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BEYOND LEVINAS

nonsensical, the former touches on a point that he would be hard-pressed to
deny is essential. How could one become motivated actually to serve the
other person before oneself? This could, for instance, be a matter of such
innate sentiment as pity or compassion. Your face, then, would stir in me
a spontaneous feeling which puts me on my way to helping you. This is
already problematic. To begin with, it is immediately necessary to distin-
guish the sentiment itself (pity, compassion) from the ensuing act. It seems
clear that what Lévinas has led us to call the respectful or conscientious act
must be reserved for the latter. But this would seem to make the act follow
a personal sentiment and not the ethical appeal which gives rise to it. Even
if Lévinas is willing to re-define the full gamut of such affective responses
by a more profound susceptibility which is strictly ethical-—and there is no
mistaking this intention on his part—there remains the difficulty of explain-
ing how it is that only some of those affections are conducive to ethical
respect and, furthermore, only in some cases, without making that respect
depend first on individual disposition.

To Lévinas’s credit, this never becomes a serious problem for him because
he recognizes in dispositions a readiness which serves a still deeper commit-
ment only awakened or perhaps threatened in certain situations. My reaction
to seeing you facing me thus has the character of responsibility already
when I feel concerned or irritated or even bored, because, he contends, I am
in relation with you even before any question of ever realizing it. This,
however, is not yet responsibility in its fully moral or committed form.
Responsibility, as the subjectivity of Lévinas’s heteronomous subject, is not
yet the work of trying to live by it. This difference—the difference between
guilt and expiation—requires a clear and decisive shift into action. One
no longer lives simply as if one were the origin of one’s own actions;
instead, one is now guided by a conviction that the tendency to do so, even
if innate, is nonetheless pretentious. Lévinas bars us from thinking of this
as anything more than a change of heart, the birth of new willingness to
dedicate oneself first and above all to the other person. Yet this is already
enough to ask how we are to explain even the inclination to such a change
if not in terms of convictions already in place. How do we explain the fact
that an appeal not only reaches us but, further, moves us to a conscientious
response? Can there be a committed act without a desire to appease the law
that commands it?

Now, Lévinas has certainly indicated that the exercise of any such desire
can be truly just only if it is itself committed in advance to the necessity for
an immediate ethical critique. He is also clearly aware of the fact that one
always makes that same commitment at great risk of crossing over into the
demonic evil, which does not merely exempt itself from infinite responsib-
ility but which, by deciding for itself the content of that responsibility, in
fact closes itself to that responsibility. I.évinas seems not to have considered
closely enough, however, the fact that both the just act and evil at its most
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extreme have in common a single desire to abolish any and all differences
between who one is as oneself and what the law specifies as goodness. The
work of justice, we have noted, approaches such differences as obstacles
to unqualified responsibility and therefore tries to convert them into gifts.
What we have called demonic evil, even on Lévinas’s own account, bypasses
this entire effort, simply usurping for the individual the place of absolute
authority. In both cases the difference—or perhaps better, distance—
between the individual and the absolute disappears. Without it there is neither
the transcendence of what always exceeds the desire seeking it nor the
immanence of a desire which always has something more to seek.

Free of every limit, a desire for the transcendent is contradictory; it destroys
both itself and what it aims at. But since we are evidently saved from
it, there must already be limits in place. Where do we find such limits if not
in the human faces which, as Lévinas himself admits, call us ceaselessly
to particular acts which concretize that desire? The face, then, does not
call me to an unlimited responsibility so much as it saves me from what
might otherwise consume me. Let us be precise with this observation: even
if responsibility is unqualified, it also always has a real and recognizable
content. However uncompromising, your appeal for help reaches me only
here and now, which is thus where I must always begin. The face is not only
imperious and commanding but also flesh and blood. It not only stands
over us but also exposes itself to blows or caresses. It is not only the law
but also the bearer of the law. If, as Lévinas has argued, it is indeed first or
most of all the law, this primacy is nonetheless itself impossible without the
support of the very dimension which it subordinates. The corporeality of
the face, the aspect of the ethical appeal which enters our experience, mak-
ing it comprehensible, is a necessary condition for ethics. So too is the local
here and the punctual now, which Lévinas would similarly submit to the
primacy of futurity—to the sense in which an otherness beyond comprehen-
sion arrives from beyond every projected horizon.

If the desire which Lévinas has led us to think of as religious takes aim at
the cleft between individual human life and absolute transcendence, and if,
as he has also contended, only the relation with that transcendence saves us
from the unrestrained violence of wills competing without any external limit,
then precisely this ambiguity in the face must be retained. If Lévinas has
rightly detected a transcendence in the face of the other person, he has per-
haps also gone too far where his account of it undermines our sense of the
goodness of its incarnation. The face, we must insist, permits us to concretize
a desire which, so long as it is unconcretized, threatens to become excessive. It
is not the aim and focal point of religious desire but in fact a relief from
it. Even if it is true that there is a responsibility commanded in the face of
the other person, we must also insist that it centers not on that othei’s
otherness alone but on its entanglement with the flesh and language which
we two have in common. Imploring eyes may well make it impossible for me
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to be truly self-absorbed, but not without also calling me immediately into a
domain of recognizable needs and concrete tasks.

As for the specific problem at hand, we can now argue that the absolute
object of desire which Lévinas calls “Good” is also profoundly evil, and in
the double sense that the desire aiming at it is both a desire for death and a
desire to be God. This contention agrees with our insistence that what Lévinas
has called the Good must always be incarnated: darkest evil may be seen
wherever that incarnation either erodes or falls away, both threatening the
life of the individual and occluding the absoluteness of the absolute. Here
it becomes necessary to distinguish sharply between the absolute as such
and its specific incarnation as the Good, with only the latter now to be
contrasted with extreme evil. If there is goodness in the incarnation, calling
us to a respect which is literally life-giving, so too must there be evil in a
secondary incarnation, urging us against that respect. Good and evil must
be held up to one another and opposed at the limit of human finitude as it
moves toward the absolute. This is no longer Lévinas’s “crossroads”: the
evil which menaces our attempts to live a good life is not exhausted by
selfishness and narcissism; it must also include a drive toward dangerous
excess. The good act, in other words, does not merely suspend the evil which
encompasses everything from falling short of it to actively resisting it; it
must also overcome a temptation to go still further, or always further, until
there is neither a Good to live by nor a life to seek it.

In taking this position, I pretend to nothing more than a reinstatement,
now within an anthropology, of the theological concept of the Devil, as the
contrary but not the equal of God. Furthermore, against both Lévinas and
the popular modernity with which I have associated him, I consider this
anthropology to be the proper heir to that theology, if indeed it is in need of
one. More specifically, the debate with Lévinas seems to have brought into
view an anthropology which is “religious” neither in the post-ontotheological
sense that he describes nor in the traditional sense, either as matching his
accounts of it or not. The fact that this is specifically an anthropology
is evident since plainly it begins by parsing desires which are irreducibly
individual, human, and personal. As it happens, the implicit definition of
religion which this involves is perhaps nowhere clearer than in the present
context, where it has become necessary to resist Lévinas’s rival theory of
religion, especially as it is applied to the problem of evil. After all, we have
just seen that the latter culminates in a definition of blasphemy, the usurpa-
tion of divinity.

For Lévinas a primary form of blasphemy occurs in religious imagery,
which be charges with courting idolatry.® While we would certainly do well
to heed this warning, our own hesitations at the argument supporting it warn
us equally against his insistence that we can and should try to do entirely
without such imagery. Even granted a certain vigilance against the propen-
sity of images and icons to obscure the very distance they mark, doubts that
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we can do without them lead immediately beyond a mere difference of accent
to a wholly different theory of religion. For me to render good and evil in
personal figures is to admit that I cannot help bur attribute motives and a
desire even to the Good which, as Lévinas puts it, has chosen me before I
could ever have chosen it. Here what is readily confirmed in our everyday
relations with other people is extended to our relation to the absolute. The
opposition between God and the Devil, between absolute good and extreme
evil, not only gives each of them a certain form but also attributes to each a
will. Opposed to God, the loving creator, is Satan, the seducer. Just as God
desires that we bow before divine transcendence, so Satan desires that we
violate it. The erotic dimension of these formulations is unmistakable: God,
I believe, loves me from before creation and beyond understanding; Satan
wants only to use me for himself, for his own perverse objectives. This
dimension, let us immediately insist, is not absent from Lévinas’s ethics of
radical responsibility but only relegated to the background of his overt
focus on the Good. One does not notice an original attachment to the
Good—indeed, Lévinas argues everywhere against it—because the Good is,
from the first, alleged to reach us before and beyond any sort of contact.

What the anthropology of the Devil forces us to see, Lévinas would thus
seem to have taken great pains to avoid: the incarnation of the religious
absolute is a self-offering which, by making itself susceptible to our inter-
pretations and decisions, implies in it a vulnerability which we for our part
are always striving to integrate in one or another way. Christian theology,
for instance, addresses this vulnerability as the infinite and eternal love of a
Creator who desires, but does not pre-determine, that we actively emulate
Him. To put it somewhat differently, when Lévinas denies us the right to
such positive statements about the Good, he can be seen as protecting
a rather more severe definition of transcendence, namely, without either
desire or vulnerability of any kind.

It is precisely this conception of an invulnerable transcendence which
instructs Lévinas to detach the seat of authority from any incarnation as
this or that “law.” Because the absolute has always already withdrawn from
anything that we may take as its incarnation, we are primordially open and
therefore ordered to the other person prior to any arché, responsible to him
or her before any question of care for ourselves. Because the Good has
always already withdrawn from us, we are always already on our way to it,
which for Lévinas is also on our way to the other person. One can never do
enough and therefore cannot but fall short. For Lévinas the transcendence
of the transcendent-—the goodness of the “Good”—necessarily implies (let
us not say “causes”) the inescapable and irremediable evil of simply being.
Because God is without any desire-—hence, invulnerable-—we creatures are
made up of a desire whose proper aim is always already out of reach. The
lack which has been purged from the absolutely other has re-surfaced to
consume each individual person.
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To take the opposite tack in ethics would mean attributing desire to
opposed (but again, not equal) figures of the absolute and centering our
responsibility on how we relate to the two of them.” It would be, for
instance, to conceive of the figure of the Devil—the personification of evil,
possessed of his own desire—as an expression of the most destructive of
allures: the complete satisfaction which would coincide with immersing our
finitude in the absolute “object.” To adopt this perspective would mean
recognizing a susceptibility in each of us to take either of those two paths:
a conflict of tendencies, one seeking life and pleasure, and the other—
subterranean and excessive—moving toward death. Moreover, it would mean
that the task of ethics is to teach us how to manage these conflicting tend-
encies, how to accept them as one’s own, how to be alone with one’s desire
as it serves life and, beyond life’s limits, death.

Finally, this perspective must also furnish an explanation for deliberate
moral evil, an explanation which Lévinas himself has never fully provided.
Ethics, he has argued, attends first to the simple fact that the otherness of
the other person commands a respect which is unconditional. Anything
short of this involves treating humans as objects or ideas, which, says Lévinas,
is an infinitely different matter from the misuse of those objects and ideas.
To treat the other person in the same way as one treats an object or idea
is to treat that person as if he or she were not a person at all. In this sense
ethical disrespect is “murder.” The first and only statement of our respons-
ibility is thus to be found in the Decalogue: “Thou shall not kill.” For
Lévinas, to ask whether this has been unavoidable, and then also whether
the acts of violence which may have been avoided were committed by
neglect or aggression, is already to mistake questions of civil legislation for
fundamental ethics.

In response to this, have we not learned that the definition of our
responsibility has to do not only with our relation to the other person but
also with a distinct but inseparable relation with religious transcendence?
Have we not also come to suspect that the conflation of these two relations
in the ethics of radical responsibility expresses, first, a refusal to concede
the necessity of an incarnation of that transcendence and, second, but
more deeply, an unwillingness to address a lack in it—an unwillingness to
recognize a desire in “God” that we commit our own individual desires
to praise and respect? To have come to this point, emphasizing now the
role which one’s own desire plays in religious attitudes and imagery, is to
have come to the threshold of an ethics entangled in the erotics of rela-
tions not only with other people and images of the absolute but also with
ourselves.

There is no doubt much to learn from Lévinas’s attunement of ethics to
a desire which is religious. But it is necessary to expand the scope of that
desire beyond the divine matrix which links us to the absolute: the very
formulation of that matrix, it must be contended, responds to an experience
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of the desire itself, as something that defines us from a place which we
cannot grasp or make secure. We begin not simply in the wake of an “object”
which we can never have (cannot touch) but also with an interpretation of
that inaccessibility and thus of the “object” itself. Thus we begin not in false
security, as Lévinas has claimed, but more deeply in an all too real insecur-
ity which we could hardly be more anxious to avoid. Murder, then, must be
more than an extravagant exercise of individual vitality. To the contrary,
one strikes out against one’s neighbor, whether in weakness or fury, out
of a deeper solitude, which only the most fortunate among us have learned
to accept comfortably. Killing is more than an affair of aggression, even if
there is always a kind of aggression in it. Before it is social and imperial,
killing is solitary and insecure. One begins alone and helpless, in need of
company and shelter. Life takes hold only by salving a pain which never
fully abates. What Lévinas calls “violence” expresses first our incapacity
ever to forget it. It is not merely its enjoyment but also its hollow core which
make our deepest commitments indispensable. “Killing,” said the poet, “is
a form of our wandering sorrow. .. ."”

Notes

* This work was supported by the Belgian National Fund for Scientific Research
(Flanders).

1 Stephen Vincent Benét, The Devil and Daniel Webster (Weston: Countryman
Press, 1937).

2 In contrast, Socrates’s perfect city was to be achieved only “in speech,” and
Augustine referred such aspirations to the divine counterpart of this world where
we feel them, namely, the “City of God.”

3 E. Lévinas, Totality and Infinity, trans. A. Lingis (Pittsburgh: Duquesne Univ.
Press, 1969) p. 196. The relationship between Lévinas and Kant is too important,
complex, and lacking in documentation to be addressed here at any serious
length. For the sake of clarity, I offer the following marginal remarks on Kant.
(1) Whereas his moral philosophy clearly defends at least the ideal of an unqualified
moral act, Kant later describes in the Religion a “propensity” ( propensio) to evil
which belongs to each individual human will and which might well be considered
to stand in the way of actually achieving that act. (2) Accepting this then means
sparing Kant from the judgment that he himself has been as “optimistic” or
“utopic” as some of his fellow moderns and their successors. But it calls for a
rereading of the Second Critique in particular, and not only where it allegedly
(according to Lévinas) makes infinity dependent for its concretion on the indi-
vidual act but also where the section entitled “Dialectic of Pure Practical Reason”
moves in the direction of a “pure practical faith,” in which an innate disposition
to the good guides our choice for the law. Either the Religion, with its thematiza-
tion of radical evil, makes clear that Kant’s moral philosophy wagers on what
can never be more than an ideal (in which case Kant is anything but optimistic
about our prospects of doing the good), or this later text’s willingness to con-
front separate propensities to good and evil simply rejects the earlier position.
In any case, my concern in this essay is not with interpreting Kant but with
examining, via a reading of Lévinas, one possible dimension of contemporary
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ethics. One thing that the work of Lévinas has surely made urgent is a careful
reading of Kant.

In Totality and Infinity Lévinas uses the term “Stranger” (I'Etranger) in both this
more phenomenological sense (p. 39) and the familiar parlance of inter-cultural
difference (p. 75). His apparent willingness or capacity to conflate these two
phenomena must not be taken for granted, but it deserves separate attention.
As is well known, this formula appears first in Augustine, who already goes so
far as to deny that evil is a substance (Confessions VII.12.18). It is Aquinas,
however, who brings this idea to completion: “Evil, opposed to good as darkness
to light, cannot signify any being, form, or nature, but only some absence of
good” (Summa theologiae 1.48.1). This “good,” we are told elsewhere, is particu-
lar and fitting to the moral agent, and yet in the case of evil, it is absent. See De
malo 1.1 and Contra Gentiles T11.8.

V. Jankélévitch, Le mal (Paris: Arthaud, 1947) pp. 8-9.

In truth, this distinction between being and acting is not as clear for Lévinas as
one might wish. Already in his earliest work, devoted to Heidegger, Lévinas
insists on the active, or “verbal,” sense of Sein and speaks of authentic existence
as the endpoint of a “task.” See “Martin Heidegger et 'ontologie” (1932),
reprinted in E. Lévinas, En découvrant U'existence avec Husserl et Heidegger (Paris:
Vrin, 1988) p. 59. From there would grow steadily a powerful dissatisfaction
with the innate self-relatedness of the individual being (rendered variously
as ['étre, l'existent, and even ['étant), thus conceived as active and, eventually,
“violent.”

This second term in particular occupies an important place in Lévinas’s two
books focused on subjectivity: Existence and Existents (1947), trans. A. Lingis
(The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1978), and Otherwise than Being or Beyond Essence
(1974), trans. A. Lingis (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1981). Yet, whereas in
the former Lévinas is content to link subjectivity with the spontaneity in which
we “live from the elements” (to be distinguished from Heidegger’s more prag-
matic relation to tools; ¢f. p. 45), in the latter, where his ethicization of that
clemental subjectivity has come to the fore, it is explicitly assigned the sort of
ambivalence that I wish to point out here. Contrasting the innate contentment
of simply living from the elements with the deeper “restlessness for the other”
which that contentment presupposes and yet covers over, Lévinas speaks of the
“scandal of sincerity”—the impossibility of nof falsely answering one’s own con-
cerns first (p. 143).

One finds this reading of L.évinas both in Roger Burggraeve, “Het kwade als
keerzijde van het goede” in Het Vele Gezichten van het Kwaad: Meedenken in Het
Spoor van Emmanuel Lévinas, ed. R. Burggraeve and L. Anckaert (Leuven: Acco,
1996) pp. 11-56, and in C. Chalier, La persévérance du mal (Paris: Cerf, 1987).
See Totality and Infinity, p. 149: “Before defining man as the animal that can
commit suicide it is necessary to define him as capable of living for the other and
of being on the basis of the other who is exterior to him.”

As will become clearer, this extraordinary inaccessibility renders problematic the
very word “law,” which can be taken to imply the tangible presence of transcend-
ence. See “The Transcendence of Bvil” (1978) in B, Lévinas, Collected Philosophical
Papers, trans. A. Lingis (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1987) pp. 175-86 passim.
Unwilling simply to yield to this claim on our language, I will retain the word
until compelled to do otherwise.

In addition to his straightforward ethical censure of this notion of freedom,
Lévinas also challenges its coherence. For him true freedom consists not in
the sort of rootless detachment that is rendered most vividly in Sartre’s subject
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for-itself, but instead in a primordial “investment” in responsibility for the other
person. The freedom which would do without its own root in that responsib-
ility is the absurd freedom of von Miinchhausen, who tries vainly to raise himself
up by his own hair. For this perspective on Sartre, see Totality and Infinity,
p. 303.

Lévinas introduces the term “obsession” in Otherwise than Being or Beyond Essence.
Although there it designates the primordial ambivalence of a subject at once
comprised of its responsibility to another and constantly serving itself first, I use
it here to signify the more conscious ambivalence of a subject aware of that
tendency in itself and committed to redressing it at every instant. Needless to say,
the ethical imperative for choosing this “second” obsession presupposes that the
first is indeed our original and irreducible condition.

Totality and Infinity, pp. 78-81. True, in Otherwise than Being or Beyond Essence,
Lévinas conceives of a “God” to be distinguished from the other person, but this
is a “God” with whom we can have no contact except through the ethical relation
which, moreover, is our only evidence for Him.

This word comes, not by chance, from Kierkegaard. Lévinas’s two short essays on
Kierkegaard deal with precisely this problem and accuse him of precisely this
blasphemy. Cf “Existence et éthique” and “A propos de Kierkegaard vivant,” con-
secutively in E. Lévinas, Noms Propres (Paris: Fata Morgana, 1976) pp. 109-15.
On this “crossroads™ see Otherwise than Being or Beyond Essence, p. 197 n24.
The word is by no means a hapax legomenon. In addition to the obvious link
between its sense here and Lévinas’s celebrated expression “a religion for adults”
(see the 1957 essay by that name in his Difficile Liberté [Paris: Albin Michel,
1976] pp. 25-41), it also evokes his occasional references in Otherwise than Being
or Beyond Essence 1o the “fine risk” (le beau risque) to be run in attempting to
communicate ethically-—that is, in attempting to respond to the other person

Justly, as other (p. 120).

This sort of language appears throughout Otherwise than Being or Beyond
FEssence. From the perspective of classical theology, it is a matter of Lévinas’s
interpretation of “original sin,” ostensibly “original goodness of creation”
(p. 121), and yet only insofar as that classical expression is re-defined in terms of
an “accusation preceding the fault, borne against oneself despite one’s innocence”
(p. 113, emphasis added). One sees immediately that the risk of what I have
already called a “divinization of the other person” is also a risk of conflating
religion and ethics. Perhaps this is more evident in Totality and Infinity, where
justice, the establishment of a respectful relationship with the other, is said to
“produce” infinite otherness—to bring it to light. To embrace one’s responsibility
is thus to invert the order of a world falsely closed to the infinity which it
presupposes. “Man,” writes Lévinas, “redeems creation” (p. 104).

Otherwise than Being or Beyond Essence, pp. 93, 112.

Consider the programmatic remarks at Otherwise than Being or Beyond Essence,
p. 122: “If ethical terms arise in our discourse, before the terms freedom and
non-freedom, it is because before the bipolarity of good and evil presented to
choice, the subject finds himself committed to the Good in the very passivity of
supporting. . . . This antecedence of responsibility to freedom would signify the
Goodness of the Good: the necessity that the Good choose me before I can be in
a position to choose, that is, welcome its choice.”

In “Reality and Its Shadow” (1948) the image is interpreted as an “idol.” Opaque,
it folds the gaze back on itself, truncating the movement of the eye toward the
transcendence of what is already on its way toward us even before we begin to
look. Lévinas does not hesitate to draw religious conclusions: “The proscription

47



21

22

BEYOND LEVINAS

of images is truly the supreme command of monotheism, a doctrine that over-
comes fate . . .” (Collected Philosophical Papers, p. 141, and repeated in Otherwise
than Being or Beyond Essence, p. 191 n21).

The importance of these relations and negotiations is also emphasized in the
work of Paul Valadier. See, e.g., his Eloge de la conscience (Paris: Seuil, 1994),
esp. pp. 179f.

“Téten ist eine Gestalt unseres wandernden Trauerens...” (Rilke, Sonnets to
Orpheus 11.11).
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VIOLENCE AND THE
VULNERABLE FACE OF
THE OTHER

The vision of Emmanuel Levinas on
moral evil and our responsibility

Roger Burggraeve
Translated by Jeffrey Bloechl

Source: Journal of Social Philosophy 30(1) (1999): 29-45.

According to the French-Jewish thinker Levinas (1905-1995), ethics begins
with the appearing of the other person, or, as he calls it in his first major
work, Totality and Infinity (1961), with his or her “face.” Let us follow
Levinas in his attempt to describe this central ethical phenomenon. In this
way, we will be led to pay special attention to the problem of violence, hate,
and murder, since every ethics is ultimately concerned with the difference
between moral good and evil. Through this analysis—which of course can
explain only some aspects of Levinas’s many-sided and at the same time
single-minded thinking—we still hope to make clear the power and import-
ance of his ethics for, among other things, the contemporary discussion on
racisim.

From the huwman countenance to the face of the other

If we go in search of what Levinas means by the term “face,” we immedi-
ately encounter a great, but obvious misunderstanding. When we hear
the word “face,” we spontaneously associate it with “countenance,” with the
physiognomy, facial expression, and, by extension, character, social status,
situation, and past, that means the “context” from which the other person
becomes visible and describable for us. The face of the other thus seems to
coincide perfectly with what his appearance and behavior offers to “seeing”
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and “representing.” By taking literally an “option” regarding the other
person, we suppose ourselves able to “define” him, whereupon we then
also delimit our reactions and behavior. Likewise, in all sorts of forms of
counseling (medical, psychological, therapeutic), we begin from a “dia-
gnosis,” from a methodically and technically professionalized “observation”
through which, based on our foreknowledge of symptoms—the images
of sickness—we can propose a diagnosis with an eye to prognosis and
treatment.

What Levinas really means by the “face of the other” is not his physical
countenance or appearance, but precisely the noteworthy fact that the other—
not only in fact, but in principle-—does not coincide with his appearance,
image, photograph, representation, or evocation. “The other is invisible”
(TT 6). According to Levinas, we therefore can not properly speak of a
“phenomenology” of the face since phenomenology describes what appears.
The face is nonetheless what in the countenance of the other escapes our
gaze when turned toward us. The other is “otherwise,” irreducible to his
appearing, and thus reveals himself precisely as face. Surely, the other is
indeed visible. Obviously, he appears and so calls up all sorts of impres-
sions, images, and ideas by which he can be described. And naturally, we
can come to know a great deal about him or her on the basis of what he or
she gives us “to see.” But the other is more than a photograph, or rather not
only is he factually more—not only more in the sense where there is always
more for me to discover—but he can never be adequately reproduced or
summarized by one or another image. The other is essentially, and not
merely factually or provisionally, a movement of retreat and overflowing.
I can never bind or identify the other with his plastic form (Ef 90--91).
Paradoxically, the other’s appearing is executed as a withdrawal, or literally,
as refraite or anachorese. The epiphany of the other is always also a break-
ing through and a throwing into confusion of that very epiphany, and as
such the other always remains “enigmatic,” intruding on me as the “irreduc-
ible,” “separate and distinct,” “strange,” in short as “the other” (AS 81).
The other is insurmountably otherwise because he escapes once for all every
effort at representation and diagnosis. The epiphany of the face makes all
curiosity ridiculous (11 46).

