extreme con-
science” by belongingtothemostunfortunate
peopleonearth. Judaismisthefragil ity of Be-
ing; weakness appears to be inherent in the
Jewishcondi tion, a pathos which vouches for
thesenseof precari ousnessof theephemeral.
“Theul ti mateessence of Israel, derivesfrom
its innate predisposition to involuntary sacri-
fice.” ® Tobeper secuted intheab senceof fauilt
does not amount to hav ing to carry on on€'s
back theuni ver sal bur den, nor totak ingonthe
weight of all humanity tosuf ferinitsplace. In
Judaism, thevictimcannot bedefinedinterms
of thetransfer of suf fer ing. Rather, heremains
alone, and his solitude fulfills an exemplary
function.

Ex pi ationfor oth ers, thebasisof Christian
doctrine, frustratesL évinasfor reasonsthat en-
lighten and limit his thinking. The fact that
Christ cameto live among men to atone for the
origi nal sin does not hold to gether in his phi -
losophy, since the synthesis of trinity, recov-
ered by Hegel, holdsout the prospect of anem-
pirical totality that inevitably contradicts the
ideaof infinity (cf. Total ityandInfinity). God
does not incarnate; alterity does not show it -
self; suf feringcannotbecommuni cated: “ Fora
Jew, Incar nationisnei ther possi blenor neces-

sary.”® Faith without signs suffices. The
non-substitutability of suf fering meansthat re-
sponsi hil ity may not betaken on by someone
else. The trangtivity of the Other and of the
Same that would arise in such a situation,

L évinasremindsus, maintainsthewilddreams
of thetotal i tariansystem. " Evil isnotamysti -
cal princi plethat canbeef facedby aritual, itis
anof fenceper petrated onman by man. Noone,
not even God, can substitute himself for the
victim. The world in which pardon is
all-powerful becomesinhuman.”® Whencethe
unity of thevictim (arar ity inaworld of guilt),

the reflexivity of its status (nothing else an -
swersforit), andtheontol ogy of itscondi tion
(suf fering asproof of Being).

Par donstipulatestheprinci pleof virtual re-
versibil ity of theact, thepossi hil ity tobehave
asifithadnever happened. It considerssuf fer-
ing astageon theroad to dig nity. Inasense, it
evokesthepromiseof anundeni ableel evation
of Being. However, in the case of a crime
againsthumanity, how canout ragecommitted
against the very species be suspended, and,
foremost, who can order remission of amis-
deed of that nature? The sheer size of theevent
surpasses all possibilities of discernment in
justice, and goes beyond the limits of judg -
ment. It is a calam ity far too im menseto be
sup portedandassessedinjust measure. Todis-
pose of suchater ri blecrimerequirescri teria
that would make humanity at once judge and
jury, therefore placing it in a self-referentia
posi tion. And yet, apar don, rather than com-
pensation in justice, amounts to putting the
victimintheroleof righter of wrongs; incom-
pensation, it is the guilty who resetsthebal -
ance through the sen tence served. But, in the
par don, itisthevictimwhotakesontheini tia-
tive of recreating a symbolic proportion, de-
spite the irreversibility of the act. The good
grace of the victim does not erase the wrong
done, nor the guilt.

The demand for justice thus faces the
incommensurability of thecauseandtheim po-
tenceof thelaw. Crimeagainsthumanity keeps
suffering from opening up on a state beyond
Being, and ob structsthetran scendenceof par-
don. Lévinas finally opens a door through
which surges the possible reconstructionof a
principle of justice. From his point of view,
only the vic tim hastheright to dis pose of the
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outrage, and vulnerability authorizesajudg -
ment otherwise forbidden to all who did not
suf fer theaf flictioninflesh. “ Thesincommit-
ted against man can be par doned only by the
man who has suf fered by it.”* Thus, genuine
responsibility manifests itself in justice
through the will of identification towards the
legiti macy of thevictim, conferred, asanonto-
logi cal ex peri ence, by suf feringasaway tosal -
vation.

Reconstruction of a system of meaning
around the vic tim as ex treme speaker, in the
case of genocide, takes place on the bassaof
three main lines of reference that cross
Lévinasian thinkingandrecall thecategories
of classi cal philosophy. 1) Aprivilegedsubjec-
tivity reappears in the notion of victim; the
heteronomy of man and theal truism of hisde-
ter mi nationherecedetothe® full autonomy of
thehumanwhoisof fended.” “ In Lévinas, the
idea of election, of a“chosenpeople,” corre-
sponds to the special status conferred to the
misfor tuneof hav ing en dured history asvic-
tims. In other words, the sub ject has no rights,
except he who livesin pain. At the very out -
side, themore one suf fers, themoreoneex ists,
themorelikely oneistobecomejust: “Thejust
man who suf fersiswor thy not be cause of his
suf fering but be cause of hisjustice, whichde-
fies suffering.”® In this way, all responsible
justicemust be car ried by Judaism: “aJew is
accountableandresponsi bleforthewhol eedi-
ficeof creation.”* Thereisthe“last man” who
standsupinfront of all humanity and dictates
itswill to power.