Stll, for Levinas it is precisely in this insurmountable irreducibility of
alterity that is the vulnerability of the face (T 275), and through which the
lighting up of its ethical significance is made manifest. As “countenance,”
the other is vulnerable, and can very easily be reduced to his appearing,
as social position, “accomplishments,” and image of health or illness. The
appearance of the face as countenance, as it were, invites the “L” or “ego,”
to reduce the other to that countenance. This “invitation to reduction” de-
pends not only on the vulnerability of the face but also on the way of being
of the I to whom the face appears. Borrowing an expression from Spinoza,
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Levinas describes the I as conatus essendi—as effort and tension of existing
(AE 4-5). As an individual being, the I is persistent in its concern with its
own existence, and tries obstinately to maintain itself (AS 63--64). The “nat-
ural” or spontaneous being of the I is self-interest: its esse is interesse. This
implies that the I also approaches the other person from an “interested”
position, which is to say that it tries to integrate the other into its project of
existing as a function, means, or meaning.

This also goes with the manner in which I approach the face of the other.
On the basis of my perception—whether spontaneous or permeated by
method—“vision” in the literal sense of the word—-I strive to grasp the
other in an image and to keep him in my sights. And this perception takes
place not out of “contemplative” consideration that wishes only to respect-
fully “mirror” the other or “let him be seen,” but according to self-interested
concerns. When I thus succeed in discovering or “dis-closing” the other
person, I can also know how I can interact with him, and how I can include
him in the realization of my autonomy and right to freedom. Hence does the
face appear as preeminently vulnerable, in so far as it can be reduced—
based on its appearing and on the ground of my perception-—precisely to its
countenance. In this respect, Levinas takes the paradoxical position that the
other presents himself to me as the “temptation to murder” (I 90). In
its appearing, the face presents itself to me naked; it is, as it were, handed
over defenseless before the “shameless gaze” that observes and explores it.
The nudity of the face is an “uncomfortable” nudity, one that testifies to an
essential destitution. The proof of this is in the fact that the other tries to
camouflage his poverty by taking on airs, by posing or posturing, making
and dressing himself up, grooming and preening. This makes it clear that
the other is naked, and by its appearing the basic onlooking—Iliterally
“yoyeuristic”—1 is as it were inviied to violence. By its “countenance,” its
visibility, the face challenges my self-interested effort of existing to imprison
the other there, in what 1 see, or, to invoke a play of words, the other who
is seen, “is seen” (AE 113-15).

But in this very fascination, says Levinas, there lies the ethical signific-
ance of the face. At the moment in which I am attracted by the naked
“countenance” of the other to reduce him to that countenance, I simul-
taneously realize that that which can be actually must not. This is the core
of the fundamental ethical experience beginning from the face—namely,
the prohibition against committing the other solely to his own countenance
(LC 44). Levinas expresses this as a categorical imperative emanating from
the face: “Thou shall not kill.” In my self~sufficient effort of existing, which

on the ground of perception and representation aims to become the expres-
sion and realization of individual freedom, T am not merely limited from the
outside but at my deepest—in the very principle of my freedom—shocked
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It is through its countenance and its naked poverty that the face can be
killed. And the fact that this is not only a possibility but an everyday—or
even banal—reality is abundantly clear from our newspaper and television
reports of violence, homicide, and war. In this sense, the face as an ethical
appeal is not an ontological or natural “necessity,” like an object that, when
let go, must fall, according to the law of gravity. The “must” that asserts
itself in the face—and by which the face is precisely a face—is not the
“cannot be otherwise” of natural necessity, but to the contrary a “can be
otherwise” that, on the other hand, must not. The commandment against
murder does not make murder impossible, even when its “authority” is
maintained in bad conscience over evil committed (NLT 22-23). In this
respect, the ethical “must” is absolutely opposed to “compulsion” or “inevit-
ability.” The face as command does not force compliance, but only appeals.
The face presents itself to me as an “authority,” but one that cannot compel
me to anything, but can only ask and appeal, an authority that requires only
by beseeching. The authority that reaches me from the face as a prohibition
against murder is an “unarmed authority” (AS 69) that can call only upon
my free, good will for help. The term “appeal” expresses both the uncondi-
tionally obliging character of a categorical imperative in the Kantian sense,
and a call to human freedom as good will-—that is to say, as a will that can
override its own self-interest and stand essentially open for the other than
itself, but that can also, again as free will, cast this appeal to the wind. The
face of the other signifies for me the experience of violence as continuous
enchantment and real possibility, and thus immediately the ethical “shame”
that T must not be the murderer of the other (X 91).

When Levinas offers a positive analysis of this putting into question of
the ego’s self-interested effort of existing, he speaks of a call to responsibil-
ity for the other. This responsibility consists in the first place in taking
care not to violate or destroy (“kill”) the other in his otherness, which is to
say not to reduce the other to his countenance, but instead to recognize,
respect, and do justice to him in his otherness. When we look at an other and
see eyes, nose, a forehead, a chin, and so forth, all of which can be described,
then we consider the other only as an object. And this is precisely a form of
lack of respect, hence a form of violence. In his evocative language, Levinas
can then also propose that the best manner in which to meet the other
consists not in the least in taking note of the color of his eyes (EX 89). When
one sees the color of the eyes, the other becomes a “spectacle” by which his
irreducible and infinite otherness is violated. In contrast with the shameless
intrusion that breaks in on the other without embarrassment, we can, with
Levinas, designate the ethical relation supposed in the commandment “Thou
shall not kill” as “holding back”: le mouvement apparemment négatif de
la retenue [the seemingly negative movement of holding back] (NLT 96).
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Confronted with the vulnerability of the face, I am thereby called to restrain
myself and to pull back—in other words, to not do something, or con-
cretely, not to do the other violence, which in fact runs counter to the
spontaneous dynamics of my effort of existing that presses brutally forward
(comme une force qui va [like a force that goes]).

This makes possible a better grasp of the manner in which the “good will”
mentioned above relates itself to the “effort of existing.” As “aimed at the
good” one might think that the good will is to be found wholly outside of
the conatus essendi. Indeed, such a dualistic interpretation is put forth easily
by numerous interpreters of Levinas, inspired not least by Levinas himself,
particularly in Totalité et Infini. In that work, “the Same” (le Méme) and
“the Other” (I 'Autre), “the effort of existing” (/'intéressement) and “respons-
ibility” (la responsabilité par Autrui), and “being” (étre) and the “otherwise
than being” (autrement qu’étre) are held apart from one another as two
different and distinct fields of meaning that can also be radically contrasted.
However, since Levinas never speaks of the Same or the Other, but of the
Same and the Other (le Méme et |'Autre), the question is really how they do
indeed relate to each other.

A correct understanding of this relation can be clarified via the Husserlian
method to which Levinas often refers. This method consists in first with-
drawing from what appears and is given to everyday perception, in order
to—from a position of systematic and methodical doubt—return zu den
Sachen selbst, or to what is covered over or forgotten in the perceived
phenomena, and thus to return to “true reality”—to the thing itself—of
the phenomenon. What is immediately obvious in our everyday perception
of the dynamic of human existence is that it is driven by the conatus essendi.
On closer inspection, this description of the subject appears too hasty. Accord-
ing to Levinas—and here we come upon what is in my opinion the real
originality of his ethical thinking—our characterization of the 1 by self-
interest and effort of existing has covered something up, something already
at work in that very effort of existing. Concretely, there is at work in the
effort of existing itself—in the Same, and not outside it—a scruple that
places the conatus essendi in question from inside out and breaks it open to
the other than itself. Literally, the word scruple means a pebble in one’s shoe
making it impossible to stand still, and instead moving or inciting one
to take another step. It is therefore not by chance that Levinas speaks of
“the Other in the same” (AR 141). This scruple that disturbs even the effort
of existing comes to light through an encounter with the face, but it is not
introduced or created by that encounter. The confrontation with the appeal
of the naked and vulnerable face awakens in the conatus the scruple over
itself through which the “being” of the I reveals itself as also “otherwise
than being.” As paradoxical as it may sound, this “otherwise than being” is
not introduced by the face but in fact is manifested as essentially belonging
to the dynamic of the conatus. The scruple over itself that operates from
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inside out within the conarus means precisely the “good will” as an ethical
event. As orientation to the good, the good will is not a “natural necessity”
—nor is the effort of existing—in the sense that a person can do nothing
other than choose either for the other or for self-interest. The good will
enacts itself precisely as scruple, as placing in question, as a discomfort with
itself in the effort of existing. As conatus essendi, I am uneasy about my own
conatus essendi; 1 realize that the evidence of my striving to exist is not at all
evident, that I might not outlive my self-interest after all. In the exercise of
my cffort of existing it occurs to me that, left to itself, that effort is brutal,
and leaves everything behind it, in its own wake. There is also a certain
“natural impulse or inclination” in the conatus to think and act from its own
interest, though this still does not mean that it is abandoned to itself as an
inevitable mechanism of natural necessity. It is because it can be marked by
an internal scruple or reserve about itself that the conatus is ethical, and
by this it exceeds nature—nature being understood here as moderated or exer-
cised in accord with natural law. And through the crisis that it bears within
itself-—la crise de ['étre [the crisis of being]—it is not abandoned to itself as
fatality, but can exceed itself to the other than itself. Through the internal
scruple a choice is put before it between self-interest and the otherwise than
being, by which it exceeds itself as “involvement with the good,” and is thus
“good will.” In short, the paradox of being human is that as the effort of
existing we are not abandoned to our nature as to a natural impulse, but,
through the scruple—through our conscience as mauvaise conscience [bad
conscience]—we can arise above ourselves to choose for the good, that is
to say for “unselfishness.” In this way, the effort of existing in itself also
already marked and touched by the good, not as necessity but as pos-
sibility and call. It is not for nothing that Levinas cites this as le miracle de
I"humain [the “miracle of the human”]: the other in the same, transcendence
in immanence, the “extraordinary” in the “ordinary,” the other that affects
the same and unsettles it, or more forcefully, throws it into such disorder
that the effort of existing is turned inside out and exposed as vulnerable to
the other than itself, which is to say the face of the other (AT 141-43).
The apparently negative movement of reserve and placing oneself in ques-
tion in the effort of existing, so to speak, makes room for the positive
movement of attention and responsibility for the other. This responsib-
ility, which establishes the nonkilling of the other and which begins as
from the summons of the face—and, finally, which is therefore radically
heteronomous-—Levinas characterizes time and again throughout his writ-
ings as “goodness.” “Responsibility” is a term very dear to him, and the
highest realization of it consists in existing close to the other in his extreme
vulnerability, that is, not to leave the other alone in his exposure to the
inexorability of his death. And although I can do no more for the other,
he cannot reimburse me for my goodness. As countenance, the face is also
“in the sights™ of death as the ultimate and inescapable menace making all
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will-to-live ridiculous. This, then, is goodness as nonindifference, one that
is also asymmetrical and that thus in no way takes as a precondition for
goodness any payment or reward from the other. Levinas sometimes tries
to clarify the “unselfishness” of the responsibility for the other as “pure
goodness,” “love without eros,” charity without reciprocity—“to fear for
the other” without this fear beginning from “fear for myself.” I this respect,
for Levinas this “fear for the other pursued and stricken by death” is the
foundation and even modality of responsibility-to-and-for-the-other as good-
ness (EI 128).

Goodness as inverted world

With this strong accent on goodness—not merely surprising but also moving
-—Levinas himself is nonetheless also conscious of a possible reproach,
namely that his ethics of goodness is in fact a cheap, romantic, and naive
philosophy. Levinas resists this charge vehemently. His ethics of responsibil-
ity is a very realistic philosophy that departs precisely from the moral evil of
violence and injustice (NLT 23-24).

Levinas concedes that on first sight the idea of goodness seems simple,
even banal. But for him it loses its simplicity in light of the evil that wishes
to transgress it. Levinas’s basic ethical idea of care for the other—who is
always essentially “other” and thus “foreign”~—acquires its full force in light
of the denial and destruction of the other. This latter point has already been
touched on when analyzing the call to responsibility going out from the
face in connection with the command “Thou shall not kill” and through
the definition of the ethical as the scruple in the conatus essendi itself. This
command points directly to the possibility and reality of violence and
murder as evil. Moreover, there arise no norms in human society, and few
prohibitions, unless reality is such that they become either necessary or at
least desirable. Were each of us spontaneously and, as it were, inherently
nonviolent, there would exist neither ethics nor any prohibition against mur-
der. Only when a specific evil has a certain factual evidence—which is not to
say “necessity”’l—do there come to be ethical values and norms, formulated
for the most part in the form of prohibitions, precisely in order to make
clear that such values (which in fact are often and easily violated) must not
be violated. Were there always and everywhere respect for the otherness of
the other person, then there would also be no ethics, which is also to say
that there would be no need for an obligation to respect, or to formulate a
prohibition against murder as the minimal expression of that respect. In this
sense, goodness as nonviolent relation to the other that tries to do him
or her justice is anything but a cheap and naive thought, good only for
pious souls or idealistic adolescents not yet familiar with life’s hard realities.
Goodness as the path to the other is not at all a self-evident, “natural” idea
that would emerge spontaneously in our everyday struggles. It is anything
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but self-evident. On the contrary, it establishes an “inverted order,” an
Umwertung aller Werte [a “revaluation of all values”], for it is possible only
as a radical transgression of our “ordinary” striving to be that, according to
its self-interest, orders the other to itself with the greatest self-evidence. The
naivete, in other words, lies not on the side of goodness, but on that of
freedom and the I, which in its “natural” or spontaneous “being” acts as if
everything were there “for him” alone. Only when we have understood
goodness as the overcoming of our “quasi-natural” self-interest that, on the
basis of our neediness, seems rather more evident than does “being for
the other,” can its true, revolutionary, and counterintuitive character emerge.
To employ one useful image—an image that comes from Levinas himself
—goodness goes so far that it keeps the cold in and for itself while we
by nature rather appreciate the warmth. The true meaning and real value
of goodness, understood as the unconditional of the other despite its
“otherness,” consists precisely in overcoming the evil threatening the other
with reduction and destruction, instead establishing another relation with
him or her, one resting on attention and devotion to the other. In this sense,
the Levinasian idea of responsibility for the other can never be thought of
or explained without also pointing to its counterpart, its negative inverse,
which it resists in particular, namely the evil of reducing the face of the
other person to his countenance, which is also to say indifference before, or
rejection of the other—mnot of the human in general, but of the other person,
of the alterity of the other person (CAJ 78).

Use, consumption, and misuse of the other

To make clear that goodness is not a weak concept but an iron-strong
ethical one, I find it important to pause for a moment over the attention
that Levinas pays to moral evil, and specifically to the evil that one person
perpetrates against another. On one hand, he discovers in evil the same
basic structure, namely the “reduction of the other to the same” (T¥ 6). On
the other hand, he distinguishes in it different forms. These can be arranged
in ascending order, starting from the “comprehending” and thus grasping
consideration of the other, through tyranny, the passion of murder and
hate, and finally coming to an end at what for Levinas is evil in the extreme,
namely racism and, more particularly, anti-Semitism as a “horribly perfect”
form of racism. I go into each of these different forms of evil because they
illustrate unambiguously the ethical refusal to put one’s effort of existing in
question.

A first form of evil lies in considering the other as a potentiality or func-
tion of the establishment and affirmation of my ego, or I. In a state of
“want,” T have need of the other—I cannot be without others. It is from
there that my spontaneous, natural consideration of others is always self-
interested and self-involved. This we can call the economic relation to the
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other, which develops de facto into an economic regime of reciprocal, well-
understood private interests in the sense that people relate to each other on
the basis of satisfying one another’s needs, in which case they are thus also
“Interesting” for one another. One can go so far in this that the otherness
of the other is no longer respected but, to speak with Kant, reduced to a
mere means. Concretely, this happens whenever I try to make the other
person subordinate to me as “food” or “power,” or to press him into one or
another form of service, hence to “consume” the other, to instrumentalize
him and to use him: to cannibalize, whether under a hard form or a milder
one. For this, I can of course apply all the riches and power that 1 have
assembled for myself in my struggle for existence. I can use all possible
means—or better put, misuse them—to draw the other to myself, to extort
from him, to intimidate him or buy him, in short to subject him to myself—
and without there arising a direct expression of brutality or enslavement
(TI 209, LC 268). At first glance, this would seem to indicate a milder form
of evil, but in essence this modality already contains the possibility of a
stronger and even an extreme form of evil, for it, too, displays what we have
seen as the fundamental dynamic of all evil: the reduction of the other to
oneself.

Now, this reduction of the other on the practical plane is usually accom-
panied by, and is in any case also strengthened by, a reduction on the noetic
plane. Concretely, [ try to gain access to the other by stripping him of his
alterity via concepts, categories, and thematization. In this way, I can make
“images” or photographs of the other person so that I suppose myself to
know him. In doing so, I approach the other not according to his otherness
itself, but from a horizon, or another totality (QLT 77). I look the individu-
ality of the other, so to speak, up and down, forming a conception of him
not as this-individual-here-and-now but only according to the generality of
a type, an a priori idea, or an essence. Still more concretely, this means that
the other conceived within this reductive form of thinking is seen from out
of the wider horizon of his history, culture, environment, customs, and
traditions, personal past, characterological properties, sociological condi-
tioning and (depth-) psychological structures. The “comprehending” I, or
ego, negates the irreducible uniqueness of the other and tries to conceive of
him in the same way as he does the world. Comprehensive knowledge is
thus also no innocent phenomenon but a violent phenomenon of power. By
my “penetrating insight” I gain not only access to the other, but also power
over him. Through my knowledge, I not only can fix the other to his phys-
ical, psychological, and sociological appearance at a particular moment,
but can also manipulate and blackmail him. From this, it is clear how
knowledge, which is indispensable for my separation and is thus a good
for me, nonetheless at the same time brings evil for the other. This is the
tragedy of human understanding. The development of my noetic identity is
not without wrinkle or blemish, exhibiting a dark underside, namely, a
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disrespectful and essentially merciless exercise of power over the other. By
applying my cognition to understand the other, there occurs “a determina-
tion of the other by the same, without the same being determined by the
other” (TT 145).

The effort of existing as potentially violent

The economic pursuit of autonomy, which makes not only the world but
also the other person a “means of existence and self-development,” brings
us immediately to another, radical form of evil: interhuman violence. Not-
withstanding the fact that this reductive interaction among people lies in the
same line as the reduction of the world to economic concerns, Levinas also
points explicitly to their difference: Though both have a certain resistance to
worldly facts, both also always submit in one or another manner to my
project of existing. But in the case of one’s fellow humans this includes a
specific difficulty. For insofar as they, too, are “I’s,” or “alter egos,” they
exhibit the same self-interested effort of existing as do I myself, and thus
also act just as reductively. All I's in pursuit of autonomy want to ensure,
establish, and expand their own identity as much as possible. Hence does
my primitive egoism sooner or later strike up against the primitive egoism of
other I’s, or alter egos (TH 93). This implies the inevitable existence of a
general situation of conflict: The many I's who inhabit one and the same
world cannot all at the same time be at the absolute center to which all else
is made to refer. According to their ontological nature, or effort of existing,
they measures themselves and exert themselves with all power and every
possible means against one another (DEHH 173). It becomes a struggle for
power of all against all, war in the most general sense of the word (AE 5).
And this is a war waged openly and directly, or indirectly, either {rom
a subtly laid ambush, or more circuitously, taking the other by surprise
(TX 200-01). Hence does the effort of existing, necessary for life and seeking
autonomy, strike against its own contrary.

Violence as tyranny and enslavement

Another form of the reduction of the other to the same, and thus also of
violence, is, according to Levinas, tyranny, a despotic and unlimited expres-
sion of the effort of existing (LC 264-66). Tyranny consists in an I trying
to subjugate the others—without killing them-—in such a way that in one
or another manner they give up to him their freedom. The tyrant attempts
by persuasion, rhetoric, propaganda, seduction, trickery, diplomacy, dem-
agoguery, (threats of ) torture or physical violence, brainwashing, plagiarism,
intimidation, or bribery to bring other free subjects to abandon the auto-
nomous exercise of their freedom in exchange for satisfaction of their needs
(“bread and games”) (TT 42, 205).
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This tyrannical penetration into and seizure of freedom makes of its
victims not only “slaves,” but in its extreme form also “enslaved spirits.”
Incarnated freedom can indeed allow itself to be appropriated by the
intrigues of another and by doing so become its slave. In this way, one’s
freedom is abandoned to that other person. One no longer has an individual
will; one loses his freedom to think and act. In its consistent form, this
means that even the “capacity” to obey an order, which implies freedom, is
eradicated. There is only a degenerate form of heteronomy. An enslaved
spirit acts out of “blind” obedience. Here, “blind” means literally that
the obedience in question is not in the least bit cognizant of obedience. The
enslaved subject loses the experience of his autonomy and of his obedience.
There is no longer any “conscious” obedience, but only an inner, irresistible
“inclination” and “drive” to accommodate oneself to the powerful (T¥ 213~
14). This inclination, which can grow into masochistic “desire,” is marked
by an extreme submissiveness and compliance, by an “extreme weakness”
that in everyday language is indicated as slavish dependence, or “canine
trust and which in a fascist situation becomes trust for trust, sacrifice for
sacrifice, obedience for obedience” (DL 197). The inclination to submit
becomes second nature. The subject overwhelmed and possessed is no longer
conscious of being overwhelmed; the two now radically coincide. The
enslaved spirit no longer feels the strange and unreasonable like a slap in
the face. The tyrant, no matter precisely which form, in fact no longer finds
anyone against him, but only a mass of material without any substantial
core or resistance, at which point he can give full rein to his passions to his
heart’s content. Love of the “master” fills the enslaved spirit so completely
that he is without any distance or even the capacity to seek it. Fear of the
powerful “lord” takes possession of him to such an extent that he no longer
sees it for the simple reason that he sees only “from out of ” that very fear
(LC 265-606).

The passion of murder and hate

From the forms of reduction of the other to the same described up to now it
follows that the consistent exercise of willpower of my effort of existing
emerges in a denial of the other of which murder is the physical incarnation,
though not the only one (DVI 244-45).

Murder manifests itself not so much as a fact taking place once and for
all, but as a passion driven by a well-determined intentionality—namely, to
destroy the other totally. The “denial” occurring in the “consumption” and
“use” of others still remains partial. In the “grasp” that I exert on them, I
do indeed contest their independence but I still preserve their existence in
reality so that they are and continue to be “for me.” Killing is radical: One
does not dominate (appropriate, use, and consume) the other, but clears
him out of the way, or destroys himi; the other is driven even from existing.
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Murder, then, renounces absolutely all “comprehension” of the other, for
one no longer wishes to include the other in the “same,” that is, in one’s
own project of existing, but, on the contrary, to exclude him, because he is
“too much” in the way of one’s struggle for identity. Murder manifests itself
as the effort and realization of an inexorable struggle for omnipotence: The
I plays not “all or nothing” but “all and nothing.” It promotes itself to “all”
so that the other must be reduced to “nothing” or “no one,” which is also to
say to “is-no-longer,” in not only the factual but also, and above all, the
active sense of “is” no longer (étre understood not formally as existence but
qualitatively as conatus essendi, thus as “capacity”; TI 172).

Levinas points out how hate is another form of denial that is at the same
time related to murder and in a certain sense worse (though, of course, from
another perspective it is also less serious). Hate is an extremely paradoxical
manner of denying the other, for one wants at the same time both to rad-
ically negate the other and also not to do so entirely. From its offensive
height, hate wishes to humiliate and crush the other, but without destroying
him completely. On one hand, hate aims at making the other suffer, such
that he would then be reduced to pure passivity. But on the other hand, hate
wishes that the other in this passivity would remain at his most active, so
that he could bear witness to this hate. Still more, hate wants not only that
the other undergoes it but also that he suffers from it, for it is only by this
suffering that he can testify to the hate. Only the suffering of the other
reveals the destructive, reductive power of the “same” at work in hate. Hate
does not always wish the death of the other, or at least it wishes his death
to come only as the highest form of suffering. Whoever hates wants to be
the cause of a suffering of which the hated person is the living proof.
To make the other suffer through one’s hate is not simply to reduce him to
an object, but on the contrary to enclose him forcefully in his subjectivity.
Or better, hate at one and the same time both does and does not objectify
the other. In his suffering, the other must realize his objectification, and for
this very reason remain a subject. Hate wants both of these two aspects,
which ensures that it is insatiable. It is sated precisely when it is not. The
other gives satisfaction to the one who hates him only by being an object,
and yet he can never be object enough, for hate demands that, at the same
time the hated one falls, he nonetheless also remains clearheaded and bears
witness. This is what makes hate so absurd and sordid. Hate wants the
death of the other, yet without killing him; it holds the other, still living, at
the verge of destruction, so that through the terrible pain of rejection and
denial the other testifies to the triumph of hate (TT 216)!

Racism as denial of the otherness of the other
Levinas also considers all of the forms of moral evil discussed up to this

point to return in an extreme but consistent way to racism (VA 100). Strictly
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speaking, racism takes the view that one group of people is morally or
culturally superior to another group, based on a hereditary difference in
race. Racism considers the racial origin of an individual or a community as
the factor determining not only the appearance but also the way of think-
ing and acting. Moreover, racism accords value to one race above all others,
and one who is racist usually reckons himself among the superior race.
According to racist thinking, people are considered in the first place or even
exclusively in terms of their belongingness to a different race, most often
visible in color of skin and other physical features (figure, nose, eyes, and so
forth). On the basis of these features, they are then judged and above all con-
demned. And these condemnations are in turn nourished and strengthened
by all sorts of “images of the enemy” cast against the “other” race.

For Levinas, it is clear that racism was incarnated in an “exceptional”
way in the persecution of the Jews by the National Socialism of Hitler and
his followers (AS 60), which he therefore designates as “the diabolical
criminality of absolute evil” (CCH 82). In his work Mein Kampf, Hitler
argued for the superiority of the so-called Aryan race, the race of the Uber-
mensch [“Superman”]. Only those who belonged to the “pure” Aryan race,
who all the more so embodied this race purely, had the right to live and
reproduce. The Nazis therefore not only developed ingenious, scientifically
designed programs to “solve” the Jewish question (the Endlosung, ot Shoah)
by means of concentration camps and gas chambers (of which Auschwitz
in Poland was only one, but the most famous). They also developed and
enacted complex, extensive sterilization programs aimed specifically at the
physically and mentally handicapped so that the Aryan race would not be
stained by begetting “impure” children. And there were also the infamous
euthanasia programs established in order to remove “gently” the incurably
ill and mentally handicapped, who were thus less valuable and unnecessary
members of the Aryan race. Because homosexuals did not contribute to
the furthering of the pure Aryan race they were severely persecuted, and the
gypsies were eradicated because they did not belong to the Aryan race and
therefore represented a threat to its purity.

In a wider sense, one also speaks of racism when one recognizes and
relates to others on the basis of their belonging to another culture, language
group, or religion. As contemporary examples of this, we can point to the
manner in which people today reject immigrants from the Arab world and
wish to expel them because of their origin in another religion, specifically
Islam and its related traditions. Or think of the long-standing suppression
and discrimination against African Americans in the United States, many of
whose ancestors were brought over from Africa as slaves.

According to Levinas, the core of racism consists not in the denial of,
or failure to appreciate, similarities between people, but in the denial of, or
better said, failure to appreciate and value, people’s differences, or better
still, the fundamental and irreducible otherness by which they fall outside of
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every genre and are thus “unique”: “Alterity flows in no sense out of dif-
ference, to the contrary difference goes back to alterity” (VA 92). A racist
relation wants to recognize and value only the “same,” or one’s “own”
[het eigene], and therefore excludes the “foreign.” Out of self-defense, we are
easily inclined to accept and consider positively only that which agrees with,
or is “similar” to, ourselves. One finds the other embarrassing, threaten-
ing, and frightening. One therefore tries to expel him from oneself, to place
him outside so that he can be considered as the “enemy” from whom one
“may” defend oneself, and whom one may even “destroy” as what brings
life and well-being under pressure, unless one can reduce him to oneself or
make him a part of oneself. One wants to accept “others™ (or “strangers,”
or “foreigners”) only to the extent that they belong to one’s own “genre” or
“kind,” which i3 to say to one’s own blood and soil, to the same family,
tribe, sex, clan, nation, church, club, or community, do the same work, have
the same birthplace and date. One’s “own” is praised and even divinized
at the price of the “other,” which is vilified. The “stranger” becomes the
scapegoat on whom we blame all of our problems and worries. One accepts
differences only insofar as they are a matter of accidental particularities or
specificities within a same genre or basic design, in which individuals differ
from one another within a same “sort” only very relatively (for example,
character, taste, intellectual level), and in which their deeper affinity is
not at all tested (VA 97). Against this background, it is clear that for Levinas
anti-Semitism, as a specific and advanced form of racism, takes aim at the
Jew as the intolerable other. For anti-Semitic thinking and sentiment, the Jew
is simply the enemy, just as for every racism the other is the enemy as such,
that is to say not on the basis of personality, one or another character
trait, or a specific act considered morally troublesome or objectionable, but
due only to his very otherness. In anti-Semitism, the Jew, as “other,” is
always the guilty one. It is never “oneself,” the embodiment of the “same”
that not only arranges everything around itself but also profiles itself as
principle of meaning and value (CAJ 77-79).

From this perspective on racism as rejection of the other, it appears,
according to Levinas, that racism is not a rare and improbable phenomenon
existing in the heart and thought of only some “perverse” people that has
nothing to do with us. Insofar as one is, according to the spontaneous
dynamic of existing, or conatus essendi, directed toward the “same,” toward
maintaining and fortifying one’s “own”-—all such as I have just sketched
it—one must be considered “by nature” potentially racist, though of course
without being “predestined” for it. In itself, this admits no question of
psychological or pathological deviation. According to Levinas, this implies
that one cannot simply dispense with the racism of Hitler and the Nazis, in
contrast to something instead occurring only once, as a wholly distinct and
incomparable phenomenon, at least if one views it not quantitatively but
qualitatively, which is to say in terms of its roots and basic inspiration.
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In an attempt to hold open a pure—in fact, Manichean—distinction between
“good” (us) and “bad” (the “others”), thus keeping oneself out of range
of the difficulties in question, it happens all too often that Hitlerism is
described as something completely unique that has nothing in common with
the aims and affairs of the common mortal. The perspective of Levinas
shows that Hitlerism, with its genocide and other programs of eradication,
is only a quantitative extension, that is to say a consistent, systematic, and
inexorably refined outgrowth of racism in its pure form, one that, in its torn,
represents a concretization of the effort of existing, which, as the reduction
of the other to the same, is the nature of our existence (without, on the other
hand, our being abandoned to this nature as a fatality, since as ethical
beings we can overcome it). No one is invulnerable; any of us is a potential
racist, and at least sometimes a real racist. Racism, like Hitlerism, does not
occur by chance, or by an accidental turn. Nor is it an exceptional perver-
sion occurring in a group of psychologically disturbed people. It is a
permanent possibility woven into the dynamic of our very being, so that
whoever accedes to and lives out the dynamic of his own being inevitably
extends racism in one or another form (AS 60-61). We can no longer blame
racism and anti-Semitism on “others,” for both their possibility and the
temptation to them are borne in the dynamic of our own being, as “non-
reciprocal determination of the other” (¥1 99), which is precisely the kernel
of our freedom (TI 97).

1t is specifically to unmask this racist violence, and all forms of violence
as modalities of denial of the other as other, that Levinas discerns the basic
ethical norm in the commandment mentioned and explicated above, “Thou
shall not kill,” which is to say in the commandment to respect the otherness
of the other. In committing to the possible overcoming of evil, and of racism
in particular, through the ethical choice for the good, Levinas certainly
realizes how vulnerable this “overcoming” of evil is. By rejecting the idea
that every objective system, through its ironclad, mechanistic laws and coer-
civeness, might be able to render evil impossible forever, and instead basing
everything on the ethical call to the good, he makes clear that abuse, viol-
ence, and the racist exclusion and elimination of the other are constantly
possible and can never be definitively overcome. In ethics, there is no eschato-
logy, in the sense of a guarantieed “better world” or “world without evil.”
There is only the “good will” that must always prove itself in a choice
against evil that is neither evident nor easy. Only in this way can there be a
good future and justice for the other: only through ethical vigilance with
respect to all forms of violence, tyranny, hate, and racism, and a society
that nurtures in both our upbringing and education a “sensibility” for the
other as “stranger.” Such a sensitivity takes in full seriousness the ethical
essence of the human person, and serves always to put us back on the path
to a culture “where the other counts more than I do,” and where the most
foreign enjoys our complete hospitality.
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The Jewish wisdom of love

Levinas designates as “the wisdom of love” [la sagesse de I'amour] the con-
nection just described between the commandment “Thou shall not kill” and
the commitment to responsibility and goodness for the other. For him, love
is not a subjective feeling bubbling up in the ego’s heart or “good sentiment,”
like an expression of my personality, but is, in contrast, a commandment
descending on me “from elsewhere”—from the alien, irreducible face of the
other—specifying the “invested” and developed personality in which I “fee]
comfortably myself” and am able to function well, turning me upside down
in order to abandon myself for the other. Love is obedience to the respect
commanded by the other—that is to say, respect for human rights without
such a turn to the other also requiring as its precondition any tendency,
predestination, or capacity already in place.

Levinas calls this love a “wisdom” insofar as it is also a form of know-
ledge, though a knowledge of a completely different sort than the
“comprehension” that manifests itself as a form of reduction and violence.
Paradoxically, Levinas contends that justice is prior to truth (T 62). Con-
cretely, this means that to speak the truth, as the response to the other
insofar as the other is real, presupposes the work of justice. Responsibility-
to-and-for-the-other, as Levinas describes it, consists precisely in “letting
and making be.” Obeying the appeal that goes out from the face means not
reducing the other to his countenance, but in contrast doing absolutely
conscientious justice to his infinitely withdrawing transcendence or irreduc-
ible alterity. Here there emerges a special sort of wisdom, namely the wisdom
of gratitude. And this gratitude is at once a fundamental ethical posture
and a form of knowledge made possible by that very ethical posture. By
opening oneself to the other and doing right by his otherness, one takes up
the fundamental ethical posture of justice. This justice is at the same time a
form of truth to the degree that one wants not at all to manipulate or reduce
the otherness of the other, but on the contrary to recognize and therefore
also “know” according to the (ethical) truth. Love is wise because it is
essentially conscious of an obedience that makes each truth possible.

According to Levinas, we meet with the wisdom of love primarily in
Jerusalem, which is to say, for him, in the biblical tradition of Torah [Law]
(KN 212-13). Whereas in the so-called first tablet of the decalogue our
relationship with God is central, the second tablet focuses on worldly relation-
ships and behavior. The first commandment of the second tablet reads:
“Thou shall not kill.” This priority is not to be taken purely formally
and externally, but also in terms of content and quality. “Thou shall not
kill” is the foundation of all the other commandments and prohibitions,
and is thus the source of a humane society that consists precisely in respect-
ing the other person. The Torah “exposes ethical meaning as the ultimate
intelligibility of the human, and even of the cosmic” (SaS 10). By this,
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Levinas does not at all mean to say that Jerusalem or the Bible has some
sort of monopoly on the priority of the other person, ethics, and human
rights. Indeed, it is not that it is true because it stands in the Bible, but that
it is in the Bible because it is true—if it is true. This latter qualification
means that a check against experience and reflection is always necessary.
In these, the insightful accessibility and general human communicability of
the expression in question can appear (EFP 110-11). It is for this reason
that Levinas pays constant attention to a phenomenological disclosure of
how “Thou shall not kill” is the foundation of ethics, responsibility, and
goodness (EA 12-13).

Conclusion

Although Emmanuel Levinas is certainly not the only one in philosophy
who pays attention to the human face, he is indeed the only one who makes
of it a central category. Moreover, he gives to it a very specific meaning
that departs markedly from the available qualifications based on physi-
ognomy, visibility, and describability. For Levinas, the “face” is precisely
that which radically and infinitely exceeds the “countenance,” not as inac-
cessible but as exceptionally vulnerable. It is this vulnerability that exposes
the ethical meaning of the face: the simultancous temptation to violence
and the prohibition “Thou shall not kill.” The goodness that is nothing other
than the positive inverse of this prohibition is then also anything but a banal
or simplistic idea, good for pious and naive souls. It signifies, in contrast,
the difficult and arduous struggle against moral evil, of which racism, as
ostracization and extermination of the “foreigner,” is the extreme but con-
sistent expression. The nonviolent and nonracist recognition of the other in
his otherness incarnates the “wisdom of love,” which as an ethical option is
never guaranteed but always returns to present itself anew as a must. This
wisdom of love is the criterion of human culture, insofar as it does not draw
the truth and the ethical good out from the interiority or immanence or the
same or the own, but in contrast brings it in from the radical transcendence
of the other or “stranger,” as criterion of justice and truth.
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Deconstruction, myth, and politics

John D. Caputo

Source: Research in Phenomenology 21 (1991): 3-20.

The deconstruction of political philosophy

The oldest desire ( philia) of philosophy is for the arche, the principium, the
overarching principle. The arche supplies unity which rules over multi-
plicity, necessity which drives out chance, order which subdues the chaos.
Political philosophy shares philosophy’s taste for the arche, its love of
principia, its desire for rule. Indeed it cannot resist the temptation to lift the
crown from the hand of philosophy and set it upon its own head, to annoint
itself the ruling science.! The science of ruling wants to be the ruling sci-
ence; that is its desire. Political philosophy, which is not to be confused
with politics and still less with the polis itself, wants to provide the arche for
politics and the polis, to draw up the blueprints according to which the polis
should be constituted.

Tt is for just this reason that Hannah Arendt says, from a standpoint
which is not precisely deconstruction’s but which bears significantly on
deconstruction, that political philosophy represents a flight from politics, from
the complexity and unregulatability of acting in the polis.” For Arendt,
political philosophy attempts to escape from what she calls the “frailty of
action,” by which she means both the unforeseeable initiatives and fresh
choices that are made by agents (the “natality” of action) and the unpredict-
able, uncontrollable outcomes of their actions, the chains of consequences
that run beyond the agent’s control.” Faced with such unforeseeability and
uncontrollability, with such unregulated, shall we say anarchic, conditions,
political philosophy seeks to impose order, to set out a frame of regularity
around the shifting, mobile scene of action, to write a kind of regulae ad
directionem civitatis.
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Political philosophy is an exercise in fashioning or making a city, of
building walls around the polis; it is, quite literally, statecraft. Political
philosophy means to turn out master builders, philosopher-architects,
archi-constructors. In its earliest version, the philosopher-architects keep an
eye on a heavenly pattern which, being heavenly, is not itself made but
serves as the basis for making, which is not an Abbild but an Urbild. Just so,
the archi-constructors must someday be prepared—and they say this with
great humility, this is not a grab for power, it is even against their will—to
be called upon to put in time as the philosopher-king. This was the first
modest proposal put forth by political philosophy. It completes the coup:
as political philosophy would be the first among philosophical sciences, the
political philosophers would be the first among politicians. First in thought
and first in action; principium principiorum; first philosophy.

Such a project, objects Arendt, reconceives praxis in terms of techne
and thereby subjects action to the metaphysics of making. Political philo-
sophy treats the polis as an artifact, as a made object. That makes the
state——this is the point which Lacoue-Labarthe pursues—a work of art,
maybe even a Gesamtkunstwerk, a monumental film or building or massive
canvas, governed by the laws of mimesis.* This is to transpose action into the
terms of construction, to take acting in technical terms and to submit it
to an architectonic. This subjugates the mobility and subtlety of action—
the “frailty” of acting—to a master plan, which requires a master name,
which authorizes master builders, maestros of all sorts, a whole caste of
masters.

That is why political philosophy deserves deconstruction. There is a need to
loosen the hold of architectonics over action, of techne over praxis, to slacken
the constraints on the mobility of action. Every political-philosophical
fabrication is a construct just begging for deconstruction. Law-making and
state-crafting are exercises in construction which seek to conceal the unset-
tling and destabilizing effects of différance over which they are stretched as
across an abyss. Still, philosophy is inescapable and the desire (philia) for
the arche is (almost) irresistible, (almost) a natural tendency, if there were
such a thing. The need for a wall of structure around the frailty of action
cannot be simply denied, above all not now, in a world that has grown as
dangerous and violent as ours. We are always inside/outside potitical struc-
tures. That is why political philosophy deserves deconstruction in another
sense, in the sense that it is worth it. We should, out of sheer love for the
polis, which is our mother, want to deconstruct the constructions of polit-
ical philosophers whose training makes them adepts in wall-building and
city-planning, in master plans and master names and mastering generally.

The deconstruction of political philosophy is not bad news. Political philo-
sophy is necessary even as it necessarily betrays action; its walls are both
unavoidable and dangerous. Deconstruction wants to keep political philo-
sophy on its feet, if also just slightly off balance. That is the civic duty of
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deconstruction and the good that it does for the polis. Deconstruction is
good news for politics and the polis, even if the philosopher-kings have an
unfortunate propensity to mistreat the bearers of such messages.

The myth of justice

Deconstruction itself, if there is such a thing, inhabits the gap between
political statecraft and the frailty of action. It does not seek to fill this gap
but to inhabit it, to move around within it, to operate within the difference.
Action belongs in the element of justice. Political philosophy does not insure
justice; it finds justice very elusive. That, I will argue here, is because justice
is less an arche than an an-arche, so that when it concerns justice the archi-
constructors are out of their element. If there were justice, it justice existed,
we would not need an arche. If justice existed, the political philosophers
and politicians would be unemployed or, since unemployment is unjust,
employed otherwise. Polis and praxis would need no walls, and statecraft
would have withered away. We are tempted to say that justice would be the
only rule except that justice is not a rule or a pattern. Justice is what rules
want to have but which they do not possess necessarily, i.c., structurally.
Structurally, the “rule” of law and the “reign” of justice are not to be con-
fused. (Does justice “reign”? Or is justice less royal and more democratic?
Does it hold sway gently? Or should it simply flow across the land like
water?) Laws should be nourished by justice; they should yearn for justice;
but it is very dangerous for them to confuse themselves with justice. That
is why the revisability and repealability of law, even the resistance to law, is
structurally part of the law. The deconstructibility of laws is part of the
structure of the law. So deconstruction is not bad news but old news. Laws
without resistance, undeconstructible laws, represent the nightmare of per-
fect terror.’

Justice eludes law and philosophy. Justice is beyond them, exceeds them,
transcends them, and often enough even transgresses them. For often enough
it is necessary, for the sake of justice, to break the law and even to spend
some time in jail. Philosophy is the desire for the arche, the love of law and
order, rules and regulae. But justice is to be found amidst the chaos
and singularity of action, the idiosyncrasies of human interaction, the
unreproducible exchanges between people. If there were justice, that would
mean that we would be willing and able to live with the frailty of action and
that we would have allowed action to follow its own course.

Political philosophy needs to be disturbed by justice. That would be good
for it, and that is the good that deconstruction wants to do for it. Political
philosophy, like all philosophy generally, needs to be disturbed from within,
in its most interior recesses, by its other, which is justice. Philosophy con-
ducts its business in the element of the universal, in the sphere of principles,
archai, rules, or maxims that it wants to make into rules. But justice is
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“older” than that, older than any rules. It belongs to a time immemorial, to
a past that has never been present and that has taken hold of us without our
consent. We have always already been delivered over to the element of
justice. We were never consulted about the claims of justice; there is no
manager with whom we can register a complaint.® Justice is not up to us:
it is older, more primeval than us, even if it does not exist, or only barely
exists, or has not quite managed to exist. It belongs to a past that was never
present and to a future that will never be present.

That means that justice is a myth, that it belongs to a mythic past and an
equally mythic future, that it is the stuff of a mythic desire. I do not mean
that justice is a “fiction” in the sense of Lacoue-Labarthe, a mimetic myth,
a myth of imitating and making, a fictus, a work of formative, plastic
art. The myth of justice is not the myth of an ideal pattern, a heavenly
picture. It is a myth of another sort, one that I hope here to identify, a myth
of a nonmimetic, nonrepresentational sort, a myth that has to do not with
making but with action, not a mytho-technics but a mytho-praxis.’

But what sort of myth is that?

A myth (mythos) is, at the least, a story, a memorable story, a tale we
tell about something that belongs to time immemorial. When it comes to
justice, it is best to tell a story, about a man or woman who effects justice,
or who suffers for it, or who presumes to run roughshod over it. Such
stories make their point although they fall short of philosophy’s love of the
logos, of theoria, its desire for the arche.® Philosophy dwells in the element
of universals, of archai, of principia, while the stories of justice have to do
with particular men and women-—like Antigone or Abraham—with the rad-
ically singular, if that were possible. Which it is not. For it is impossible
to address the singular in an absolutely singular way. Story telling, like
every form of discursivity, slips back inevitably, structurally—it cannot help
itself~—into the element of the universal, of the repeatable. But always in
such a way as to remind us all the more persistently of the singular. Stories
about justice cling persistently to the singular, even as they belong inevitably
to the universal. Antigone is not just some particular sister, but some-
thing like “the” sister, a mythic sister, a sister in mythic space, in just the
same way that Abraham and Isaac are not just a particular father and son.
So the myth of justice tosses back and forth between universality and sin-
gularity. It is inevitably affected by a logos, inevitably mytho-logical. That is
the best it can do.

The stories of justice are stories about something (im)possible, about an
ancient, immemorial desire. We must have justice even though justice is
nowhere to be found. Justice must be possible; it is what we desire, yet it
everywhere eludes us. What is justice? What sort of myth is this? What sort
of impossible desire is it that we have, or that has us? What do we desire? Of
what do we dream when we dream about justice? What is it that does not
exist even as it belongs to our most immemorial past?
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The undeconstructibility of justice

Derrida has recently made a startling revelation: he too believes in myths,
at least in one, in the myth of “undeconstructible justice.” The truth is out
and deconstructors everywhere are red-faced. The archi-deconstructor, the
unflagging adversary of the dream of perfect presence, is a dreamer and a
myth-maker. A big one. He has had a dream that is every bit the match of
Martin Luther King’s, or maybe even Descartes’. He has embarrassed a
whole generation of Franco-American academics who pride themselves on
their resistance to the lure of Being-in-itself and on their tough-minded anti-
oneiricism. Here is the hard saying:

Justice in itself, if such a thing exists, outside or beyond law, is not
deconstructible. No more than deconstruction, if such a thing exists.
Deconstruction is justice.”

Undeconstructible justice; what can this be if not an ageless truth, an
unshakeable foundation, a fundamentum inconcussum lying beneath the
surface of deconstruction? It is not as if Derrida does not know what
he is doing, as if he does not realize the scandal he is causing his friends and
how many academic gowns will be rent by the saying:

If T were to say that I know nothing more just than what I today call
deconstruction (nothing more just, ’'m not saying nothing more legal
or more legitimate), I know that I wouldn’t fail to surprise or shock not
only the determined adversaries of said deconstruction or what they
imagine under this name but also the very people who pass for or take
themselves to be its partisans or practicioners.

(FL, 957)

This is a text that will repay a closer look. Derrida is distinguishing between
“law” (droit; also loi) and justice. Laws he says are essentially deconstructible,
and this because they have been constructed in the first place. The possib-
ility of deconstruction is “built into” laws: laws are “drawn up,” “made,”
“written”: they do not fall from the sky but are woven from the fabric of
éeriture. But the deconstructibility of laws is not “bad news,” Derrida adds,
because it is the only way for politics and the polis to make historical progress.
That is where deconstruction comes in:

But the paradox that I'd like to submit for discussion is the following:
it is this deconstructible structure of law (droif), or if you prefer of
justice as droit, that also insures the possibility of deconstruction.

(F1., 945)

The deconstructibility of law is the enabling legislation of deconstruction;
it gives deconstruction its orders, gives it gainful employment. But that is
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(literally) only half the paradox. For Derrida likewise insists that the unde-
constructibility of justice—this is really scandalous—is likewise a condition
of deconstruction, also part of its enabling charter. Deconstruction is possible
only insofar as justice is undeconstructible, for justice is what deconstruction
aims at, what it is about, what it is. There are thus two conditions for
deconstruction:

1. The deconstructibility of law (for example) or of legitimacy makes
deconstruction possible. 2. The undeconstructibility of justice also
makes deconstruction possible, indeed is inseparable from it. 3. The
result: deconstruction takes place in the interval that separates
the undeconstructibility of justice from the deconstructibility of law
(authority, legitimacy, and so on).

(FL, 945)

Deconstruction moves back and forth, traverses the terrain, explores the
territory, between undeconstructible justice and deconstructible law, look-
ing for the cracks and crevices in the wall of the law through which the
flowers of justice have begun to grow. The aim of deconstructing the law is
not to level the law, to bring down the wall—because it is the strong arm of
the law which holds oppressive, unjust forces in place—but to give the law
flexibility and “give.” To deconstruct something is not to swing a wrecking
ball at it, but to reformulate it, rewrite it, redo it, remake it, or rather it
deconstructs itself, auto-deconstructively (FL, 981). Deconstruction thus is
essentially positive, an affirmation of everything that we want to dig out
from under the constructions under which it labors, in order to prevent the
distinction between justice and law from becoming hard and fast.'

The interval between undeconstructible justice and deconstructible law
is the distance between the singular—which is somehow beyond or in excess
of the law—and the universal. Justice concerns the call of the “singular,”
i.e., the demand of the singular, of the other one:

Jjustice always addresses itself to singularity, to the singularity of the
other, despite or even because it pretends to universality.
(FL, 955)

The law can never do that, because, as Levinas points out, and Derrida
on this point is repeating Levinas (FL, 949), the law concerns the “third”
one. Justice is what I owe you, in your singularity. It is the responsibility I
have to the demands you place upon me with the full force of the singular
demand which you, in your unique and unreproducible individuality, have
always already put upon me. The demands of justice issue neither from a
Platonic Good nor from a Kantian Ideal, but from this singular one, here,
now, who lays claim to me.
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The law is necessary because there is a third person, besides you, so that
you cannot claim everything from me; it forces me to distribute my respons-
ibility among many. The law arises, on this Derridean-Levinasian account,
not only in order to restrain injustice, but in order to restrain justice, so that
justice will not be spent entirely in one place. So the law is formulated as a
universal—that is what the law is, what it means to be-—and thus it neces-
sarily, structurally, loses sight of the singular. Laws belong in the element of
calculation (FL, 947). We must calculate a law carefully and precisely—the
L.R.S. code is a good example of a law, even if it is not an example of a good
law (unless you are wealthy)—in order to allow it to take account of as
many cases as possible, in order to insure a certain proportion between the
law and the individual cases. But if we were, per impossibile, to write a
perfect set of laws, that would look like a map so detailed as to be the same
size as the region it is mapping.

The task of deconstruction is to keep the singular one in view, to keep
traversing the space between the universal and the singular, between the law
and justice, between the calculable and the incalculable, to keep the lines
of communication open between them. The law lives on credit: it promises
to take justice into account, and laws are only as good as they are able to
deliver on their promises. But the authority of the law is borrowed from the
authority of the singular one who calls to us from beyond the law and in
the name of whom we have erected the law. The task of deconstruction is to
hear that call and in so doing to suspend the credit of the law, to suspend its
authority, and thereby to risk an epoché, or even a teleological suspension,
that fills us with anxiety:

This moment of suspense, this period of epoché, without which, in
fact, deconstruction is not possible, is always full of anxiety, but who
pretends to be just by economizing with anxiety? And this anxiety-
ridden moment of suspense—which is also the interval or space in which
transformations, indeed juridico-political revolutions take place—
cannot be motivated . . .except in the demand for an increase in or
supplement to justice, and so in the experience of an inadequation
or an incalculable disproportion.