2) Anobjectivityofrefer ence surfacesout of
anontological language. Beingnolonger ex-
ists, sug gests L évinas, but Ju daism could still
sal vageitinor dertore-establishitin Jerusa-
lem, and nolonger in Athens. Theworld hasa
renewedinter est, andit would suf ficeto aban-
don oneself to it in a man ner far more suave
thanthat whichhasprevaileduntil now: “ Juda-
ism hasthe con scious nessto pos sess, through
itsper manence, afunctioninthegeneral econ-
omy of Being. Noonecanreplaceit. Someone
has to ex ist in the world who is as old as the
world.”® Circularity and reflexivity comple-
ment each other herein con science.

3) Amessi anicbecoming tiesthe sub ject to
theobject; it passesthroughthehistori cal des-
tiny of the State of Israel, which “achievesthe
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return of the possibility of an abnegation.”®
Therealmof endsisthenincar natedinJerusa-
lemwherereasonof theStateformsanal li ance
withtheSacredtoreassurethePrinceand God
inoneandthesameoper ation. “ TheStateof | s-
rael will be religious because of the intelli-
gence of its great books which it is not free to
for get. It will bereli giousthroughthevery ac-
tionthat estab lishesitasaState. It will bereli-
gious or it will not be at all.”” The To rahwill

thus become the code of obedience, and the
guar anty of ser vil ity of thepeople. It will give
topower anauthor ity of di vineright, will jus-
tify, if need be, suf feringasanex ceptional ex-
peri ence, and will confer tothelaw theat trib-
utes of mystery by eliminating any criticism
againstit. At thesametime, thedef i ni tionof a
Lévinas ideal type responsibility, whileit re-
mindsusof thelimitsof reductionism, particu-
larly materialist, does not allow to open up
onto a formulation of a deontological frame-
workforcontemporary soci ety. Forsocial sec-
ularization and pluralism make, in fact, un-
think ablethe prescription of duty and ruleson
thebasisof any messianismboundtoaparticu-
lar faith.

Inconclusion, hisrecon struction of asys-
tem of meaning around thetheme of responsi -
bil ity asdebt of all towardsthevictimleadsto
the same aporias as those L evinas de hounces:
subjectivity (reflexive) of thevictimlaiddown
asexamplebeforeuni ver sal guilt, objectivity
(ontologi cal) of suf feringasanex peri enceof
the revelation of being, messianism as legiti-
mi zation of the State of I srael before God and
men. Lévinas' lineof ar gu ment tiesthepossi -
bil ity of aresponsi blejusticetotheJewishwill
topower, asif their millenary weak nessshould
fi nally openup ontothereignof their predomi -
nance. And yet, in the same man ner asKipling
wroteinthelast century, that“civili zationisa
road,” Lévinasinsinuatesthat justiceisafaith
first. And cer tainly not any faith; hisfaith, that
of tri umphant Judai sm. Thedecenteringmove-
ment, so dear to the French philosopher,
reaches its climax with Judeo-centerism and
turnsagainsthisorigi nal ambi tion. Reflexivity
of thevictim, theJew, meanstoap propri atethe
virtuesof Athens, buttolivetheex peri encein
Jerusalem.Afterall, Ulysseswasunabletorise
to the veritable ex peri ence of aterity, andto
derive an appropriate pedagogy from it. He



must have been ob sessed by an overly proud
civilizationinwhichreflectiona waysmeansa
re turn to the Self, in which no one knows the
limits of athought shut off from theworld, in
whichall havefor got ten that an other con cep-
tion of humanity ex ists, over there, on the far

shore of the Mediterranean. Here is proof:

“Per hapsthedog that rec og nized Ulyssesbe-
neath hisdisguiseon hisreturnfromtheOdys-
sey was a forebear of our own. But no, no!

There, they werein Ithacaand the Father land.
Here, wewere no where. Thisdog wasthelast
Kantian in Nazi Germany, without the brain
neededto uni ver sal izemaximsanddrives. He
wasadescen dant of thedogsof Egypt. And his
friendly growl ing, hisani mal faith, wasborn
fromthesi lenceof hisforefathersonthebanks
of the Nile.” ®
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