(FL, 955-57)

Deconstruction holds the law up for scrutiny, lets it waver in instability.
For Derrida, conduct must be both regulated—we always already act within
a tradition of laws—and unregulated—we want always to be responsive to
the singular one who calls from beyond the law, whom the law misses. But
trying to keep one’s balance on such shifting terrain leads to aporias, Derrida
says, at least three of them.

Let us call the first the aporia of phronesis: mere conformity to a law does
not insure justice. Rather the law requires a “fresh judgment,” a judgment
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which “conserve[s] the law and also destroy[s] it or suspend]s] it long enough
to have to reinvent it in each case” (FL, 961). Otherwise the judge is a
calculating machine. What is to be done cannot simply be calculated—it
must be judged. Furthermore, a just decision, which is never a merely pro-
grammed, calculated application of a rule, is always made in the element of
undecidability, must always pass “through the ordeal of the undecidable” in
which our respect for the universal trembles before “the unique singularity
of the unsubsumable example” (FL, 963). Every decision worthy of the name,
every decision which “cuts,” which must give itself up to the “impossible
decision,” is haunted by the ghost, by the aporia of undecidability. Finally,
one must decide; one cannot deliberate forever. Justice cannot wait for all
the results to come in. We are pressed by the urgency of the moment of
decision, precipitated into action. “The instant of decision is a madness,
says Kierkegaard,” delivered over to “acting in the night of non-knowledge
and non-rule,” (FL, 967) always implicated in the “irruptive violence” that
cuts off deliberation and acts in a moment of “precipitate urgency” (FL,
988) (the aporia of decision).

With the mention of Kierkegaard a certain Derridean cat peeks out
of the deconstructive bag. The whole analysis of undeconstructible justice
sounds like a citation of Fear and Trembling, a repetition of distinctly
Kierkegaardian motifs. Derrida’s analysis takes the form of a discussion
of three problemata (aporias) which surround the decision in which the
singular one exceeds the universal. It describes a moment of “anxiety-ridden
suspension.” It thematizes the decisive “cut” (of Abraham) which passes
through the “ordeal” (the proper category for Abraham and Job, whom
God was testing) of undecidability and which is exposed to fear and trem-
bling. It invokes the madness of an infinite economy which confounds the
stockbrokers of the finite.!!

There are very prophetico-mythic voices in this remarkable essay: that
of Kierkegaard and Abraham, not to mention the (silent) voice of Johannes
de Silentio, who suffers from the disadvantage that he does not exist, which
is not necessarily a disadvantage if justice is a myth. It may even be a clue to
the nature of the myth of justice. Maybe even a decisive one. Perhaps there
are other prophets haunting this text on mystical forces.

Hyperbolic justice

We are perhaps inching closer to the meaning of the myth of justice. But
to get any further we must clear our heads and raise tough questions.
For, given the presuppositions of deconstruction, we need to ask what
undeconstructible justice can possibly be (or not be). Is it not an undisguised
metaphysical postulate, one which threatens at every point to adorn itself
with capital letters, to crown itself the arche? What is the Being of
undeconstructible justice, if it indeed exists? Or should we understand that it
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is altogether beyond Being, otherwise than Being? In short, what has Derrida
wrought? Has he gone mad (over justice)?

Unless he has lost his senses, Derrida cannot mean that justice in itself,
were there such a thing, is a kind of Platonic agathon, an absolute being in
itself (Ansichsein), a subsistent absolute against which all sensible, particular
actions and transactions should be measured. That would be precisely,
paradigmatically, what Derrida once called the metaphysics of presence, the
very exemplar of metaphysics in its most uncritical and innocent form,
the form of pure and perfect presence, which likewise formed the basis
of the whole mimetic myth of the state.

Nor can he mean that the undeconstructibility of justice represents an
Idea in the Kantian sense, a regulative ideal which monitors the empirical
search for justice (FL, 965-967). For that is more of the same thing, more
philosophical idealism, even if the Idea has ceased to be a subsistent entity
and has become instead an inexistent ought.

Tt is no less believable that such justice has the status of an absolute,
categorical command, of Kant’s famous “categorical imperative.” For Kant’s
imperative is the issue of pure reason, of reason which has made a “clean
cut”'? with every empirical and pathological impulse, and it issues in what
is absolutely universalizable. But undeconstructible justice concerns the
singular, and it is full of pathos and very empirical.

The one comparison that Derrida allows (aside from Kierkegaard) is
to Levinas, and even this is to be held at a distance (FL, 959, 969). Justice
in Levinas’s sense is the claim of the absolute Other, the singular one who,
meeting us face to face, places us in a situation of absolute responsibility, or
better, who awakens us to the fact that we have never not been placed in
such a situation. For Levinas, it is not politics that is first philosophy but
ethics; politics on the other hand is war. (That is not a deconstruction of
politics, T think, but a riding roughshod over it that will not do because it
does not take account of the fact that we are always inside/outside political
totalities.) For if we are to understand what truly is and is truly, Levinas
says, if we wish to reach what we have called from of old “first philosophy,”
then we must acknowledge the ethical. We must grant that the ethical comes
first, that it does not float skittishly outside reality like a de-ontological
“value” or “ought” outside the “is” and that it is not something merely “ontic”
which must wait for ontology to clear its way and make it possible. The
ethical is there from the start and does not require either ontological
preparation (the Heidegger of Being and Time) or a de-ontological founda-
tion (value theory). The ethical does not wait and does not need to have a
space prepared for it.

The ethical comes first, comes at us and towards us, like a kind of physis
and An-wesen, which rises up and surges towards us, concerning us and lay-
ing claim to us. But it comes towards us by confronting us frontally and
unequivocally, face to face, which is not physis at all, but something more.
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That is what Levinas calls the meta-physical: meta, because it is more than
physis, infinitely more, because its claim exceeds and excels physis, because
in surging up and coming towards us, it lays claim to us absolutely, in a way
that is denied to physis. For physis is finite, is not transcendent, does not
truly exceed us, is not fully, infinitely ex-cellent. Physis is still visible, phe-
nomenal being. Physis can be seen and secured, owned and eaten, apportioned
and appropriated. Physis cannot resist us, cannot withdraw into the secrecy
of its hidden recess, cannot command us to stop the assault, to halt the
aggression. Physis lies helpless before us, vulnerable, visible, edible. But
the other person exceeds our grasp, resists our assaults, commands us to stop.
The other person exceeds the visible world, exceeds physis, is more than and
beyond physis. The other person introduces us to metaphysics, leads us into
it, shocks us out of our self-enclosed immanence with a command that
issues from a sphere beyond physis, beyond Being, if Being means physis.

But can this be the status enjoyed by “undeconstructible” justice? I would
say most assuredly not, and for the following reason. For Levinas, the
commanding claim of the other which comes from beyond is literally extra-
terrestrial, for it cannot have to do with the paganism, the sacré,” of earth
and sky. It is neither on the earth nor under the sky; it is otherwise than
physis. So we are not to think that it is beyond Being because it is merely
normative, a mere value that has been superadded to facts and that some-
how fails to be. It is not beyond Being because it is less than Being, but
rather because it is more than Being, because it exceeds Being. It is beyond
Being because it is so radically, so absolutely, so fully, that it cannot be
contained by Being (so long as Being means physis).

Now this is not without philosophical precedent: “When I said that God
was not a Being and was above Being,” Meister Eckhart said, “I did not
thereby contest his Being, but on the contrary attributed to him a more
elevated Being.”'* That, I would say, pace Levinas, is the Levinasian gesture.
Against Levinas’s deepest desire, at the risk of heresy and of being shown
the talmudic door, I would say it is impossible for what is otherwise-than-
Being to avoid being-otherwise.”” To say the Other comes to us from on
high, in a way that is higher and more eminent than Being (physis), is to
attribute to the Other a higher being, a being higher. Across the curved
space which the Other traverses there stretches the via eminentiorae, the path
of excess, i.c., of eminence beyond negation, of supereminence and tran-
scendence, as a certain hyperphysis or hyperousia. The gesture is completely
classical: the other is a phenomenonal face (via affirmationis); but this is to
be denied, for the Other is more than that, more than a visible phenomenon,
more than being (via negationis); so the Other commands from on high in a
way that is beyond Being as phenomenality (via eminentiorae).

That is why undeconstructible justice cannot be assimilated to this
infinity, to Levinas’s, which, if it is neither Platonic, Cartesian nor Kantian,
is rather more Neoplatonic, like the One beyond nous, like an inexhaustible
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Neoplatonic infinity. That is why I do not think that Derrida can quite
believe Levinas, why he must hold him at a distance, why he cannot accept
the infinity of Levinas (although he perhaps would like to and is willing
at least to offer Levinas as a point of comparison). For if it is neither a
Platonic Good nor a Neoplatonic One, neither a Cartesian infinity nor
a Kantian noumenon, there is just no accounting for Levinas’s infinity.

Except to say that it is a hyperbole, that this discourse on excess is an
excessive, emphatic discourse.'® Except to say that it is (to be deconstructed
down to) a hyperbolic infinity.

That is, I think, what it is and what Derrida makes of it. The work of
Levinas comes over us today like the voice of an Old Testament prophet,
like the cry of Amos demanding that justice flow over the land like water.
We are awed, shocked, even scandalized by the moral sublimity, by the
excess, of what Levinas demands, which is clearly too much. Who can
endure these hard words? What he asks is not possible. It is even perhaps
not a little mad, exorbitant, off its axis, an irrational economy of excess, of
the expenditure of self without demanding a return. It is even violent—
towards oneself: one is held hostage, one allows oneself to suffer deprivations
and outrages that one would protest if it befell the other.

I would say that this is prophetic hyperbole. If it is taken seriously, held
to the canons of philosophical discursivity, it cannot be believed or defended
and it lapses at strategic points into the most classical Neoplatonic meta-
physics and negative theology.'” So it is a mistake to take Levinas on his
own terms, meta-physically, for then Levinas is swallowed up by all of the
criticisms which beset metaphysics. His is instead a prophetic voice, one
which soars and sears with prophetic hyperbole, one which tells unbeliev-
able stories. We do not believe the stories the prophets tell, and it is a
degradation and a distortion of prophetic discourse to treat it as if it were
a record of eyewitnessed events, to measure it in terms of truth taken as
adequatio. We are rather to be instructed otherwise by their impossible
tales, which have to do always with justice—which is, I have been arguing,
im/possible. These stories belong to the myth of justice. The prophets
use their stories to make impossible, mad demands on everyone, especially
themselves. The voice of the prophet interrupts the self-assured voices of
the powerful, of the arche, the princes of this world, bringing them up short,
calling them to account for themselves. That is why the prophets had a
habit of getting themselves killed, which was one of their most serious occu-
pational hazards. They were not a little mad, mad for justice, mad about
injustice, and maybe just a little plain mad.

But then is Derrida’s undeconstructible justice prophetic justice? Is
Derrida the latest in a long line of Jewish prophets? That would be mad,
excessive, too much, too scandalous, and he has warned us against such
exaggerations (FL, 965-966). I do not want to risk saying anything that
mad lest 1 too be mistaken for the follower of a prophet and risk incurring
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a prophetic fate for which I have no taste. (“I do not know the man.”) But
I would say that this discourse on undeconstructible justice is “not far away”
from prophetic discourse,' though it has no strings attached to God or to
divine revelation and still less to any institutional religion. Derrida would
certainly demythologize any such myths, but in the name of another, per-
haps post-religious myth and of prophesying differently. For I would say
the discourse on undeconstructible justice has the ring of prophetic justice,
that it traffics with prophetic myth, that this is its glas." This is not, strictu
sensu, prophetic religion or prophetic hyperbole, but a kind of deconstructive
hyperbole cut to fit the needs of ethics and politics, which for Derrida
always have to do with singularity.

I would say that at the point Derrida begins to speak of undeconstructible
justice he is reproducing, in terms of ethics and politics, his discourse on
singularity and the proper name. The whole thing has the ring (glas) of Glas.
From its opening passages, which are already a repetition, the citations of
the opening passage of Hegel's Phenomenology of Spirit and Genet’s “What
Remains of a Rembrandt,” Glas is implicated in im/possibility, in the imposs-
ible movement between the singular and the universal. Glas has chosen to
slip and slide on the treacherous terrain that stretches between the unrepeat-
able, incommunicable being of the individual and the system of universals,
of repeatability, which communicates across many particulars. The singular
is from the start im/possible, a failed project, deferred:

what, after all, of the remain(s), today, for us, here, now, of a Hegel??

The aim of the language of immediacy, the thrust of its intentional arrow,
is the absolutely singular: what is immediately present, here and now. Here:
without spatial difference (displacement); now: without temporal difference
(deferral). The immediate without mediacy, without difference, without
différance. This is a dream, the dream of being without différance, of laying
aside difference, of un-veiling Being in its naked beauty, its immediate
Being. Which is a pure myth, the myth of pure immediacy. For we are
always already too late for such unveilings. As soon as language has arrived
on the scene the singular has already fled, already slipped out the back door.
The singular one is gone, vorbei, passed on, past, absolutely past. It belongs
to a past that was never present to begin with. The absolutely singular
one is not a past presence bui absolutely past; not a future presence, but
absolutely unforesecable, unforegraspable, unforehaveable. The immediacy
of the singular is blocked off by the massive mediation of “here” and “now”
whose intervention has made the singular an impossible dream. “Here,
now” are in uncontroflable slippage; they are always different. No two heres
ever occupy the same place; no two nows are ever simultaneous. It is never
now twice even though it is always now. The individual is always already in
flight. The singular always already steals away, is always stolen, like the
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watches that Genet lightly lifts from our pockets. The lure of singularity is a
useless passion.

Yet, on the other hand—in the other column, shifting to the other leg—
the tranquil surface of the universal is likewise always already disturbed
from within. The universal is insistently, consistently haunted by the ghost
of its other, the singular. The smooth glide of the eagle’s flight is disrupted
by an alien power. The universal never fits, can never find an absolutely
appropriate application. The concrete situation is always more complicated,
and it was never possible to anticipate, to have in advance, the idiosyn-
crasies of the particular. It is never possible to prepare the universal for the
disruptiveness of the singular. The universal cannot fold its eagle wings
around the individual and lift it up to its heavenly home, cannot enfold the
manifold of intuition, cannot embrace, circumscribe, encompass the singu-
lar. The glas-machine won’t work. It gets jammed, clogged, every time we
press it against the surface of the singular; it cannot digest these particulars,
cannot make its gears mesh on the terrain of singularity. It always leaves
something behind, a remnant, a residue, an undigestible fragment which will
not yield its materiality to this powerful spirit. The singular resists. The lure
of the concrete universal is likewise a failed project.

The concrete universal and the absolutely singular belong to the same
broken system. It is only in virtue of having a language at all, a set of coded
repeatable traces, a network of universals, that it is possible to pick out the
singular, to sound their names, to summon them up, to call upon them, to
call their glas. So the call fails. The singular escapes, is lost before we open
our mouth. Language is nothing but a system of universals. The gears of
the system are jammed by the glue of the singular, by singular glue, gluey
singles. The singular always steals away even as the concrete universal
always leaves something singular out. Singularity and universality, two
impossibilities, two unerectable columns, belong to the same (non)system.

Such impossible singularity is what interests Glas, which is punctuated
with figures of singularity. In the one column, Abraham, Jesus, Antigone:
all of whom take the side of singularity against the universal. Abraham, the
fearsome father of faith, the father of fear and trembling, who breaches and
ruptures everything heimlich, everything that ties him to home; Jesus, who
takes the side of withered hands and lepers against the Law; Antigone, the
absolutely unique sister who takes her stand on behalf of the corpse of
an irreplaceable brother, who sides with nighttime singularity against the
daylight law of the polis and the father. A column of prophets and religious
madness! In the other column, the exceptional fags with names like nuns.
We cannot say their names, cannot call them up, cannot give them a family
name, cannot enter them on a register or a roll call-—not without killing
them. If we ever call their names, class, Gattung, Geschlecht, they are dead
men, and the fate of these undecidables is decided (Glas 86b). They are
classic (glas) exceptions. We do not know their proper names. How shall we
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call them? What shall we call them? How will they answer? How will they
know their name when they hear it? How will they answer our call? What
bell will call them to order, line them up in an order of rank?

Deconstruction traverses the terrain between the failed universal and
the inaccessible singular, swings across the abyss which opens up between the
impossible universal and the singular that steals away. It moves within
the space of two impossibles, and that twofold impossibility constitutes the
condition of its possibility. This abyss is likewise the interval between law
and justice. The discourse on justice is isomorphic (iso-amorphic) with the
discourse on singularity and the proper name. They trade in the same
impossibilities, the same amorphousness; they dream the same dreams,
awaken to the same realities, traffic with the same myths.

That explains the prophetic tone. It has nothing to do with God or institu-
tional religion; it has no backups from “on high.” It is a matter of prophetic
exasperation, of prophetic hyperbole, of the prophetic demand for justice
“here, now,” for this one, for this broken body or ruined life, without wait-
ing, without delay, without deferral. Even as the law soars with serene ease
in the element of the universal and, spreading its eagle wings, swings over
earthbound singulars.

The undeconstructibility of justice has to do with the impossibility of
singularity; it is a function of it. Justice in itself, if there is such a thing: that
is a hyperbolic demand for justice for this one, here and now. The myth of
justice is a hyperbolic myth and it turns on a hyperbolic, not true, infinity.
Unlike in Levinas, it has no divine backup, no veritable Infinity, Platonic
or Neoplatonic, Cartesian or Kantian, Jewish or Christian, which leaves its
trace in the visible world. Deconstruction lacks Levinasian assurances,
Levinasian depth, and it traffics in a more uncertain, more finite world. This
is not divine hyperbole or prophetic religion. The point of deconstructive
hyperbole is not ethico-religious but ethico-political. It has not written
off politics as war or made war on politics; it means merely to deconstruct
politics.” The ethico-political in deconstruction does not sail off into a reli-
gious, apolitical infinity; it does not let the arrow of its longing land in
heaven. It is not God that commands but the singularity of the situated
other who always slips away. If the other commands without a divine backup,
then so be it. That is as much commanding as we get. Where is it written
that our every desire must be filled? The call of undeconstructible justice
demands immediate justice, justice for this singular one here. It calls for
justice, for what it cannot say, for what it is impossible to say, for what
eludes saying, for what saying causes to slip away.

The oldest desire of philosophy is for the arche. But the desire for justice
is an-archic, for it has to do with the (im)possible singular. But this is not
simply anarchic, a simple anarchy which inverts and reverses the arche.
Deconstruction is always the deconstruction of such simplicity. Justice is the
desire to respond to the anarchic, to the singularity which eludes or is beaten
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down by principles. But that means that the desire of ethics is impossible,
for the desire of the absolutely singular is an impossible desire, a mythic
desire which courts ineffability. As soon as we open our mouths it is already
too late. The singular has withdrawn, is deferred, put off; always and already.
So justice has no choice except to adopt the prophetico-mythic mode, which
means to call for justice, and to tell stories. Justice calls from an impossible
place and it calls for something impossible, something we cannot say, some-
thing we can only broach by way of impossible stories.

Do we call for justice or does justice call for itself? Who can say? In either
case, justice is called for. What is the call of justice? What does it say? The
call says “Come!” That is all. The call is indefinite, because justice is inde-
finite, and that is because of the indefiniteness and frailty of action. Justice
does not call for a plan, even though plans are called for. It only calls
for justice. Plans are drawn up; plans are constructions. The call for plans
is the call upon which deconstruction insistently intervenes in order to keep
the plans just, in order to keep the plans pliable. The role of deconstruction
is to expose all such constructions to their own deconstructibility.

Far from building from a plan, the projection of justice is utterly without
a plan, utterly devoid of patterns, heavenly or earthly. The projection of
justice has to do with action, not making. Its projection upon the possible is
not a remodeling of the world according to a model or arche.

Justice is unforeseeable, so the mytho-prophetic tone in deconstruction
has nothing whatever to do with telling the future. (See FL, 969-71.)

Justice is unrepresentable, unmakable, unmodelable. It is not a matter of
executing a plan, reproducing a design. It has nothing to do with mimetics.
We do not know what we want when we want justice because it has to do
with singularities and has no “what,” even though justice is what we want.

Justice, come!

That is a quasi-prophetic call, a call from nowhere, a call to nowhere, a
call for no-thing, a mythic call from time immemorial. The call of justice
cultivates the possible as possible.”” The future towards which it calls us is
not definite, not future-actual, which would reduce it to a matter of predic-
tion and of working towards a preset goal, of reaching a mark which we set
for ourselves, an articulated zelos towards which we need only strain our
wills (although that is hard enough). This call maintains itself resolutely in
the sphere of the possible, of radical openness and flexibility, in a kind of
mythic space. It is not a call for chaos, but a call to stay open to the frailty
and fragility of the future, to refuse to be taken in by the enormous prestige
of accumulated actuality.

Hyperbolic-prophetic justice does not mean to foretell the future, as if we
were predicting an earthquake. The call of hyperbolic justice is a wail, a cry
against injustice. We do not know what we want. We cannot lay it out,
because it depends upon the contingencies of the situation, the idiosyn-
crasies of the details, the multiple frailties of action.
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Justice is im/possible. A myth. A story we tell about the fate of singulars.

Hyperbolic justice is neither legal nor philosophical justice, both of which
desire the arche, both of which can subsist only in the element of the univer-
sal. Still it must inform politico-philosophical justice, waxing the strings
of the law lest they be drawn into too tight a knot. Hyperbolic justice is
an-archic. It calls from beyond the universal, from the abyss of singularity.

It

calls upon us, calling for a response, calling upon our most secret respons-

iveness and responsibility.

-

What does the call say? Who calls? What is called?
Abyssus abyssum invocat.
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with a myth of another sort, a myth of justice and the law. On the Jewish
imagination, see Elaine Scarry, The Body in Pain (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1985), 60ff., and Richard Kearney, The Wake of Imagination (London:
Hutchinson, 1988), 37-78.

Bdith Wyschogrod makes this point very well in her recent Saints and Post-
modernism: Revisioning Moral Philosophy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1990), 1-31.

“Force of Law: The ‘Mystical Foundation of Authority’,” trans. Mary Quaintance,
in “Deconstruction and the Possibility of Justice,” Cardoza Law Review 11
(1990), 945. Hereafter “F1L.” The French text is on the facing pages. I do not mean
that Derrida subscribes to a myth of origins, and still less that he subscribes
to Benjamin’s “mythic violence”—discussed by Derrida in the second half of
“The Force of Law”-—which he thinks communicates with aestheticizing,
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mimetic myth (cf. FL, 1041). The myth of undeconstructible justice is a myth of
quite a different sort. (However much one demythologizes, one is always drawn
to some sort of myth. It is never possible to stand entirely clear of myth; it is at
best a matter of vigilance about the sort of myths by which one is engaged.)

In the second half of “The Force of Law,” Derrida discusses Walter Benjamin’s
claim that the law is inherently violent, both in its original founding and in the
way it sustains itself in existence, that occasionally its naked violence is exposed,
and that parliamentary systems are naive to think otherwise. See Walter Benjamin,
“The Critique of Violence,” in Reflections, ed. Peter Demetz (New York: Schocken
Books, 1978), 277-300. Benjamin is pushing the “constructed” character of the
law to an anarchistic extreme rejected by Derrida who is set, not on the destruc-
tion, but on the deconstruction of the law (cf. FL., 1044-45), and who wants to
keep up the communication between justice and the law. Dominic Capra seems
to think that Derrida is inadvertantly implicated in just such a violent view of
law in “Violence, Justice, and the Force of Law,” in Cardoza Law Review 11
(1990), 1065-78; see Drucilla Cornell’s rebuttal of that point of view in “The
Violence of the Masquerade,” Cardoza Law Review, 1047-64.

This is no place to recount the essentials of Fear and Trembling. Apart from
the famous account of the decision made in the dark night of faith, I draw the
attention of the reader to the recurrent economic images in this text in which
de Silentio accuses Christendom of looking for a bargain in matters of faith
(getting it aufgehoben, in speculative thought) and of trying, to use Derrida’s
felicitous expression, Lo “economize on anxiety.” Like the merchants in Holland
who threw their spices into the sea to drive up the price, de Silentio wants to
drive up the price of faith. See Fear and Trembling in “Repetition” and “Fear and
Trembling”, 5, 27, 121. Just so, deconstruction wants to drive up the price of
a just decision.

Derrida is critical of Kant’s desire for a clean cut (the regionalizing, border
patrolling character of the three critiques) in The Truth in Painting, trans. Geoff
Bennington and Ian McLeod (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987), 83f.
Levinas distinguishes biblical holiness (saint, apartness, transcendence) from
Heideggerian paganism (sacré, immanence) in Nine Talmudic Readings, trans.
Annette Aroniwicz (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1990), 14041 and
SLUf. passim.

This text of Meister Eckhart is cited by Derrida in his famous “Violence and
Metaphysics” article on Levinas in Writing and Difference, trans. Alan Bass
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1978), 146. The point of this remark,
Derrida rightly points out, is to affirm the Being of an infinite existent. For a
fuller treatment of Derrida and negative theology, see my “Mysticism and Trans-
gression: Derrida and Meister Eckhart,” Continental Philosophy I (1989): 24-41.
Levinas tries to take precautions against just such a claim at the beginning of
Otherwise than Being or Beyond Essence, trans. Alphonso Lingis (The Hague:
Martinus Nijhoff, 1981), 3-4.

Deconstruction is “hyperholically” sensitive to justice, Derrida says (FL, 955).
Incidentally, when Meister Eckhart was called on the carpet by the police of
thought (the Curia) for his bold formulations, he defended himself precisely on
the grounds that he spoke hyperbolically. That, says Alasdair MacIntyre, is a
weak defense, for which he criticizes both the Meister and me for defending the
Meister. But, when it comes either to God or justice (or to anything else, for that
matter), there is, quite literally, no literal discourse. See Alasdair Maclntyre,
Three Rival Versions of Moral Enquiry (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame
Press, 1990), 167-69.
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The argument Derrida mounts against negative theology in his debate with Jean-
Luc Marion applies in its essentials to Levinas. See “How to Avoid Speaking:
Denials,” in Languages of the Unsayable, ed. S. Budick and W. Iser (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1990), 3-70.

In an interview with Richard Kearney Derrida says, “It is possible to see
deconstruction as being produced in a space where the prophets are not far
away.” See Richard Kearney, Dialogues with Contemporary Continental Thinkers
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1984), 119.

Neither should it be confused with Benjamin’s “divine justice,” which for Derrida
opens up the possibility of seeing the holocaust as an expiation demanded by a
just and angry God (FL, 1044-45.) Seyla Benhabib suggests that Derrida and
Levinas are taking up in their own way a “negative utopianism,” the utopia of
what can never be represented or named, the gesture of an unnameable hope,
which is more biblical than Greek, and which is first found in Adorno and
Benjamin; see her “Critical Theory and Postmodernism,” Cardoza Law Review
11 (1990), 144647, n. 27. That is an interesting suggestion.

Jacques Derrida, Glas, trans. John Leavey and Richard Rand (Lincoln: Univer-
sity of Nebraska Press, 19806), la.

For further evidence, if such is still needed, of the concrete political engagement
of deconstruction, see the recent, extensive (663 pages) collection of Derrida’s
work on the university and educational politics entitled Du droit a la philosophie
(Paris: Galilée, 1990).

The source of Derrida’s notion of “avenir” is, in part at least, Heidegger. In
Being and Time, Dasein maintains an authentic relation towards the future only
insofar as it maintains itself in a future which is open and indeterminate,
only insofar as it cultivates the possible as possible, as “to come” (zu-kommen,
a-venir), without further determination, as opposed to a foreseeable future
actuality. See Martin Heidegger, Being and Time, trans. John MacQuarrie and
Edward Robinson (New York: Harper & Row, 1962), 305-6.
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LEVINAS’S POLITICAL
JUDGEMENT

The Esprit articles 19341983
Howard Caygill

Source: Radical Philosophy 104 (Nov/Dec 2000): 6-15.

The critical neglect of the political dimension of Levinas’s thought is sur-
prising given its centrality to his life and work. Of all the twentieth-century
philosophers Levinas was the most directly touched by the violent events of
the century’s political history. He witnessed as an adolescent the October
Revolution in Lithuania, studied in Strasbourg in the 1920s when Alsace
was one of the foci of interwar Franco-German tension, worked in Paris
during the travails of the Popular Front government in the 1930s and was
a member of the French army defeated in 1940. He survived the war in a
special POW camp but lost close members of his family in the Shoah. In the
1950s he taught students from North Africa and the Middle East during
the decolonization struggles and the establishment of the State of Israel, and
at the height of the student movement in 1968 was teaching at Nanterre.
Such proximity to the convulsions of twentieth-century political history made
reflection on politics and the exercise of political judgement a predicament
rather than a choice for Levinas, and had an enormous, if unappreciated,
impact on his formulation of an ethics of alterity.

The underestimation of the role of politics and political judgement in
Levinas’s thought distorts not only his ethics but equally the relationship he
proposed between ethics and politics. Typically the latter is reduced to a
pumerical formalism that moves from the dyadic ethical to the triadic polit-
jcal relation, from an ethical relation to the ‘other” to a legal--political relation
to the ‘third’. Yet this formalism is conspicuously absent in Levinas’s spe-
cific exercises of political judgement, most evidently in his radio discussion
with Schlomo Malka and Alain Finkielkraut on 28 September 1982. In this
conversation following the murders a week before of Palestinian refugees in
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the Chatilla and Sabra camps by Phalangist militias within Israeli-occupied
Lebanon, Levinas revealed a capacity for political judgement that at first
glance seems remote from the prevailing picture of Levinasian ethics. While
refusing the synthesis of realpolitik and mysticism that to some extent char-
acterized the Likud era in Israeli politics, Levinas was nevertheless forthright
in making a link between his ethical theory and the political struggle between
the State of Israel and Palestinian nationalists, claiming that ‘in alterity we
can find an enemy’.! The other is not only the stranger, partner in a dyadic
relation, but also ‘the unhated enemy’ with whom the relation has to be one
of war.

The link between political judgement and ethical reflection evident in the
case of the Chatilla and Sabra murders is not a lapse in the consistency of
Levinas’s thought, but is fully characteristic and, perhaps uncomfortably,
comprises one of its unacknowledged strengths. The tension between ethics
and politics motivates Levinas’s exercise of political judgement and allows it
to vield far richer results than the abstract considerations regarding the triadic
form of political institutions would seem to promise. However, the precise
contours of Levinas’s political judgement are difficult to trace, especially
in the light of the inconspicuous ubiquity of the political in his writings.
Hence the heuristic value of his articles in the journal Esprit that show him
developing his thoughts on ethics and politics in the course of responding
to specific demands for political judgement. These essays are invaluable not
only for understanding the development of Levinas’s view of the relation
between ethics and politics but also for showing the range and flexibility of
his political judgement. The writings for Esprit form a corpus that extends
over almost half a century — from 1934 to 1983 — paralleling the development
of Levinas’s authorship from early writings such as Existents and Existence
(1947) and Time and the Other (1948) to the mature critique of ontology in
Totality and Infinity: An Essay on Exteriority (1961) and the formulation of
an ethics of alterity in Otherwise than Being or Beyond Essence (1974). Some
of the writings for Esprii are familiar apart from their context, others almost
completely and unjustly forgotten; but they are rarely if ever considered as a
discrete body of work. This is unfortunate since together they add up to a
fascinating and contained corpus that moves audaciously from the con-
sideration of concrete political issues to ethical and political reflection. In this
respect, Levinas’s articles faithfully respect the journal’s brief of combining
politics and philosophy in a movement from a specific occasion for political
judgement to a reflection on its broader philosophical significance.

Personalism into politics

Levinas’s series of contributions to Esprit began in 1934 with an essay
whose importance for the development of his thought is increasingly acknow-
ledged. His ‘Reflections on the Philosophy of Hitlerism™ was written in
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direct response to the political crisis that followed the National Socialist
‘seizure of power’ in Germany. His next contribution, the essay ‘On the
Spirit of Geneva’, responded to the 1955 Geneva Summit on reducing Fast-
West tension and negotiating limitations on the development and use of
nuclear arms. This was followed in 1960 by two contributions, ‘Principles and
Faces’, on the significance of Khrushchev and the post-Stalin epoch in the
Soviet Union and ‘The Russo-Chinese Debate and the Dialectic’, ostens-
ibly on the deteriorating relations between the two socialist superpowers.
Perhaps Levinas’s finest essay for Esprit — “Space is Not One-Dimensional”
— was published in 1968 in response to the Six Day War between Israel and
the Arab states, and contains some of his most sustained reflections on the
political significance of the State of Israel. The series of articles published in
Esprit closes with two reprinted pieces, one on Franz Rosenzweig in 1982 and,
the final contribution, an interview on the theme of ‘Philosophy, Justice
and Love’.

Before looking more closely at these articles it is important to consider
their occasion — the journal Esprit and the ‘personalist’ movement in Cath-
olic thought that it represented. Levinas described the journal in his 1990
introduction to the translation of ‘Reflections on the Philosophy of Hitlerism’
as representing ‘progressive, avant-garde Catholicism’ which, while not
inaccurate, underplays the significance of the personalist movement. Founded
by Emmanuel Mounier following the Wall Street crash in 1929, personal-
ism through its journal Esprit constituted an important current in postwar
political culture, one that guided the radical wing of European Christian
Democracy. Among politicians it counted supporters such as Aldo Moro
and to a certain extent the current Pope, Karol Wojtyla. The latter’s
main philosophical work Person and Act (1969) may be read as an attempt
to use Max Scheler’s phenomenology to divert personalism from its radical
political orientation to a more, subjective/moral one, thus defusing the
radical philosophical and political agenda central to Mounier’s vision of
personalism.*

Perhaps because of its Christian commitments, personalism is a body
of thought barely noted in contemporary continental philosophy, which
remains almost Jacobin in its secular prejudices.” Although the roots of
personalist theory are to be found in Kant and neo-Kantians, its develop-
ment as a social and political movement was initially the almost single-handed
work of Mounier. In his short texts What is Personalism? (1947) and Person-
alism (1949) Mounier located the beginnings of the movement in the Wall
Street crash and a sense of the imminent collapse of capitalism. He
responded to this crisis with a political, religious and philosophical analysis
that, in his words, aspired to combine the insights of Marx and Kierkegaard.
At the core of this analysis was a concept of personality as both a moral
and a social fact, a balance that Wojtyla’s theory and practice would later
decisively tip towards the moral. Mounier, by insisting on the moral and
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social basis of personality, was able to sustain both a moral and a political
anti-capitalism without retreating to the conservative moral anti-capitalism
later sustained by Wojtyla.

Mounier was convinced from the outset that personalism should not be
simply another philosophical position available within the French university
but should address a far broader social base. Consequently, the journal
Esprit, first published in 1932, was intended to take debates in philosophy,
politics and theology out of the university and into civil society and wher-
ever possible to relate these debates to current economic and political crises.
From the beginning Esprit was politically committed, taking up positions
and debating their significance in its pages. In its early years it took a
principled position against anti-Semitism and ‘Hitlerism’ and supported the
Republic in the Spanish Civil War. After an initial hesitation with respect to
Vichy — one that was by no means uncommon in 1940° — Mounier opted for
resistance and Esprif was silenced for the duration of the war. In the post-
war years Esprit was conspicuous for its opposition to the French presence
in Algeria and support for the Hungarian revolution in 1956. Even after
Mounier’s early death in 1950, Esprit continued to be both a philosophical
journal offering a space for debates on, for example, Marxism and existen-
tialism and a political journal committed to making principled judgements
on contemporary political issues.

The significance of the journal for the development of Levinas’s thought
lies less in his adoption of specific personalist theses than in the demand to
combine ethical and political judgement in response to concrete political
issues.” This is already evident in the 1934 article on Hitlerism, which is both
a response to the first year of National Socialist rule in Germany and a
reckoning with the contribution of philosophy to its victory. Written only
three years after Levinas’s ‘Freiburg, Husserl and Phenomenology’ in which
Heidegger is described in almost messianic terms ~ ‘At the seminar . . . all
nations were represented’® — and less than a year after Heidegger’s entry into
the National Socialist Party, the essay attempts to come to terms with the
Heideggerian philosophical heritage while framing a political judgement
of National Socialist racism. ‘Reflections on the Philosophy of Hitlerism’
attempted to reorient the political and philosophical judgement of Nazism,
showing not only that racism was essential to its definition but also that
its racism was not parochial or particularistic, but universal and couched
within a universal philosophy of history. The prescience of Levinas’s article
is impressive, especially given the widespread belief throughout the 1930s
and in some cases into the 1940s (and even after!) that Nazi racism was not
essential to its conception of the political. The political and philosophical
misjudgement of the character of Nazi racism would lead in many cases to
tragic personal, political and strategic errors of judgement.

The centrality of racism to the Nazi conception of the political was already
clear to Levinas in 1934. His reflections begin by claiming not only that
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Hitlerism is a philosophy but also that its racism should not be under-
stood in terms of a particularist response to Enlightenment universalism.
Levinas perceptively shows that Nazi racism was not a particularist anti-
Enlightenment position but part of a universal history according to which
the history of all hitherto existing societies is the history of racial struggle.
Levinas locates racism within a neo-pagan and anti-monotheist current of
thought that dissolved any notion of freedom into fate and any notion
of identity into destiny. For National Socialists the ‘facts’ of universal racial
war and unnegotiable racial identity are ineluctable, and Levinas correctly
judged that these comsiderations would overwhelmingly determine Nazi
political action. What is more, Levinas predicted that since Nazi racial ideo-
logy was part of a concept of universal history it would also prove expansive
and be used to justify ruthless colonial military expansion.’

Levinas pits against the universalism of Nazi racism a universal philo-
sophy of freedom with its roots in monotheism and with fragile secular
variants in liberalism and Marxism. In this universalism a religiously founded
freedom is paramount, for grace and forgiveness have the ability to cancel
the past and make present and future identity negotiable. Levinas implies
that, by severing their links with the monotheist heritage, secular theories
such as liberalism and Marxism are forced to rely on fragile analogies with
theological concepts, replacing grace with autonomy for example, making
these theories abstract and vulnerable before the pagan religious pathos of
Nazism. The implication that a liberal or Marxist anti-Nazism will not prove
sufficient without a return to its religious origins was explicitly developed
into a call for a monotheistic ‘popular front” of Jews and Christians. While
this was consistent with the position of Espriz, Levinas chose to explore the
implications of this position in a series of articles in the journal Pain et
Droit, culminating in the 1939 essay on the death of Pope Pius XI with its
still provocative juxtaposition of the cross and the swastika.

Cosmo-politics and the inhuman

In the postwar period before the publication of Totality and Infinity in
1961, Levinas published three essays in Esprit that show continuities with
the themes of ‘Reflections on the Philosophy of Hitlerism’. Together they
exemplify what Levinas meant by his repeated observation that his life was
‘dominated by the presentiment and the memory of the Nazi horror’."” The
presentiment had been all too accurate, and the hope for protection under
the shadow of the cross, with noteworthy individual exceptions, had been
disappointed by the politics of Pius XII. The outcome was a suspicion of all
universal histories and the consequent rejection of his appeal during the
1930s to an anti-Nazi universal history of freedom. The critique of universal
history, fortified by the experience of imprisonment and the study of Hegel
when a POW, as well as the subsequent reading of Rosenzweig’s critique of
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Hegel, led Levinas to criticize any claim to progress, whether framed in polit-
ical, technological or cultural terms. The crisis provoked by this extreme
suspicion became particularly marked in his judgements of the actions and
the significance of the new State of Israel. The occasional attribution of
a universal historical significance to the foundation of the State of Israel in
terms of the ‘passion’ of the Shoah is constantly qualified by a suspicion
guided by the practice of what Levinas described as ‘A special patience ~
Judaism — for all premature messianic claims.”! The difficulty of sustaining
an otherwise than universal history was particularly exposed in the case of
the State of Israel where the debate around the messianic role of the state
was particularly intense.

The title of the essay of 1956 is an ironic reference to the then much-
applauded ‘spirit of Geneva’ or the summit conference that seemed initially
to promise an end to the Cold War. Levinas takes the occasion of the
Geneva negotiations on nuclear arms control to reflect on the Cold War,
and once again his political judgement proved to be more acute than that of
many of his contemporaries. The essay continues the critique of paganism
opened in ‘Reflections on the Philosophy of Hitlerism’ but now makes
an explicit link between paganism and technology, and in particular the
technology of nuclear warfare. In the ‘Hitlerism’ essay Levinas described
paganism in terms of the subjection to expansionary natural forces, defining
these forces in 1934 in terms of the biological definition of race. The link
between paganism and expansive force is sustained in 1956, but now the
forces are nuclear and defined in terms of the nuclear arsenals of the super-
powers. The essay begins a proposition that exemplifies L.evinas’s suspicion
of universal history: ‘Human conflict has lost all meaning without struggle
having come to an end.'” The universal historical struggle in this case,
between socialism and capitalism or between liberty and tyranny, has been
revealed as hollow rhetoric by the inhuman forces released by nuclear fission
which now exceed human control. For Levinas this fact signifies the end of
any universal history: “The release of atomic energy has taken the control
of the real away from human will. This is precisely what is meant by the
arrest of history.”” Not only does struggle no longer possess any meaning
or direction (sens) but this lack of orientation signifies a fundamental trans-
formation of the political, if not of politics.

Levinas explains the link between the arrest of history and the trans-
formation of the political by means of one of the first appearances in his
work of the ‘third’. Fascinatingly, the third appears here in an unusual
context; normally it signifies the impersonal institution of legal and political
judgement, but here the impersonality of the third signifies the end of the
epoch of the human political. Levinas writes of the summit negotiations that
“The third partner here is not the third man. It is not a human, they are
forces without faces. Strange return of the natural powers .. ."* The forces
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without faces will return in the 1960 essay ‘Principles and Faces’; here they
signify a development of the same forces of fatality proposed in the ‘Hitlerism’
essay. In the earlier essay human struggle was conducted in terms of the
forces of race, with biological forces serving as ‘the third’; here the signific-
ance of human struggle is finally evacuated by the inhuman scale of the
destructive forces released by nuclear energy.

The location of the moment of the political or ‘third” in nuclear forces
leads Levinas to a redefinition of the political. He proposes a contrast
between the human political and a ‘cosmo-political’, regarding the Cold
War as a technologically advanced return to prehistory. Under the reign of
the human political,

The inhuman, which in those centuries was prodigious, came to us
still through the human. The human relations that made up the social
order and the forces that guided that order exceeded in power, efficacy
and in being those of the forces of nature. The elements give themselves
to us by means of society and the state, which imprint meaning upon
them.

In this negotiation of the human and the inhuman, the encounter of the
human and the elements is governed by the third of the human social order.
This humanized ‘world’ is the condition for meaningful human action, even
conflict; it still contains, however occluded, the sentiment of responsibility
for the other human. In principle such a predominance of the political over
the physical serves as ‘an invitation to work for a better world, to believe the
world transformable and human’."®

In the ‘Spirit of Geneva’ essay Levinas comes close to acknowledging that
the moment of such politics has now passed. He writes that,

For the first time social problems and the struggles between humans do
not reveal the ultimate meaning of the real. This end of the world will
lack the last judgement. The elements exceed the states that until now
contained them. Reason no longer appears in political wisdom, but in
the historically unconditioned truths announcing cosmic dangers. For
politics is substituted a cosmo-politics that is a physics.'®

The reduction of politics to physics is met by an abdication ‘on both sides
of the iron curtain’ of responsibility in favour of the balance of uncontroll-
able forces. The parallel between pre- and postwar conditions hardly needs
to be spelt out: Nazi biopolitics and Cold War cosmo-politics share the
surrender of a political situated within a human horizon for a calculus of
implacable inhuman forces that deprives humans of their wisdom, their
agency and ultimately their responsibility.
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Particularities

In the 1960 article ‘Principles and Faces’ Levinas develops the themes of
‘On the Spirit of Geneva’ but introduces a further element prominent in the
Hitlerism essay. His judgement of the Cold War political is now explicitly
linked to an argument for the complicity with it of ‘Western Philosophy’. The
exposure of the ontological commitments of ‘Western Philosophy’ and
the argument for ‘ethics as first philosophy’ in the philosophical writings
of the 1950s culminating in Totality and Infinity are here linked with the
theme of the abdication of political responsibility in the Cold War. Levinas
takes the occasion of a speech by the then general secretary of the Soviet
Communist Party, Khrushchev, denounced by many journalists as ‘pro-
paganda’, to show that the speech may be located within ‘the implicit or
explicit metaphysics on which the political thought of the West depends’."”
Consistent with his political position in 1956 and his philosophical posi-
tion developed during the 1940s, Levinas argues that ‘the fate of the West’
‘depends on the perpetual postponement of the consequences flowing from
its own principles’.'® The apocalyptic tone of ‘On the Spirit of Geneva’ is
succeeded by the admission that a political may still be possible, but one
organized around postponement of the consequences of its founding onto-
logical principles. With this Levinas begins the articulation of his notion
of prophetic politics, or a politics in which the totality of the political and
institutional structures of the West are interrupted and diverted by a pro-
phetic voice sounding from the ethical responsibility for the other.

The title of ‘Principles and Faces’ promises a confrontation between
ontological principles and the ethical face-to-face, and both are indeed given
voice in the essay. The political ‘consequences’ of the ontological principles
of the West were already anticipated in ‘Reflections on the Philosophy of
Hitlerism’. One significant consequence is the ontological reduction of being
to the play of forces; another is the link between reason and universality.
Already in the 1934 essay Levinas had shown that the combination of force
and universality was potentially explosive; now in 1960 he underlines the
necessity of postponing their fusion with the example of Khrushchev’s speech.
Fascism is cited as an example of an imperfect fusion of the principles of
force and universality, with the force of the nation remaining particular;
National Socialism by contrast combined force and universality in the con-
cept of race. Levinas now argues that Soviet socialism marks another possible
fusion of force and universality. In Khrushchev’s speech, the worker is both
the source of ultimate force — productivity — and of universality; their com-
bination in the universal history of class struggle marks another political
realization of the desire for totality that informs the principles of Western
philosophy.

In his reflections on the notion of postponement, Levinas returns to the
choice between particularism and universalism that he posed at the outset of
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‘Some Reflections on the Philosophy of Hitlerism’. He refuses to prefer ‘the
particularities of tradition, family, country, corporate group’ to the ‘millennial
quest for universality’ and is no longer inclined, as in 1934, to contest one
claim to universality with another. In order to rethink the political it is
necessary to reconsider the entire opposition of universality and particular-
ity and to ask “Is there not a universality other than that of the state and a
freedom other than objective? Difficult reflections, for they must go further
than one thinks. Well beyond Marx and Hegel. They lead perhaps to putting
into question the deepest foundations of Western Metaphysics.”"” This would
be Levinas’s project in Totality and Infinity and Otherwise than Being; what
this passage clearly shows is that the motivation for putting into question
ontology and the formulation of an ethics of alterity is first and foremost
political. The ethical face-to-face in ‘Principles and Faces’ is acknowledged
in the significance Levinas lends to Khrushchev’s visits to the West, which
satisfied the ethical ‘necessity for humans to see behind the anonymous
principle the face of the other human’.*

The programmatic statement of the possibility for sustaining a concept
of the political beyond and otherwise than Hegel’s and Marx’s equation of
universality and freedom is strangely disappointed by the essay in Esprit
from the same year, ‘The Russo-Chinese Debate and the Dialectic’. Given
his suspicion of the principles at the foundations of Western metaphysics,
Levinas might have been expected when speaking of Asia to step out of the
particularist construction of Europe and look for new sources of universal-
ity and freedom. That he does not make this step is but one of the many
mysteries of this tormented essay, whose precise political object only becomes
clear towards the end. The immediate occasion of the article was the grow-
ing Sino-Soviet tension, to which Levinas responded with some strange
sentences on the geopolitics of the Soviet Union, Europe and Asia. To be
precise, Levinas never speaks of the Soviet Union, but always of ‘Russia’,
and this lapse is important for the alliance he evokes between ‘Russia’ and
Furope against Asia. In an extraordinary reprise of the worst universal
history, Levinas writes:

The exclusive community with the Asiatic world, strangers to Euro-
pean history to which Russia, in spite of all its strategic and tactical
denials, has belonged for almost a thousand years, would this not be
disturbing even to a society without classes. . . . In abandoning the West,
does Russia not fear to drown itself in an Asiatic civilization . .

This evocation of an essential national and cultural identity which must be
protected against a culture that is a stranger to its history would seem to
be everything that Levinas ever argued against.

The continuation of the argument is hardly more encouraging, with a
shocking passage that begins:
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The yellow peril! It is not racial, it is spiritual. It does not involve
inferior values; it involves a radical strangeness, a stranger to the weight
of its past, from which there does not filter any familiar voice or inflec-
tion, a lunar or Martian past.?

Even when explicitly qualified it is difficult to believe that a phrase such as
‘the yellow peril” can ever not be racist, but equally disturbing is the phant-
asm of the Asiatic past as part of the history of another planet. It is almost
as if Levinas was undertaking the experiment of mounting a particularist
argument against the universal claims of Hegelian-Marxist philosophy. This
is certainly supported by his provisional conclusion, which claims that
‘progress towards a universal society will pass by paths where the diverse
human groups do not have to overcome their histories. There exist par-
ticularisms dialectically indispensable.”” This move towards particularism
was surely not the post-Hegelian or Marxist thought of the universal and
freedom that Levinas intimated in ‘Principles and Faces’.

In the light of references to an alleged spiritual ‘yellow peril’, the spirit
of universal freedom that Levinas opposed to Nazi racism in 1934 begins
itself to seem uncomfortably parochial. With its references to the ‘Graeco,
Judaic, Christian West’, the 1960 essay seems to have converted the mono-
theist popular front against Nazism of the 1930s into a Cold War spiritual
and geopolitical bloc, uncannily similar in its simplifications to Heidegger’s
geopolitical ‘analysis’ of the position of Germany between the USA and the
Soviet Union.

The uncharacteristic distortion and even inversion of Levinas’s positions
in this essay are partially clarified in the final paragraph, which seems
to suggest that its object is other than a debate between the Soviet Union
and China. The essay ends with the sentence ‘It will be necessary to be a
little Chinese, to again call a cat a cat and to recognize in the anti-capitalist
nationalisms the shadow of National Socialism.”™ Far from rediscovering
an openness to the Asian other, the conclusion of the essay masks a discrete
political judgement. In the final paragraph Levinas describes one of the main
points of tension between ‘Russia’ and China as the former’s support for
radical nationalist movements: the Chinese criticized the Soviet Union
for its support of nationalist movements regardless of their commitment to
socialist or communist principles. Levinas criticizes the Soviet faith in the
dialectic that allowed it to appear reasonable ‘to support anti-communists if
they represented a stage towards socialism and to show sympathy to those
who torture communists in their prisons. It would appear reasonable to take
seriously socialist pretensions and anti-imperialist slogans made by avid
nationalists.’®

This probably should not be read as a Maoist turn in Levinas’s politics,
nor as a straightforward ethical expression of sympathy for communists
imprisoned by radical nationalist regimes. It is more likely that Levinas has
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a particular nationalism in mind at this point — Arab nationalism — and
specifically the Nasserite regime in Egypt and the nascent Ba’athist regimes
in Syria and Iraq, all of which were supported diplomatically, economically
and militarily by the Soviet Union and all of which were united in their
‘anti-imperialist’ hostility towards the existence of the State of Israel. This
reading is confirmed by the claim regarding the ‘shadow of National Social-
ism’ falling on these regimes: this is consistent with a political and cultural
discourse widespread at that time that emphasized the alleged historical
links and similarities between Arab nationalism and German National
Socialism. Whatever the historical judgement on the veracity of this claim, it
is indisputable that the discourse existed and extremely likely that Levinas is
subscribing to it at this point.”® If this is true, then the ‘Asia’ against which
Levinas warns Russia is not only China but also the Arab nationalism
that was preparing for war with the State of Israel. The tensions evident in
the essay around universal history and particularity are characteristic of
Levinas’s writings on the State of Israel, notably the next essay in Esprit.
Whatever the explanation of its distortions, “The Russo-Chinese Debate and
the Dialectic’ is an extremely tormented and uncharacteristic essay that
must be reckoned with in any responsible interpretation of Levinas.

Non-Euclidean politics

The next contribution made by Levinas to Esprit was the magnificent reflec-
tion on Jewish identity, the diaspora and the State of Israel provoked by
the Six Day War, ‘Space is not One-Dimensional’. The war marked the high
point of solidarity between the diaspora and the State of Israel, so much as
to provoke a resurgence of anti-Semitism in France. It is to this renewed
anti-Semitism that Levinas responds in his essay, written in the conviction
that ‘a sense of spirit still inhabits the journal Espric’.” The essay begins by
evoking the French Revolution and the tension between citizenship and
nationality bequeathed by it (a tension also discussed at length by Arendt in
The Origins of Totalitarianism). Levinas had been interested in this tension
from early in the 1920s in connection with the anti-Semitism revealed in the
Dreyfus Affair, and now returned to it as the condition for the revival of
the anti-Semitic discourse of the ‘double-allegiance’, this time with respect
to France and Israel.

The significance of the French Revolution in Levinas’s thought is
reaffirmed in this essay, notably in the statement that ‘Adherence to IFrance
is a metaphysical act, of course; it had to be France, a country that expresses
its political allegiance with a trinitarian emblem which is moral and philo-
sophical, and inscribed on the front of its public buildings.”” But liberty,
equality and fraternity, like the Father, Son and Holy Spirit, remains an
equivocal formula susceptible to a host of interpretations. The revolution-
ary trinity, like the Christian Trinity before it, invites a choice as to which
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person of the trinity is to be given the most importance. Marxist theory long
ago demonstrated the contradiction that arose in bourgeois societies between
liberty and equality — economic liberty producing inequality - and pitted
against it the ‘fraternity’ of the international working class. But there were
also other possible versions of fraternity that would trump liberty and equality
in much the way that ‘the Son’ trumps the Father and the Holy Spirit in the
Arian heresy — one is the fraternal nation of brothers-in-arms (the Jacobin
version), another the fraternal confession (the Gallo-Catholic version) and
a third the fraternal ‘race’. Jewish citizens by definition would always be
excluded from the second and third versions of the revolutionary trinity,
and their claims to free and equal citizenship would always be under threat
from the trump card of confessional or racial fraternity.

Levinas’s response to the resurgence of this threat in 1967 is to argue that
the three dimensions of liberty, equality and fraternity cannot be reduced
to the single dimension of fraternity — ‘Does being French, short of Euclidian
space, mean moving only in one dimension?” The question is particularly
telling given ‘what happened in Europe between 1933 and 1945°, which
no longer leaves even the comfort of Euclidian three-dimensional space.
Levinas describes the Shoah in terms of a topological analogy: ‘there are
human events which tear open their own envelope’ — in this case the three-
dimensional envelope of the modern political trinity. The transgression
of political dimensionality following the Shoah puts in question liberty,
equality and fraternity, not to speak of any attempt to reduce even these
three to a single dimension. What is more, the non-Euclidian politics to
which Levinas alludes is summed up in the extra, religious dimension of
politics deliberately unthematized in the revolutionary trinity. It was pre-
cisely this lack of thematization of the religious that provoked the set of
issues collected under the chilling title ‘the Jewish question’.

The rethinking of the relationship of a Jewish French citizen to France
and to Israel must then take account of the fourth, religious dimension of
the political. In this the focus lies in the nature of Israel, and by this Levinas
intends the question of the religious-political of Israel rather than the politics
of the State of Israel. There is a relationship between the two, but one which
cannot be reduced to simple identity. There is, in short, a tension between
Israel as an event in ‘sacred history’ and the State of Israel as an event in
‘universal history’. This tension is ubiquitous in Levinas’s analyses of Isracl
and the State of Israel, as when he writes “The Nazi persecution and, follow-
ing the exterminations, the extra-ordinary fulfilment of the Zionist dream,
are religious events outside of any revelation, church, clergy, miracle, dogma
or belief.”™ Here the historical events of the Shoah and establishment of the
State of Israel are placed in a class of religious events beyond the established
categories of the religious, in short as part of a sacred history.

The reference to a sacred history of Israel informs Levinas’s messianic
concept of Israel, which is not the same as the State of Israel. The concept of
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sacred history — developed out of Rosenzweig’s work — is contrary to the
Hegelian universal history that locates all historical events within the pro-
gressive actualization of the idea of freedom in the state. An account of the
foundation of the State of Israel according to universal history would locate
this moment as the historical outcome of a sacrifice. Levinas seems on occa-
sion to come to close to this position, but always to tip it in the direction of
sacred history. In the following passage, the State of Israel is not founded
upon sacrifice, but produces the sacrifice that is consistent with the prophetic
vocation of Israel:

It is not because the Holy Land takes the form of a state that it brings
the reign of the Messiah any closer, but because the men who inhabit it
try to resist the temptation of politics; because the state proclaimed in
the aftermath of Auschwitz embraces the teaching of the prophets;
because it produces abnegation and self-sacrifice.”

The teachings of the prophets do not fuse with the politics of the state to
produce a messianic Sittlichkeit, but rather unsettle the state by awakening
a ‘demand for the absolute’ that cannot be satisfied by a state. The ‘messianic
institutions’ of Israel of which Levinas here speaks are not the real exist-
ing institutions of the State of Israel, but nor are they forms of the ideal
state in the manner of Plato’s Republic — they are rather to be understood as
postponements or corrections of the existing institutional structures.

One way to clarify Levinas’s position is to situate it in a key debate within
the history of Zionism that recurred throughout the history of the State of
Israel. Viewed from the viewpoint of universal history, the State of Israel is
primarily a political event set within a particular political history; this view
would be consistent with the Zionist position that saw the State of Israel
as the realization of a civil freedom that could not be guaranteed to Jews in
the diaspora. An opposed view would be to see the ‘state’ of Israel and its
wars and politics as secondary to the messianic mission of Israel in Jewish
sacred history. The political logic governing the actions of the real-existing
State of Israel always seems to be in between the two positions — refusing
the extremes of sacrificing the messianic mission of Israel in order to
ensure the security and material well-being of the State of Israel, or sacri-
ficing the State of Israel in order to fulfil the messianic mission of Israel in
sacred history. This is a conflict that in the history of the State of Israel has
been played out in terms of territory: how far must attempts to realize the
religious claims to the Holy Land be qualified by considerations of protect-
ing the existence of the State of Israel within current borders? That is to say,
how far should territorial expansion be limited or even reversed in order to
protect the existence of the state?

Levinas tries to sustain the inconsistency between sacred and universal
history by holding that ‘sacred history’ involves a ‘truth and destiny” ‘not
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contained within political and national categories’,” while referring to a
“destiny confusedly felt” with respect to the events of May—June 1967 that
concerned the very survival of the state, and thus fell under the political
categories of universal history. He describes this inconsistency in terms of
‘an awkward position within being’;” this position cannot be understood
solely in terms of universal history, but challenges the very dimensionality
of its concept of the political, pointing to a need for extra dimensions of
political experience that would include the ethical and the religious. The
‘awkward position in being’ also characterizes the State of Israel that leads
‘a dangerous and pure life’ as a hybrid product of sacred and universal
history — ‘a Holy Land resuscitated by the State, in spite of the profane
forms it assumes’ always in danger of one of its aspects — sacred or secular
— destroying the other.

In this context Levinas properly insists on increasing the number of dimen-
sions according to which political judgements, especially those concerning
Israel, are made. Yet the conclusion of the Esprit essay seems on balance
to prefer to judge the actions of the State of Israel according to the criteria
of universal history. After a reference to ‘my Muslim friend, my unhated
enemy of the Six-Day War’, Levinas concludes with the reflection, echoing
Kant on the French Revolution, that ‘it is from adventures such as these
run by its citizens that a great Modern state — that is to say, one that serves
humanity — derives its greatness, the attention it pays to the present and its
presence in the world’** With the exception of the reference to serving
humanity, all of these epithets concern the secular universal historical sig-
nificance of the State of Israel rather than the sacred historical significance
of the prophetic mission of Israel.

The question of sacred and universal history preoccupied Levinas for the
rest of his life, for reasons that are by now evident. It is particularly appar-
ent in his comments on Sartre and in particular Sartre’s words ‘If there is a
Jewish history Hegel is wrong. Now there is a Jewish history.” Levinas’s
critique of Hegel is largely indebted to Rosenzweig, a writer central to Totality
and Infinity on whom Levinas wrote a series of fascinating articles, including
one reprinted in Esprit in 1982. With this essay Levinas effectively closed the
series of articles for the journal, referring to the writer who was their politi-
cal and religious inspiration. The final work to appear under his signature
was the translation of an interview published in Spanish that linked its
themes, ‘Philosophy, Justice and Love’, by means of the concept of pro-
phesy and its orientation towards the future.

Levinas’s articles for Esprif span the historical interval between the advent
of National Socialism and the consolidation of the State of Israel. They
show the link between his exercise of political judgement and the broader
development of his philosophy, beginning with the racist character of the
National Socialist political, moving to the Cold War political, and finally
to the prophetic political of Israel and its awkward relation to the State of
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Israel. In almost all of his analyses Levinas opts for a complexity of political
judgement that far exceeds the formalism of many of his discussions of
justice and politics in terms of ‘the third’. This complexity of judgement also
precedes and underlies the formulation of his ethics, providing the political
setting in which he developed his critique of ontological principles and the
ethics of alterity. Perhaps before trying to find a passage between Levinas’s
ethics and politics it is necessary first to recover the specific political condi-
tions to which his ethics was a response?

—
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ONTOLOGICAL DIFFERENCE,
SEXUAL DIFFERENCE,
AND TIME

Tina Chanter

Source: T. Chanter, Time, Death, and the Feminine: Levinas with Heidegger, Stanford, Calif.:
Stanford University Press, 2001, pp. 37-74.

to be a body is to have time
(TT 117)

Heidegger’s ontological difference has a central and lasting significance
for Levinas. By tracing Levinas’s insistent return to and recasting of the
ontological difference not as a distinction but as separation, and as
amphibology, it is possible to see that there is an important sense in which
Levinas never completely overcomes the Heideggerian problematic. It also
becomes possible to see that the themes of sexual difference, corporeity, and
the meaning of the instant (which in his early work is investigated in terms
of solitude) play a structuring role not only in his early work, but also in
his later work. Even those readers who have provided interpretations of
Levinas which take up some of the earlier themes in order to follow through
how they are recast in the later work have neglected, in my view, to explain
the importance of the feminine and corporeity in Levinas’s work, or to
expand sufficiently on the relation between time and the instant.

In a 1977 preface to the second edition of De ['existence a ['existant,
Levinas remarks upon the passage between Totality and Infinity and Otherwise
than Being in terms of his attempt to rethink the ontological difference. One
cannot simply reverse, he suggests, Heidegger’s famous ontological differ-
ence by giving priority to beings over Being, as Totality and Infinity might
be said to do.! Rather—and this is what Levinas identifies as the effort of
Otherwise than Being—one has to go beyond this initial reversal, and allow
the infinite to signify from “beyond the ontological difference.” In a footnote,

101



BEYOND LEVINAS

Levinas refers to the work of Jean-Luc Marion, and Marion responds
to Levinas in an essay that first appeared in 1986. Marion comments, “If
even Levinas must, after the fact, underline such an essential periodization,
this is without a doubt because it does not appear evident right away.”* He
adds that this might be due not only to the “ignorance or confusion” of
Levinas’s readers, but also “to the difficulty of the thing itself—a difficulty
for Emmanuel Levinas himself, in his self-interpretation.” Having underlined
this difficulty, Marion goes on to argue that Levinas’s notion of “amphibology
is substituted for that of difference because ‘beyond or on the hither side’ of
Being and beings (AE 55, 63; OB 43, 49), an absolutely new term, as yet
unnamed, insinuates itself. From the outset, the ontological difference no
longer offers a goal, but only a point of departure, a given to be over-
interpreted and destroyed.”® Marion continues: “One result is decisively
established: ethics is instituted by a new difference, a difference of the
second degree, between, on the one hand, the entire ontological difference
and, on the other hand, the Saying. Therefore, the beyond of the ontological
difference absolutely cannot, here, be confused any longer with a reversal of
the terms inside the ontological difference to the benefit of beings.”® But to
regard “the ontological difference” as “only a point of departure, a given”
to be “destroyed” is, I suggest, to overlook the perpetual need that Levinas’s
philosophy exhibits to refer back to the ontological difference, if only to
give it new meaning. It is also to risk obliterating the significance of all the
work that Levinas does in infusing the corporeal and the temporal with a
significance that Heidegger could not achieve, because his appeal to “onto-
logical finality” (EE 42; DE 64) did not allow for any consideration of
materiality apart from its significance in the overall structure of Dasein’s
care for existence. If Heidegger “thereby failed to recognize the essentially
secular nature of being in the world and the sincerity of intentions” (EE 42;
DE 65), does not Marion neglect the bodily aspect of existence that facilitates
the very idea of sincerity to which he wants to appeal, and does he not thereby
short-circuit the very difficulty, to which he had earlier alerted us, of situating
the ontological difference within Levinas’s corpus? Marion says that “sincer-
ity phenomenologically destroys the terms of the ontological difference:
‘A fission of the ultimate substantiality of the ego, sincerity is reducible to
nothing ontic, to nothing ontological and leads as it were beyond or on the
hither side of everything positive, every position’ (AE 183; OB 144). Exactly
as, for Heidegger, anxiety leads into the ontological difference, for Levinas,
sincerity is excepted from it and liberates from it.”” Does sincerity absolutely
destroy the ontological difference, and is it completely liberated from it?
What about the “ultimate substantiality of the ego” to which Levinas refers
us in the very quote that Marion provides, “an ultimate substantiality . . . even
in the very vulnerability of sensibility” (OB 142; AE 181), as Levinas puts it
at the beginning of the section from which Marion quotes? What about the
“constraint to give with full hands, and thus a constraint to corporeality”
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(OB 142; OB 181)? It does not seem to me that these references to substan-
tiality, and position, to hands and corporeality, are merely gratuitous.

The issue that Marion raises speaks to a central problem that has
occupied other prominent readers of Levinas—that is, the question of how
to think ethics in relation to ontology.® One of the major theses of the pre-
sent work is that the relation of priority between the two cannot adequately
be addressed without taking up the relationship between ontological differ-
ence and temporality. It will also be suggested that a thorough investigation
of this relationship reveals precisely the import of corporeality in Levinas’s
philosophy, another aspect which commentators have been slow to elabo-
rate.” And finally, it is necessary, I maintain, to follow out the theme
of sexual difference, which structures Levinas’s recasting of ontological dif-
ference and time from his early to his late work, but whose implications for
his critique of Heidegger have also been largely neglected.

Thematically, Levinas might be said to be interested in ontology, in soli-
tude, in bodily materiality and the instant in his early work, but his interest
is already motivated by a concern for ethics, for the other, and by time itself 0
In just the same way, his references to substantiality and corporeality in his
later work should not be dismissed or read over as trivial or superfluous
to the real import of the work, as if its ethical call could be divorced from
its material resonance. Thus, it is in order to preserve the alterity of the other
that Levinas sees the need to attend to “the ontological root of solitude”
(TO 41; TA 19). “I hope,” he says, “to glimpse wherein this solitude can be
exceeded” (TO 41; TA 19). Similarly, the reason Levinas devotes his atten-
tion to the “anonymous and irremissible existing” (TO 81; TA 72) of the il y
a, the there is, and to hypostasis, is to show that the “reality of time” consists
in the fact that it is “absolutely other and new” (TO 80; TA 71). The new-
ness or alterity of time governs his analysis even when it would seem that
the phenomena he presents contest, or at least do not easily accommodate,
time as the very “relationship with the other” (TO 82; TA 73). So, Levinas’s
interest in the themes of materiality and solitude is dictated by his effort to
move beyond conceiving of the future either in Heideggerian or in Bergsonian
terms, as “anticipation, projection, and élan” (TO 80; TA 71), where he
thinks the present retains “a power over the future” (TO 80, TA 72). For
Levinas the future is mysterious, ungraspable, and unknowable.

To say that even Levinas’s effort to uncover the movement of hypostasis,
in relation to solitude and materiality, is motivated by his attempt to rethink
time as alterity is not to imply that the solitary ego is immediately reducible
to the otherness of time, or that Levinas’s analysis of the irremissible tie of
the ego to itself that describes the materiality of solitude has no significance
in and of itself. On the contrary, it is precisely that the movement of hypostasis
is irreducible to the I’s relationship to the other, or to time, that Levinas
wants to insist upon. To see this more clearly, it is worth recalling that
Levinas conceives of his philosophy as an attempt to break with the notion
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of Eleatic being that he thinks not only dominates Parmenides and Plato,
but even extends to Heidegger’s attempt to renew the efforts of Greek philo-
sophy to think Being. (See TO 93; TA 88.)"' Levinas’s analyses of “sexuality,
paternity and death” facilitate the break with Eleatic being because they
“introduce a duality into existence, a duality that concerns the very existing
of each subject” (TO 92; TA 88). Paternity will answer to Levinas’s attempt
to conceive of a “pluralist existence” (TO 54; TA 34). He says, “I do not
have my child; T am in some way my child. But the words ‘I am’ here have
a significance different from an Eleatic or Platonic significance” (TO 91;
TA 86). Levinas thereby elaborates anew the ontological difference, by show-
ing that the task of existing to which the existent (or, in Heidegger’s
terminology, Dasein) is in some sense condemned—in the sense that the self
finds that existence is unavoidable and inescapable—is in another sense
capable of encountering another dimension, an alterity that cannot be
reduced to the identity of the I, or even to the knowledge that belongs to the
I. “The return of the ego to itself that begins with hypostasis is thus not
without remission, thanks to the perspective of the future opened by eros.
Instead of obtaining this remission through the impossible dissolution of
hypostasis, one accomplishes it through the son. It is thus not according
to the category of cause, but according to the category of the father that
freedom comes about and time is accomplished” (TO 91; TA 86).

In attending to the function of hypostasis, and in attending to solitude
and materiality, and enjoyment, Levinas reworks not only the ontological
difference, but several other fundamental themes from Being and Time, such
as the meaning of existence, world, everyday life, the for-the-sake-of, the
role of the present, being-with-others, death as freedom, and forgetfulness.
Thus, for example, “everyday life is already a way of being free from the
initial materiality through which a subject is accomplished” (TO 63; TA 46),
and “far from constituting a fall, ... forms the very accomplishment of
solitude. . . . [It] is a preoccupation with salvation” (TO 58; TA 39)."* There
is, in Levinas’s reorientation of Heidegger’s analysis, an insistent sexualiza-
tion of two divergent aspects or tendencies of existence. On the one hand
there is the virility of mastery, and on the other hand there is the passivity
that Levinas will associate with the feminine. This differentiation is not to
be thought of as a straightforward opposition between the active mastery of
the subject and its passive submission, but rather as a duality that consists
in the task of existing itself, or the necessity of having to be oneself. For
what is at stake is precisely a rethinking of the ontological difference, which
would preclude assuming a dichotomy between activity and passivity that
already presupposes what is at issue in Levinas’s return to the ontological
difference: namely that the subject is already constituted in relation to a
world of objects. In thinking through the ambiguous situation whereby
a subject takes on its existence, Levinas no more assumes that the world is
already constituted than he does that the subject is already imbued with the
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traditional characteristics of subjectivity, such as consciousness, freedom,
and the capacity to know the world. The T is “neither a thing, nor a spiritual
center” but “has to be grasped in its amphibological mutation from an event
into an ‘entity,” and not in its objectivity” (EE 79-80; DE 136). Bound up in
Levinas’s departure from Heidegger’s rendering of death as ultimately the
ground of Dasein’s virile, solitary, and masterful freedom is a reassessment
of the metaphorics of sight that accompanies it, and which is suggested by
the word “lucidity.” Levinas says, “Death in Heidegger is an event of free-
dom, whereas for me the subject seems to reach the limit of the possible in
suffering” (TO 70; TA 57-58), and he marks the contrast by identifying
Heidegger’s comprehension of death as masculine, while rendering his own
as feminine. Thus, “Being toward death, in Heidegger’s authentic existence,
is a supreme lucidity and hence a supreme virility” (TO 70; TA 57), while
for Levinas “the unknown of death signifies that the very relationship with
death cannot take place in the light” (TO 70; TA 57)." Levinas thereby asso-
ciates the unknowability of death with “the feminine” as “a mode of being
that consists in slipping away from the light,” or as “a flight before light,” as
“hiding” and as “modesty” (TO 87; TA 79).

Levinas explicitly counterposes the mastery that resides in “the virility of
grasping the possible, the power to be able” | “pouvoir de pouvoir”: TO 82;
TA 73], with death as “the limit of the subject’s virility, the virility made
possible by the hypostasis at the heart of anonymous being, and manifest
in the phenomenon of the present, in the light” (TO 74; TA 62). The very
terms that Levinas adopts to designate the mystery and unknowability of
death insist not just that the “passivity” through which death announces
itself is resistant to the language of experience and light (see TO 70; TA 57),
but that the vocabulary of light—and the concepts of vision, mastery, grasp-
ing, possessing, and knowing with which it is inevitably associated—are
wholly inapplicable to the approach of death, in the face of which “we are
no longer able to be able [nous ne ‘pouvons plus pouvoir’]” (TO 74; TA 62).
Further, Levinas wants to rehabilitate a notion of the present that does not
simply fall prey to the idea of mastery that caused Heidegger to question the
privilege of the present. Above all, it is the ambiguity of the present that
Levinas is at pains to emphasize. “It is essential,” says Levinas, “to grasp
the present at the limit of existing and the existent, where, in function of
existing, it already turns into an existent” (TO 52; TA 32). Here we are
returned, once more, to the ontological difference. By “positing the pre-
sent as the mastery of the existent over existing, and in seeking in it the
passage from existing to the existent” (TO 54; TA 34), Levinas wants to
retain the complexity of the presencing of the present both as “pure event
that must be expressed by a verb”—analogous to the verbal sense of
being—and as a being “already a something, already an existent” (TO 52;
TA 32)—analogous to Dasein, the being that exists. The ambiguity of the
present is due to the fact that it is “a way of accomplishing the ‘starting out
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from itself’ that is always evanescence. . . . Evanescence would thus be the
essential form of beginning,” and yet it “result[s] in something” (TO 53; TA
32-33), it turns into an existent, and can be formed into time (see TO 53;
TA 33).1

There is, then, the aspect of mastery that Levinas associates with the
present, and which he consistently marks as virile, and there is the limit or
loss of mastery that Levinas associates with suffering, death, and love, and
which he consistently marks as feminine. Thus there emerges a contest
between the virile mastery of a self capable of preserving itself, and an
effeminate self, one that finds itself unmanned, “unable to be able,” deprived
of all it powers, wounded in love (see TO 89; TA 82), incapable of exerting
its power of reason over the alterity that confronts it, be it in death or in
eros. Before commenting further on this sexualized language, which (as will
be clear by now) I take to have a significance beyond rhetorical embellish-
ment, let me lay out in more detail what I have already hinted at, namely the
fact that Levinas does not assume that the subject 1s invested with freedom
from the start.

Let me briefly restate the trajectory I am following. I am, (1) pointing out
how a sexualized language infuses Levinas’s entire thought, his notions of
self, freedom, and ethics, (2) how paternity is the privileged model of the
relation to the other, and (3) how the sexualization of Levinas’s discourse
leads to complex questions about the conditionality of his philosophy that
commentators have ignored to date for the most part. The father is the
“category” that allows time and freedom to be introduced, but hypostasis is
that which is somehow “before time” or allows time to appear. I will suggest
that the feminine plays a structural role similar to the “before time” of
hypostasis, but in a way that remains unthought by Levinas, and by his
commentators. To thematize the “before” of the feminine both throws into
relief the structural dynamic of the temporality of conditioning that allows
Levinas to say what he is saying, and performs and enacts the aporetic
relations that are inadequately framed as oppositions in Levinas’s texts
(ethics/ontology, infinity/totality, saying/said).

Two freedoms, two moralities . . . two registers of langnage

I suggest that, just as Levinas sees the importance of examining solitude
outside of community, not in order to refute the obvious empirical situation
that we all necessarily live in a world where there are others, but in order to
draw out more fully than Heidegger was able to do the ontological implica-
tions of solitude, similarly his insistence on considering the dialectic of the
instant outside or before that of time is not simply a refusal of the indisput-
able fact that in one sense the instant cannot be divorced from time. Clearly
and inevitably, each instant coalesces with a continuous time, or subsides
into the infinite fabric of existing, but then time is already hypostatized. (See

106



ONTOLOGICAL DIFFERENCE, SEXUAL DIFFERENCE, & TIME

TO 53; TA 33-34.) In this sense, it is impossible to conceive of the instant as
outside time, or to construe the hypostasis as a present that is not yet time.
What sense, then, can be made of Levinas’s claim to resist the tendency
to find in the instant something other than the dialectic of time, and to
attribute to it a separate dialectic? Levinas means to catch sight of the event
that makes possible the linking up of moments into the stream of time (see
TO 52; TA 32), to go behind experience, as it were (TO 54; TA 34), to ask
about the present not when it is already the time of an existent, and as such
can be mastered, possessed, represented, experienced, and thematized, as
belonging to someone, but as it occurs prior to any such possession. This
marks a fundamental difference between Levinas and Heidegger. For
Heidegger, time can be understood only by starting out from Dasein’s worldly
experience of temporality. The difficulty of formulating the meaning of the
instant as separable from its meaning as it is experienced in time is not
lost on Levinas. Because of the apparent impossibility of circumventing the
language of experience he is forced to use temporal language to explore an
allegedly nontemporal significance (before, prior, not yet, first, beyond, pre-
vious, already, outside). Indeed he acknowledges that he must have recourse
to the language of experience and subjectivity, even as he maintains that the
present, or instant, does not presuppose a subject who experiences the world.
Thus, in order to describe the order of hypostasis, Levinas must employ the
very language that does not properly pertain to it. Desire is not knowledge,
yet Levinas says, “Desire knows perfectly well what it wants” (EE 43;
DE 65), and the metaphor works. Similarly, Levinas will speak of a freedom
that is not a freedom in the sense with which we are familiar, a morality that
is not a morality in terms of what we usually mean by the term, a possession
that is not a possession (see BE 27; DE 35-36), and an “I” that is not yet an
1. Even the term “hypostasis” does not have its traditional resonance. It is
that which allows time, or freedom, or ethics to first appear that Levinas
is trying to think, and in this sense, once again, his thought coincides with
that of Heidegger, who, in understanding Being as Ereignis, which in turn
he renders as “Appropriation or event of Appropriation,” cautions that we
should “bear in mind . . . that ‘event’ is not simply an occurrence, but that
which makes any occurrence possible” (TB 19). Marking both the distance
(insofar as Heidegger’s philosophy remains limited to a thinking of Being)
and the proximity (insofar as it attempts to think Being as an event that
makes any occurrence possible) between his own thinking and Heidegger’s,
Levinas claims that “everything that will be said of this Ereignis in Zeit und
Sein is already indicated in §9 Sein und Zeir. Being is that which becomes
my-own, and it is for this that a man is necessary to being. It is through
man that being is “properly’” (GWC 92; DQV 146-47). At issue here is the
“wonder which Plato put at the origin of philosophy” (EE 22; DE 28), and
it is no accident that Levinas associates this wonder or astonishment with
the “questioning of Being” (EE 22-23; DE 28):
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It is the very intelligibility of light that is astonishing; light is doubled
up with a night. The astonishment does not arise out of comparison
with some order more natural than nature, but simply before intel-
ligibility itself. Its strangeness is, we might say, due to its very reality,
to the very fact there is existence. The questioning of Being is an experi-
ence of Being in its strangeness. It is then a way of taking up Being.
... The question is itself a manifestation of the relationship with
Being. Being is essentially alien and strikes against us. We undergo its
suffocating embrace like the night, but it does not respond to us. There
is a pain in Being. If philosophy is the questioning of Being, it is
already a taking on of Being. And if it is more than this question, this
is because it permits going beyond the question, and not because it
answers it. What more there can be than the questioning of Being is not
some truth—but the good.

This passage announces several themes that Levinas will develop. There is
the “doubling back™ on itself of a being already situated in a world of
knowledge, already engaged in relationships that are characterized by light,
but capable of articulation in terms that do not follow the contours of “this
natural correlation between us and the world” (EE 22; DE 27). There is the
alienation, or the “pain in Being,” that Levinas also refers to as an evil that
lies in the “very positivity” of Being (EE 20; DE 20), and which resides not
in the lack or defect that Levinas thinks is implied in Heidegger’s under-
standing of finitude, but rather in a certain excess or plenitude (EE 27;
DE 36). And there is the reference to Plato’s Good beyond Being, which is
not only an attempt to point to that which makes it possible for beings to
appear as such, but also a way of stipulating that ethics is always already in
play, even in the most mundane occurrence of a relationship that arises
within the context of the world.

Interruption

We are always already in the world. In this sense, the world, and everything
in it, is given. But Levinas wants to think what it means for it to be given,
to go behind the world as phenomenon. He characterizes the “primary
relationship which binds us to Being” as an “anonymous state of being”
(EE 21; DE 26). This state, what he calls the “there is,” is not so much a
state that can be said to exist before the world, but rather a relationship
(but “a relationship only by analogy”) that appears (and, we could add, it
appears only by analogy) “where the continual play of our relations with
the world is interrupted” (EE 21; DE 26). Putting this in terms of the tem-
poral flow of duration, Levinas says, “In the midst of the anonymous flow of
existence, there is stoppage and a positing” (EE 34; DE 48), or “During the
duration of the work, the effort takes on the instant, breaking and tying back
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together again the thread of time” (EE 33; DE 48). With the notion of inter-
ruption as stoppage, as a break, Levinas seeks to supplement Heidegger’s
interpretation of temporality as ecstasy, an interpretation which, he thinks,
can take account of the present only insofar as the future inherits its mean-
ing. Levinas says, “In the midst of the advance over oneself and over the
present, in the ecstasy of the leap which anticipates and bypasses the present,
fatigue marks a delay with respect to oneself and with respect to the present”
(EE 31; DE 44). Focusing on the “dynamism of the thrust” of the instant
itself—which, he says, “is not constituted by the anticipation of the future”
(EE 31; DE 45)—Levinas resists interpreting the present simply in terms of
its legacy for the future, even as he recognizes that its relationship to the
future cannot be completely ignored. Thus, when he examines indolence
as a “recoil before action” (EE 27; DE 37), a “hesitation before existence,
...a refusal” (EE 28; DE 37), he finds that “what is essential in indolence
is its place prior to a beginning of an action, its way of being turned to a
future. It is not a thought about the future, followed by a holding back from
action. It is, in its concrete fullness, a holding back from the future. The
tragedy of being it reveals is then the more prof[ojund. It is a being fatigued
by the future” (EE 29; DE 39). Indolence, then, both as a way of being
“turned to a future” and as a “holding back from the future” both assumes
its place in time, by submitting to the impossibility of stopping time, and yet
maintains its character as refusal, in still holding back from the inevitable
demise of the instant. In precisely this duality, Levinas sees an adherence to
existence that is also a cleaving (see EE 22; DE 27), just as “weariness
concerns existence itself,” and yet “in weariness existence is like the re-
minder of a commitment to exist, with all the seriousness and harshness of
an unrevokable contract” (EE 24; DE 31). Because weariness is “a weariness
of everything and everyone, and above all a weariness of oneself” (EE 24;
DE 31), Levinas sees in it “the hesitation of a refusal” (EE 25; DE 32).
“Weariness by all its being effects this refusal to exist; it is only in the refusal
to exist” (EE 25; DE 32).

Weariness is not a judgment (EE 25; DE 32) and does not arise from “a
lack of deliberation, for it is not deliberating over the end. It occurs after the
intention has been formulated” (EE 25; DE 33). “Effort is not a cognition;
it is an event” (EE 31; DE 44). Fatigue and indolence are “prior to reflec-
tion.” They are “positions taken with regard to existence” before they “are
‘mental contents’ (EE 24; DE 30). In the midst of our worldly intentions,
interrupting our formulation of goals and ends, Levinas discerns the “incli-
nation to ‘drop everything’” (EE 31; DE 44). In the duality of the instant, in
which effort “lunges forward out of fatigue and falls back upon it” (EE 31;
DE 44), he locates both the freedom to give up (“If we find our suitcase
too heavy, we can put it down, enlist the help of a porter who is stronger
than ourselves” [EE 30; DE 43]) and the condemnation to finish what we
have begun, to be who we are, the weight of “the burden of existence itself ”
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[EE 29; DE 38]. As a “condemnation to being,” fatigue alerts us to what
Levinas calls “a peculiar form of forsaken[n]ess.””® This is, says Levinas,
“not the solitude of a being forsaken by the world with which it is no longer
in step, but of a being that is as it were no longer in step with itself, is out of
joint with itself, in a dislocation of the I from itself, a being that is not
joining up with itself in the instant, in which it is nonetheless committed for
good” (EE 35; DE 50). Can the word “good” here be gratuitous? If not, this
dislocated I, out of step with itself, worn out with the effort of trying to be
itself, might anticipate the sense in which Levinas will speak of the restless-
ness of substitution.'s

In trying to think the instant outside time, then, Levinas reaps the con-
sequences of Heidegger’s injunction to raise anew the question of Being. He
attempts, that is, to think time without assuming that he knows in advance
the kind of being that time has, without acting as if the only possible access
to time were through beings that are already constituted as such, as if the
only way of approaching time were as a being, or an existent. The problem
with such an assumption, as Heidegger revealed, is that it imports temporal
assumptions into its interpretation of being without acknowledgment, so
that it has already decided in favor of a dominant interpretation of time,
namely as present-at-hand, but obliquely, and therefore without making
this decision available to inquiry.

In the midst of an account of the feminine, Levinas makes what he calls a
“fundamental comment” concerning freedom: “I do not initially posit the
Other as freedom, a characteristic in which the failure of communication
is inscribed in advance. For with a freedom there can be no other relation-
ship than that of submission or enslavement. In both cases, one of the two
freedoms is annihilated. The relationship between master and slave can
be grasped at the level of struggle, but then it becomes reciprocal” (TO 87,
TA 80)." To “posi[t] the Other as freedom” would be to think “the Other in
terms of light” (T'O 88; TA 81), and Levinas, as we have seen, wants to
think the relationship with alterity as “the failure of the movement that
tends to grasp or to possess a freedom,” (TO 88; TA 81), and as distinct from
possession and from knowledge.”® Yet, while Levinas distances himself
from positing the Other as freedom, there is a sense in which he affirms the
freedom of an existent not as a free will, but as a freedom of beginning. In
describing hypostasis, or the event by which an existent or being arises,
Levinas says, “the appearance of an existent is the very constitution of a
mastery, of a freedom in an existing that by itself would remain funda-
mentally anonymous. In order for there to be an existent in this anonymous

is, the very work of identity—become possible” (TO 52; TA 31).” This depar-
ture and return indicates a complication that specifies the particular sense
that Levinas wants to give to freedom here. Levinas distinguishes between
two senses of freedom.” The existent, he says, “is a first freedom—not yet
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the freedom of free will, but the freedom of beginning. It is by starting out
from something new that there is existence. Freedom is included in every
subject, in the very fact that there is a subject, that there is a being. It is the
freedom of the existent in its very grip on existing” (TO 54; TA 34). This
first sense of freedom is associated with virility. “As present and ‘I, hypo-
stasis is freedom. The existent is master of existing. It exerts on its existence
the virile power of the subject. It has something in its power” (TO 54;
TA 34). Solitude is necessary for this virile mastery, for the “freedom of
beginning” (TO 55; TO 35). But this first freedom has a price: “the definit-
iveness of the I riveted to itself” (TO 57; TA 38, translation altered), which
Levinas identifies as a “great paradox: a free being is already no longer free,
because it is responsible for itself” (TO 55; TA 36).%' If this freedom is
already a responsibility, in what sense does it remain free?” Levinas says,
“Though it is a freedom with regard to the past and future, the present is an
enchainment in relation to itself. The material character of the present does
not result from the fact that the past weighs upon it or that it is anxious
about its future. It results from the present as present” (TO 55-56; TA 36).

By insisting on both the materiality of the self and its freedom, both its
being weighed down and its ability to be master, Levinas makes it possible
to understand the activities of everyday life that Heidegger consigns to
inauthenticity as an overcoming, to some extent, of “the material structure
of the subject” (TO 62; TA 45), one that involves the subject in enjoyment.
As a “way of being free from [its] initial materiality,” everyday life does
indeed involve “a forgetfulness of self” (TO 63--64; TA 46), but not the self-
forgetfulness of Heidegger’s Dasein, who takes over as its own the opinions
of the “they,” and in doing so takes itself for a being that is present-at-hand,
and forgets to inquire after its own specific mode of being. Rather, this
forgetfulness is one that consists of the subject’s ability to live hypostasis
at a level that is beyond a pure and simple return to itself: that is, beyond
the necessity of having to be, or the impossibility of being able to escape its
materiality—beyond, that is, the “tragedy of solitude” (TO 57, TA 38). In
Totality and Infinity Levinas will elaborate the sense of this beyond in the
immediacy of enjoyment.

Levinas says, “Though in the pure and simple identity of hypostasis, the
subject is mired in itself, in the world, instead of a return to itself, there is
a ‘relationship with everything that is necessary for being’” (TO 63; TA 46).
In contrast, eros “is a relationship with alterity, with mystery—that is to
say, with the future, with what (in a world where there is everything) is
never there, with what cannot be there when everything is there-—not with
a being that is not there, but with the very dimension of alterity” (TO 88;
TA 81-82). If eros, which is figured as feminine in Levinas’s discourse,
opens the perspective of alterity as the future, that alterity can be accom-
plished in only “one way: through paternity” (TO 91; TA 85). Does this
mean that the alterity of the feminine is only a provisional alterity? Levinas
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articulates two different modes by which an event is accomplished when he
distinguishes between the event of hypostasis, “by which an existent arises”
(TO 88; TA 81), associated with virility, freedom, power, and mastery, and
the “event of alterity” (TO 87; TA 80), associated with the feminine, mys-
tery, withdrawal, and modesty. “The existent,” says Levinas, in a statement
that is crucial for understanding what is happening in the sexualization of
his discourse, “is accomplished in the ‘subjective’ and in ‘consciousness’;
alterity is accomplished in the feminine. This term is on the same level as,
but in meaning opposed to, consciousness. The feminine is not accomplished
as a being [¢tant] in a transcendence toward light, but in modesty” (TO 88;
TA 81). By claiming that the feminine is “not accomplished as a being,”
Levinas appears to be privileging the feminine in a certain way, by situating
it in a dimension, or allowing it to designate a domain, that cannot be
qualified as ontological. The feminine would thereby seem to indicate an
escape from being: its otherness would not be governed by the powers of
mastery that define the self, nor by the freedom of self-initiative, nor by
consciousness, but would come from elsewhere. The feminine is the abso-
lutely other. In this way, the feminine would seem to interrupt the language
of ontology, would seem to provide access to a new way of thinking onto-
logical difference, by not immediately identifying itself with the turning of
existence into existents, by resisting the illumination of the world. It would
seem to stand for a mode of being’s withdrawal.

Levinas’s appeal to the feminine has therefore been heralded as radical.
The “exceptional position of the feminine in the economy of being” (TO 86;
TA 78) is celebrated, because it facilitates a break with being. Without
wishing to entirely discredit or contain whatever radicality might be claimed
for Levinas’s notion of the feminine, I do not want to immediately grant its
revolutionary status. Instead I want to proceed more slowly, by asking
about how the feminine functions for Levinas in relation to terms such as
fecundity, paternity, and the son.

It is clear that Levinas does not want his use of the term “feminine” to
function in a way that is reducible to a member of the female sex. His
intentions in this regard are overtly stated: “Need one add that there is no
question here of defying ridicule by maintaining the empirical truth or
countertruth that every home in fact presupposes a woman?...[Tlhe
empirical absence of the human being of the ‘feminine sex’ in a dwelling
nowise affects the dimension of femininity which remains open there, as the
very welcome of the dwelling” (TT 158; Tel 131). Ontologically, too, it seems
clear that we would simply be mistaken to equate what Levinas means by
“the feminine” with women as such. If the “feminine is not accomplished as
a being,” whatever meaning is to be granted to it cannot be assimilated with
the empirical woman. It is rather a way or mode of being, a tendency, a
regime. Levinas’s intentions, and the ontological function of the feminine,
might preclude feminist objections to his use of the term, were it not for the
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fact that intentions and ontology, as Levinas himself maintains, do not
count for everything. And so we find Levinas resorting to language that,
despite his disclaimer, does indeed assume the empirical woman (see TI 155;
Tel 128-29), and we find him affirming that “welcome in itself” is “the
feminine being” (TI 157; Tel 131). Even if we take this to mean a being
(male or female) that is feminized, the question remains as to how this being
which is not quite a being is to be thought, and even more pertinently, who
is to think it. Even if we keep in mind that it is the ontological equivocation
of the feminine, or its very ambiguity (or, perhaps, amphibology) as a being
that is unknowable, or a being that is accomplished not in light but in
modesty, still it must be asked how the feminine is figured. We will see that
the notion of accomplishment provides the decisive clue.”

The fact that it is impossible to simply equate what Levinas means by the
term “feminine” with individual subjects does not mean that all the prob-
lems raised by his use of this term, and his systematic differentiation of it
from other sexualized terms, are resolved. To assert that the feminine is
intended metaphorically, far from solving all the questions arising from his
use of the term, merely reintroduces them at another level.* As Sikka con-
cisely asserts, “metaphors matter.”* Neither is it satisfactory, in my view, to
simply suspend the political questions that impose themselves as secondary
to the ontological function that terms such as “the feminine” play in his
philosophy, as if politics and ontology could be so easily distinguished, or as
if the politics of ontology did not inform its very vocabulary.

Is there a way to read the feminine in Levinas’s texts that avoids short-
circuiting the resources it provides for breaking out of the closure of ontology,
for disrupting its said, and at the same time refuses to naively bracket the
implications Levinas’s discourse has for feminism? Having begun to address
this question with reference to Levinas’s early work, I want to continue to
perform this balancing act, initially by attending to the role of the feminine
in Totality and Infinity. In the concluding chapter I will return to this theme
by revisiting some of Levinas’s later texts, including Otherwise than Being.

As we have seen, Levinas thinks that Heidegger’s attempt to overcome
the metaphysics of presence achieves only limited success. By appealing
to an ecstatic understanding of temporality, Heidegger emphasizes the inter-
relation between the disparate ecstases, so that it is Dasein’s temporality
as a whole that is understood in the moment of vision. Heidegger’s inter-
pretation of being-toward-death thus focuses attention on the future rather
than the present, but the future that is anticipated in the moment of vision is
one which gathers together the past and future into a new, authentic present,
as Dasein is summoned back to itself in resoluteness.”® Dasein’s resolute
anticipation of its own finitude serves as a ground for its freedom. For
Levinas, this model privileges the mastery, lucidity, and transparency of a
self that remains essentially in control of its own destiny. Levinas is critical
of what he regards as the supreme virility of Heidegger’s Dasein, and offers
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instead an account of subjectivity that remains open to the other, an account
that privileges alterity over sameness, responsibility over freedom, infinity
over totality. Rather than becoming a ground for the spontaneous or free
action of a resolute Dasein, death retains an essential mystery for Levinas,
remaining ungraspable, unknowable, and refractory to light. The future
retains a genuine novelty of alterity that sets it apart from any present that
can be mastered, or from Dasein’s authentic realization of its own truth
through the anticipation of finitude in anxiety. Levinas says, “This future
is neither the Aristotelian germ (less than being, a lesser being) nor the
Heideggerian possibility which constitutes being itself, but transforms
the relation with the future into a power of the subject. Both my own and
non-mine, a possibility of myself but also a possibility of the other, of the
Beloved, my future does not enter into the logical essence of the possible.
The relation with such a future, irreducible to the power over possibles,
we shall call fecundity” (T1 267; Tel 245). Through fecundity, across genera-
tions, the privilege of the constant, self-identical, and masterful I breaks
up, as the child offers the possibility of a new beginning that escapes every
project I might have for him.

Levinas seems to offer a philosophy that is other-oriented, generous,
and which prioritizes the ethical relation as one that is not chosen, but
through which I am elected: he seems to break the hold of the subject of
mastery, knowledge, and control.”’ His philosophy thus appears to share in
common several affinities with feminism. The problem is that, on closer
inspection, Levinas’s version of alterity is permeated with a conceptual
metaphorics that revolves around paternity, filiality, and fraternity by
reinscribing the most traditional and patriarchal of Judaically inspired
assumptions about the privilege of the father and his relation to the son,
and the subordination of the feminine to the properly ethical and infinite
relation. Rather than providing a potential ally for feminists, he seems to
endorse a position that is deeply problematic for women. The transcendence
of the ethical relation as Levinas presents it occurs on the basis of and at
the expense of the feminine, which serves as the ground and condition of
ethics, but which is itself excluded from the ethical. How then, if at all, can
Levinas bave anything of value to offer feminism? How can we rigorously
follow all the nuances and complexity with which Levinas invests the fem-
inine without foreclosing the issue of its political implications?

Even if his own conception of the ethical relation is interwoven with
heavily patriarchal assumptions, there might be a way of reworking this
relation that liberates it from its patriarchal baggage. While it might seem
that his notion of the feminine and of materiality of the corporeal offer
the most obvious sites in Levinas’s philosophy for a productive rethinking
along feminist lines, [ will suggest that in fact it is to his notion of time that
feminists can more readily turn. My claim is not that Levinas’s notion of
time is inherently feminist, nor that his notions of the feminine and the body
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are irrelevant to feminist appropriations of Levinas, but rather that in order
to see what is at stake in Levinas’s conception of bodies, we need to also
understand his conception of time, and further that Levinas’s understanding
of time can be developed in a way that helps to avoid the problems that
soon emerge in feminist appropriations which confine themselves to the
apparently more obvious resources in his philosophy.

Ewa Ziarek argues that “The most productive engagement between
Levinas’s ethics and feminism can occur in the context of the ethical
interpretation of embodiment.”” I agree, as Ziarek goes on to say, that
“Even though this possibility is never realized in Levinas’s own work, and
even though his own conception of eros and femininity remains entangled
in both patriarchal and metaphysical traditions,” Levinas’s exploration
of bodily materiality “enables the elaboration of the ethical significance of
flesh, and, by extension, opens a possibility of an ethics of eros.”? As Ziarek
also acknowledges, Levinas “suspends the ‘virile and heroic’ conception of
masculinity in the Western philosophical tradition, by exposing the mascu-
line subject to the constriction of embodiment, passivity of aging, vulnerability
and passion,” but fails to address “[w]hat the feminine side might look like
in the light of Levinas’s ethics liberated from the restrictions of patriarchal
thought.” I suggest that a careful engagement of Levinas’s critique of
Heidegger’s temporality will allow us to see how Levinas’s discourse of the
feminine functions as a critique of Heidegger, and thus serves as a corrective
to what Levinas sees as Heidegger’s markedly virile and heroic Dasein.' We
can thereby begin to articulate what the feminine might look like, liberated
from patriarchy.

In the absence of a thorough engagement with Levinas’s notion of time, it
is hard to avoid confirming Simone de Beauvoir’s complaint that Levinas
ends up reducing the feminine to alterity in a way that replays a very tradi-
tional trope of Western metaphysics, enclosing corporeity within immanence
and excluding it from transcendence.” It is after all paternity that breaks the
mold of the heroic subject of self-mastery for Levinas. Paternity is offered as
a relation that opens onto infinity, and it is the figure of the son that com-
pletes the meaning of responsibility, through a paternal election that effects
a break with the knowing subject, whose choice is spontancously and freely
determined. As Kelly Oliver says, “In relation to his son, who is both him-
self and not himself, the father discovers his own subjectivity. As he realizes
that his son is distinct, a stranger, he discovers that he too is distinet, even
a stranger to himself. Paternity challenges what Levinas calls the ‘virile’
subject that always returns to itself, the subject of the ‘T can’ of traditional
phenomenology.”® As Oliver goes on to argue, for Levinas, “paternity opens
onto infinity because it is a relationship with an absolute other in which
the I survives. The I survives because paternity is also a relationship with the
same.” Donna Brody makes the same point when she says that Levinas
“writes, controversially, ‘T do not have my child. I am in some way my child’
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(TO 91; TA 81). The caress is fecund: ideally it issues in the child. In this
way the father, at least, manages to be both himself and other than himself.
The mother does not appear to have a relation to transcendence. Levinas
talks of the child as a son, not a daughter. A momentous biological essen-
tialism is at work: the principle of identity and difference—necessary as
opening onto the subject’s relation to infinity—is reserved to the male sex.”**
Oliver suggests that in one way Levinas’s notion of paternal election offers
an alternative to traditional notions of paternity, but in another way it is
continuous with them.” It departs, for example, from the Freudian notion
of the father-son relationship, as “a virile struggle for recognition in which
the son must kill the father in order to inherit his recognition, designation,
and power.”*® For Levinas, as Oliver says, “The father chooses the son after
he has had no choice. His love elects this particular child in his uniqueness
as the loved one, the one meant to be. In this regard, Levinas suggests that
all love for another person must approach paternal love insofar as that love
elects the loved one from among all the others.”” By presenting paternity
as a relation of love which respects the other as unique, Levinas overcomes
the idea that the son must contest the authority of the father in order for
his own identity to be recognized and sanctioned. For Levinas, paternity is
no longer based on the law, and filiality is no longer based on the guilt of
patricide, but rather the paternal relation is one of generosity and infinite
love. Levinas’s idea of paternity nevertheless rejoins the tradition, Oliver
suggests, because it “is founded in the masculine identity passed down from
father to son.”* This identity excludes the body, which is entrusted to the
feminine. Thus, “like the traditional notions of paternity that link father
and law” through virile struggles, according to Oliver, “Levinas’s notion of
paternal election masks a fear of an abject paternal body. Like the tradi-
tional notions of paternity that evacuate the paternal body, Levinas’s notion
of paternity presents us with another version of the patriarchal story of an
absent father.”” Oliver again: “In Levinas we see once again the body iden-
tified with maternity and the social identified with paternity at the expense
of the body.”*

The structure of paternity is indispensable to Levinas’s philosophy. Its
importance cannot be underestimated. It is the linchpin that enables him to
claim to have broken from Eleatic being."' It is also the structure through
which the alterity of time is accomplished. Paternity “articulates the time of
the absolutely other” (TI 269; Tel 246), says Levinas. One could go even
further, and claim that paternity is in fact what renders Levinas’s philo-
sophy intelligible. Without it, Levinas’s philosophy might well retreat into
the realm of negative theology and succumb to all the problems that Derrida
has so forcefully articulated.” What makes the notion of paternity so crucial
for lLevinas is that it provides the sameness without which Levinas’s
philosophy of radical alterity could find no expression, no ground, and
no coherence. The father recognizes himself in the son, and through this
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recognition discovers himself anew, is brought back to himself, but in
a return that transfigures him from a masterful, powerful subject to an
impotent, responsive father.”

But if paternity is essential for the coherence of Levinas’s project, the
price that is paid for that coherence is the incoherence of the feminine, from
which, it could be said, paternity borrows without any repayment or acknow-
ledgment. The scrupulous determination Levinas exhibits elsewhere to
observe the deviation between speaking for myself and speaking for others
deserts him when it comes to the feminine. The privilege that allows Levinas
to assume his masculinity in a way that leaves unquestioned his prerogative
to speak as a man also enables him to elide the question of repayment—an
elision that seems to be justified by the ethical character of his philosophy,
which presents itself as exemplary in its call for sacrifice, and yet retreats
from stipulating itself as a call to others. By usurping the generosity of the
feminine, appropriating it for paternity, and suggesting that it be a universal
model, Levinas never has to confront the necessity to which his own philo-
sophy has recourse for its very intelligibility: the necessity by which the
saying turns into a said, by which the ethical relation occurs in a political
world, by which there is never only one other, but there are always multiple
others—in short, the necessity that the infinite obligation to another
requires the checks and balances of justice. Were Levinas to think through
the relation that the feminine has to the political in his work, he would be
forced to acknowledge that the one excludes the other, reciprocally, neces-
sarily, and inevitably. To put the point most prosaically: Levinas exempts
himself from the responsibility of ever taking account of the fact that the
infinite ethical obligation for which his philosophy calls, serving as a re-
minder, rather than a ethical program, is one which a history of oppression
has repeatedly demanded of women.* Women are therefore left with the
dilemma that we either take Levinas at his word (see TI 155; Tel 129) when
he suggests that the feminine includes all the possibilities of the transcend-
ent relation with the other—in which case we can identify with the ethical
relation of the face-to-face as the mainstay of Levinas’s philosophy, which is
nevertheless figured as masculine by Levinas himself, and in doing so we
erase the very significance of the feminine as alterity. Or we identify with the
feminine as mysterious, ineffable other, bringing men to the brink of ethics,
before retreating into hiding, as the feminine withdraws from the categories
of things in the world, light, knowledge, and philosophy—in which case
we repeat the gestures of generosity that have been women’s lot since
time immemorial, and we rejoin a tradition that excludes women from the
serious public realm of politics, which has always been a masculine affair,
and confines us to the private, corporeal, domestic realm, to watch over
the children, to take care of men’s needs, to provide solace and love and
sustenance, to give a break, interrupt the monotony, create a delightful
lapse in being.*
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By focusing on the peculiar conditional status that the feminine has, I
want to suggest a third alternative to these two positions, which seem to
amount either to a return to the philosophy of recognition that Levinas
wants to put into question, or to a failure to take seriously how to read
Levinas as a feminist. I want to inflect Levinas’s notion of the feminine
more rigorously in the direction of the temporal, and to suggest thereby that
the feminine remains the privileged unthought in Levinas’s philosophy,
aporetically organizing his philosophy in a way that throws into question
the adequacy of transcendental modes of thinking what conditionality means.

Dwelling with the feminine in “Totality and Infinity’

“Representation is a pure present”.
(TI 125)

Is the feminine to be regarded as the condition of the properly ethical rela-
tion, and if so, how is its conditional status to be thought? Is the feminine to
be thought as somehow foundational, as a ground, as the transcendental
condition of ethics? Or must it rather be thought in terms of the series
of terms that Levinas engages as his analysis moves along, terms such as
“accomplishment,” “constitution,” and “condition,” terms which operate in
a way that demands that we rethink our usual expectations of philosophical
method? To understand the sense in which the preoriginal welcome is fem-
inine, and to understand if and how it conditions the ethical, requires that
we attend to the relation between enjoyment and representation, and the
complex structure of conditionality that governs that interrelation. In turn,
this will require us to follow, or to map out, the temporality of the interiority
or ipseity to which Levinas refers as he describes its moments, and to gain
an appreciation of how the body figures in this articulation of separation, or
the movements of the same. Before turning to the task of elaborating the
way in which Levinas calls into question our usual understanding of philo-
sophical method-——a challenge in virtue of which whatever conditional status
the feminine has must be thought—and before turning to the ways in which
Levinas’s notions of temporality and the body inform what is said of the
feminine, I want to pause to acknowledge an intervention by Derrida that
bears on the question of how to think the feminine in Levinas’s philosophy.

In Adieu to Emmanuel Levinas, Derrida suggests that whatever else can
be said of the feminine, a certain indisputable privilege of the feminine as
the welcome before all welcoming is not to be forgotten. He says (Adieu
44-45):

whatever we might speak about later, and whatever we might say about

it, we would do well to remember, even if silently, that this thought
of welcome, there at the opening of ethics, is indeed marked by sexual
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difference. Such sexual difference will never again be neutralized. The
absolute, absolutely originary welcome, indeed, the pre-original welcome,
the welcoming par excellence, is feminine: it takes place in a place that
cannot be appropriated, in an open “interiority” whose hospitality the
master or owner receives before himself then wishing to give it.

In exhorting us to remember that the preoriginal welcome is indelibly marked
as feminine and in suggesting that this marking of sexual difference will
never be erased, Derrida focuses his attention on the following passage from
Totality and Infinity (Derrida’s emphasis):*®

The home that founds possession is not a possession in the same sense
as the movable goods it can collect and keep. Tt is possessed because it
already and henceforth is hospitable for its owner. This refers us to its
essential interiority, and to the inhabitant that inhabits it before every
inhabitant, the welcoming one par excellence, welcoming in itself-—the
Sfeminine being.

Let me make two further observations about how this passage is taken up
by Derrida. First, having already gestured toward whatever else could be
said of the feminine (a gesture that anticipates and defuses in advance the
significance of “whatever we might speak about later”), Derrida does
concede, later, that while the feminine claims a certain privilege as the pre-
eminent welcome, it is through paternity that a relation with the infinite is
maintained. Referring to the concluding pages of Totality and Infinity Derrida
says, “Where the feminine being seemed to be the figure of the ‘welcoming
one par excellence,” the father now becomes the infinite host or the host of
the infinite” (Adieu 94).

Second, Derrida indicates two disparate readings of this passage. One
would “make of this text a sort of feminist manifesto. For this text defines
the welcome par excellence, the welcome or welcoming of absolute, abso-
lutely originary, or even pre-originary hospitality, nothing less than the
pre-ethical origin of ethics, on the basis of femininity” (Adieu 44). Notwith-
standing Derrida’s defusing of the paternal function that Levinas will go on
to endorse, which in fact amounts to nothing less than a complete reversal,
a thorough overturning, an exchange or substitution of the feminine face
for the masculine, Derrida does not want to choose between a feminist read-
ing, and another reading, one that ignores concerns about the “classical
androcentrism” (Adieu 44) of Levinas’s understanding of femininity. Derrida
asks, “Need one choose here between two incompatible readings, between
an androcentric hyperbole and a feminist one? Is there a place for such a
choice in an ethics? And in justice? In law? In politics? Nothing is less
certain” (Adieu 44). By refusing to acknowledge any certainty about whether
a place can be made for choosing between a reading that would make of
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Levinas a spokesperson for feminism, and one that would criticize him for
his traditionally androcentric views, has Derrida by default thrown his lot in
with the privilege he, as a man, is free to assume? Perhaps there is no
imperative for him to make such a choice. Or is he rather raising the ques-
tion of the possibility of safeguarding a place for a feminist critique of
Levinas? Perhaps he is pointing out that there can be no safe place for such
a reading to situate itself, that no dwelling, no domicile, no home can pro-
tect such a critique, because wherever it might reside, wherever it might
make a home for itself, inhabiting a domain that it can make its own, such
a place is itself never exempt from critique. Any place that feminism marks
out for itself is not exempt from calling itself into question. Feminism itself,
far from being immune from the tendency to colonize, must be called to
account for itself. I will return to this issue.

Philosophy as critique

i

“To philosophize,” says Levinas, “is to trace freedom back to what lies
before it, to disclose the investiture that liberates freedom from the arbi-
trary” (T1 84--85; Tel 57). The prerogative of knowledge as critique or
philosophy “consists in being able to put itself in question, in penetrating
beneath its own condition . . ., in taking charge of the very condition that
supports it and that supports even this very act of taking charge” (T1 85;
Tel 57). The movement of philosophy is thus a reversion to the condition
that makes it possible, a kind of inverse movement that tries to uncover its
own origins, but which discovers as it does so that its freedom is in question.
Since it is “in the face of the other and under his authority” that this
“critical attitude . . . is produced” as a “calling into question of oneself” (T1
81; Tel 53), and since knowing is posited “as the tracing back beyond the
condition to the other that founds” (T1 88; Tel 60), Levinas departs “from a
whole philosophical tradition that sought the foundation of the self in the
self” (TT 88; Tel 60). The other is “more primordial than everything that
takes place in me” (T1 87; Tel 59).

Levinas seeks not to displace knowing as such, only to divest us of our
tendency to assume that objectivity offers the ultimate transcendence,
and to affirm that justice is “the condition for knowing” (TT 90; Tel: 62).
Nor does he challenge the supremacy of reason as such, but rather he denies
that it issues from an impersonal ground. In this he remains true to the
aspiration of intellectualism.”’ Similarly, representation retains a certain
privilege for Levinas, whose implicit target is Heidegger when he observes
that “The ancient thesis that puts representation at the basis of every
practical behavior-—taxed with intellectualism—is too hastily discredited”
(TT 94; Tel 67)." Yet this privilege of representation is not absolute, because
representation is not without its conditions. (See TI 126; Tel 98--99).
We have seen that Levinas takes philosophy to be the task of tracing itself
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back to its own conditions. Among the conditions for representation is what
Levinas calls the “dwelling”—a condition that “cannot be forgotten . . . even
if representation is a privileged condition, absorbing its condition. For
it absorbs it only after the event, a posteriori” (TI 153; Tel 126-27). We
shall have to return to the temporality indicated by this “after the event.”
Contemplation and representation “constitute, after the event, the dwelling
itself,” although they also “presupposfe] the event of dwelling” and “recol-
lection in the intimacy of the home™ (TT 153; Tel 126-27). Since “woman
is the condition for recollection” (TI 155; Tel 129), representation also
presupposes woman.

Accomplishment, constitution, conditioning

99 <

In his elaboration of terms such as “sensibility,” “enjoyment,” and “nour-
ishment,” Levinas seeks to articulate another plane or order than that of
experience, representation, or thought. While recognizing that this dimen-
sion of “living from” the elements takes place only in a world that is already
permeated with representation, already constituted by thought, and that we
can have access to it only through language, and in this sense alimentation
occurs in the midst of the intentional movement of representation, Levinas
nonetheless insists that “sensibility” designates a dimension of existence to
which the very thought that thinks it is inadequate. This excess, this over-
flowing of representation, this ecstasis of enjoyment that is somehow above
and beyond being, according to Levinas, is what Husserlian phenomenology
cannot admit in its pretension to render the world completely knowable or
intelligible by reducing it to noemata. “The thesis that every intentionality is
either a representation or founded on a representation” is one that Levinas
describes as an “obsession” for Husserl (see TI 122; Tel 95). Levinas is
critical of the privileged role that representation or constitution plays for
Husserl, whereby the subject comes to know the object by identifying
alterity with the same, or by reducing otherness to itself, such that the object
appears as “a product of consciousness” even if it is “distinct from con-
sciousness” (TT 123; Tel 96). Levinas’s critique is based not on a wish to
replace Husserl’s intellectualism, nor on a desire to undercut the claims of
transcendental philosophy as such, but rather on an attempt to displace
“the primacy of the same, which marks the direction of and defines the
whole of Western philosophy” (T145; Tel 16) and “to contest the ineradicable
conviction of every philosophy that objective knowledge is the ultimate
relation of transcendence” (TI 89; Tel 62). At the heart of this critique is
Levinas’s acknowledgment of the necessity to think through the temporality
of representation. Levinas points to what he calls the “illusion” of repres-
entation, a power that invests it with its force and yet which is based on
“forgetting” (TI 125; Tel 98). “At the very moment of representation the I
is not marked by the past, but utilizes it as a represented and objective

121



BEYOND LEVINAS

element. . . . Representation is a pure present. . . . It is void of time, interpreted
as eternity” (TT 125; Tel 98). Levinas does not want to repeat the error that
representation produces (and indeed relies upon and derives its power from),
the illusion that the world can be adequately thought as if it were an uncon-
ditioned moment, as if it were self-contained and self-sufficient, as if it did
not emerge from a past with a history, and as if it was not about to be
superseded by a new moment, a future which could completely alter the
destiny of the knowledge that represents itself as instantaneous, as absolute,
and as unassailable. “[Wle are far from thinking that one starts with repres-
entation as a non-conditioned condition!” he exclaims (TT 126; Tel 98).

In order not to repeat the error of a philosophy of representation, which
imagines its subject as sovereign and answerable to nothing outside itself,
Levinas needs to think through the conditions of representation. The task
is complicated not only because there is more than one condition of rep-
resentation, and because the senses in which these conditions condition
representation differ, but also (and partly as a consequence of the fact that
there is more than one sense of conditioning at play here) because to think
something as a condition is to reduce it to a meaning, and the sense in which
representation is rooted in something other than a representation is pre-
cisely the sense in which representation finds itself conditioned by a surplus
that it did not produce.* To sort through the labyrinthine relationship
between constitution and conditioning in Levinas’s analysis, we can begin
by asking what it means to say that “representation is conditioned by
life, but that this conditioning could be reversed after the event” (TT 169;
Tel 144). Recall that, while not refuting that knowledge is the legitimate
aspiration of philosophy (as he is sometimes understood to do), Levinas sees
the purpose of such knowledge as the calling into question of the arbitrary
freedom of the self as the same. By asking about the peculiar intentionality
of enjoyment—an intentionality that reverses the movement of constitution,
in which the subject makes the world into an object, conforming it to an
idea which seems to have come from itself—Levinas asks after a condi-
tioning that “is produced in the midst of this relation between representing
and represented, constituting and constituted” (T1 128; Tel 99). The fact
that this conditioning is “produced in the midst of ” the process of represen-
tation indicates both that it is a conditioning that occurs, rather than being
known (and thus mastered and controlled), and that even as conditioning
conforms to the intentional, constituting movement of representation in
one way—it reduces the otherness of the world to the sameness of me—it
departs from it in another way. There is a turning back, a reversion, an
inversion, a change of direction. It is not just that I constitute the world
in my enjoyment of it; it is also that it constitutes me, or, as Levinas prefers
to say (since it is less theoretical, and more at the level of sensibility), it
nourishes me. In this sense, it precedes me; it is there already, before I bring
my powers to bear on it. Levinas says (T1 129; Tel 102):
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The world I live in is not simply the counterpart or the contemporary
of thought and its constitutive freedom, but a conditioning and an
antecedence. The world 1 constitute nourishes me and bathes me. It is
aliment and “medium” [“milier”’]. The intentionality aiming at the exte-
rior changes direction in the course of its very aim by becoming interior
to the exteriority it constitutes, somehow comes from the point to which
it goes, recognizing itself past in its future, lives from what it thinks.

As we saw, among the conditions for representation Levinas includes the
dwelling, which, he says, “cannot be forgotten [ne saurait étre oubliée]”
(TI 153; Tel 126--27). The formulation is worth pausing for. To say that the
dwelling cannot, should not, be forgotten is also to acknowledge that it
is forgotten, and that (like Heidegger’s question of Being) it needs to be
remembered. Indeed we have seen above that the power of representation
rests precisely upon the illusion of forgetting where it comes from, and
presents its knowledge as if it were purified of any history or any legacy, as
simply present. In fact, Levinas says, “the dwelling cannot be forgotten
among the conditions for representation, even if representation is a privileged
conditioned, absorbing its condition” (TT 153; Tel 126-27), thereby imme-
diately conceding that although dwelling must not be forgotten, the privileged
status of representation makes us forget it, by absorbing the very condition
that facilitated it, allowed it to emerge, or (if we avoid thinking this phrase
in the strictly transcendental mode, which reduces it to a thought) made it
possible. We might think then that dwelling makes representation possible
in the sense that it provides the concrete conditions which allow recollec-
tion, critical reflection, to occur.” But even this way of putting it proves
untenable, since it would seem to reintroduce a straightforward opposition
between the concrete, physical, material, or bodily side of life on the one
hand, and the theoretical, abstract life of thought and representation. While
in some ways Levinas does return to certain aspects of the Cartesian
dichotomy between body and mind that underlies this opposition, he does
not reproduce the dichotomy with any exactitude. We might say that the
work performed by Levinas’s notion of the feminine measures the extent to
which he deviates both from Descartes and from Heidegger. Levinas takes
his distance from Descartes’s categorical distinction between the physical
extension of matter characteristic of bodies on the one hand and the thought
that characterizes the mind on the other hand, yet he does not want to
follow Heidegger, whose notion of worldhood glosses over the distinction
between the physical and the mental.”! He departs from Heidegger pre-
cisely by retaining some aspects of the Cartesian differentiation of body
and mind, even while not wanting to reproduce the distinction with any
exactitude, neither adhering to Descartes’s metaphysical commitments in
this regard, nor maintaining the distinction as categorical. In this respect,
Levinas’s return to Descartes’s understanding of bodies resembles Lacan’s.
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Levinas retains what he calls “the profound insight Descartes had when
he refused to sense data the status of clear and distinct ideas, ascribed
them to the body, and relegated them to the useful” (TT 130; Tel 103).
According to Levinas, the “profundity of the Cartesian philosophy of the
sensible consists . . . in affirming the irrational character of sensation, an idea
forever without clarity or distinctness, belonging to the order of the useful
and not of the true” (TT 135; Tel 109). Like Kant, who also separates
sensibility from understanding, Descartes affirms that sensibility is not
“situated on the plane of representation” (TI 136; Tel 109). Levinas calls
the order of sensibility that of enjoyment, rather than experience (TT 137;
Tel 110). He says “the sensitive being, the body, concretizes this way of
being, which consists in finding a condition in what, in other respects, can
appear as an object of thought, as simply constituted” (T1 136; Tel 109).

To see what is at stake in Levinas’s retrieval of the essentially irrational
status Descartes attributed to sensibility, I want to consider the sense in
which a reversal of the movement of constitution takes place in the inten-
tionality of “living from . . .” and to explore how “the simultaneity of hunger
and food constitutes the paradisal initial condition of enjoyment” (TT 136;
Tel 110). For Levinas the body appears not, as it does for Descartes, “as
an object among other objects, but as the very regime in which separation
holds sway” (T1 163; Tel 137). The body is thus not wholly passive, as the
classic interpretation of Descartes has it, nor is its active dimension circum-
scribed by Heideggerian equipmentality, which “presupposes a primordial
hold on things, possession” without recognizing “the being established at the
threshold of an interiority the dwelling makes possible” (TT 163; Tel 137).
“In the paradisal enjoyment, timeless and carefree, the distinction between
activity and passivity is undone in agreeableness [agrément]” (TT 163;
Tel 137).” There is a “primordial equivocation” that exists as the body (TI
164; Tel 138), so that “Life is a body, not only lived body [corps propre],
where its self-sufficiency emerges, but a cross-roads of physical forces,
body-effect” (T 164; Tel 138). Corporeal existence is not simply independ-
ent; rather it “affirms its independence in the happy dependence of need”
(TT 165; Tel 139). The paradox that Levinas had earlier understood as
a freedom that is already responsible for itself is reworked here as the indi-
gence of the body that is nevertheless capable and resourceful, with the
ability not only of satisfying its needs, but of being happy in its enjoyment
of food, walking, fresh air, or drinking coffee. “The body indigent and
naked” changes or reverses the play of constitution (T1 129; Tel 102).

Dwelling both makes possession possible and opens onto suffering,
risk, and betrayal. At any moment the security of the dwelling can be
removed, through illness, misfortune, but also through the Other who con-
tests my enjoyment, my happiness, and my right to possessions. The dwelling
allows the being at home with itself a delay and postponement. “To be
conscious is precisely to have time” (T1 166; Tel 140), says Levinas. If we
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wonder how this accords with the statement that to be a body is to have
time, we must return to the idea of the body as primary or original equivoca-
tion. Levinas also says that “The ambiguity of the body is consciousness”
(TI 165; Tel 139). The dwelling provides for representation an ordering
of the fluid rhythm of “living from . ..”. Being at home with itself, a subject
recollects itself, finds a respite and a break from its daily excursions, finds
the time and has the luxury to gather itself up and come back to itself. As
Levinas says, “[tJhe extraterritoriality of a home conditions the very posses-
sion of my body” (TT 162; Tel 136).

Representation is conditioned by life, and it absorbs its condition but
does not negate it or transmute it into a higher truth, leaving no residue.
This is not a Hegelian sublation; there is an excess to the life that one enjoys
which is unaccounted for by rationality or representation, which can justify
this life or apologize for it, after the fact, but cannot empty it of its content.
One can feel satisfied in the contentment of enjoyment, or one can feel
ashamed of it, but one cannot alter the fact of it.

Dwelling frames and enables the being capable of satisfying its needs and
able to be happy in the enjoyment of the life it thereby lives. If dwelling is
among the conditions of representation, there is another condition that must
be considered. The idea of infinity conditions everything that is said
in Totality and Infinity, in that Levinas affirms its “philosophical primacy”
(TT 26; Tel xiv). It is as infinite that the Other interrupts the presumption of
Western philosophy that the self must be founded in the self. Levinas says,
“To posit knowing as the very existing of the creature, as the tracing back
beyond the condition to the other that founds, is to separate oneself from
a whole philosophical tradition that sought the foundation of the self in
the self, outside of heteronomous opinions” (TI 88; Tel 60). Contrasting
representation and the welcoming of the Other, Levinas says, “The total
freedom of the same in representation has a positive condition in the
other that is not something represented, but is the Other” (TT 126; Tel 98).
This Other commands my attention, yet, like the feminine other in the
dwelling, who can (but should not) be forgotten, the infinity and trans-
cendence of the Other can be forgotten. Levinas says, “the possibility of this
forgetting is necessary for separation” (TT 181; Tel 156). The feminine
can be forgotten because it is discreet (see TI 170; Tel 145) and silent; but
how can the idea of infinity be forgotten? Because of atheism (see TI 181;
Tel 156), according to Levinas, or the idea that a free being can be created.
In order to represent things “in themselves, that is, represent to them to
myself, refuse enjoyment and possession, I must know how fo give what I
possess. . . . But for this 1 must encounter the indiscreet face of the Other
that calls me into question” (TT 171; Tel 145). The Other, says Levinas,
“imposes himself . . . as more primordial than everything that takes place in
me” (TI 87; Tel 59). The Other claims an ethical priority, and marks the end
of my powers of mastery, because his “exceptional presence is inscribed
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in the ethical impossibility of killing him” (TI 87; Tel 59). Yet there
remains the “possibility of injustice and radical egoism, the possibility of
accepting the rules of the game, but cheating,” which is in fact the “very
condition of man” (T1 173; Tel 148).

Contemplation comes “after” the dwelling: that is, “after the suspension
of the chaotic and thus independent being of the element, and after the
encounter of the Other who calls in question possession itself” (TI 163;
Tel 137). The problem I want to focus on here is what sense can be given to
this coming “after” or following on from both the dwelling and the Other.
In other words, in what sense does the dwelling, and the feminine welcome
that gives shape to life as being at home with oneself, condition representa-
tion, and in what sense is the infinite Other a condition of representation?

The temporality of representation: after the event

“A movement radically different from thought is manifested when the
constitution by thought finds its condition in what it has freely welcomed
or refused, when the represented turns into a past that had not traversed
the present of representation, as an absolute past not receiving its meaning
from memory” (TT 130; Tel 103). This “absolute past” or “unrepresentable
antiquity” is the “world which precedes me” (T 137; Tel 111). A “relation
of myself with myself is accomplished when I stand [me tiens]” in this world
(TY 137; Tel 111), and “[d]welling is the very mode of maintaining oneself
[se tenir]” (T1 37; Tel 7). We have already pointed out that representation
rests on the illusion that there is nothing outside itself, that it is answerable
only to itsell. But for Levinas, “The represented, the present, is a fact,
already belonging to the past” (T 130; Tel 103). Levinas is at pains to point
out that representation is not without conditions, among which he includes
on the one hand the dwelling, and the feminine or woman who conditions
the dwelling, and on the other hand the infinitely Other, whom I must
encounter in order to “see things in themselves” and “to know how to give
what I possess” (T1 171; Tel 145).

The model that most clearly informs Levinas’s understanding of the tem-
porality by which the subject discovers itself after the fact in relation to the
Other is Descartes’s idea of infinity. Just as the Cartesian I finds itself to
have had in it the idea of God as infinite and perfect, while it is itsclf finite
and mperfect, so Levinas finds that “I must have been in relation with
something I do not live from. This event is the relation with the Other who
welcomes me in the Home, the discreet presence of the Feminine” (T1 170;
Tel 145). Separation is thus produced, but it is not known without my
encounter with the infinitely Other, who “paralyzes possession, which he
contests by his epiphany in the face. . . . the untraversable infinity of the nega-
tion of murder is announced by th[e] dimension of height, where the Other
comes to me coneretely in the ethical impossibility of commit[tling murder”
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(TI 171; Tel 146). What, then, is the relation between the discreet feminine
presence and the indiscreet infinite presence that forbids murder? Levinas
never articulates it as such, except inasmuch as he makes clear that the
dwelling at home with oneself that is the domain of the feminine is one that
1 must “be able to free myself from” (TT 170; Tel 146) in order to “welcome
the Other” (TT 171; Tel 146). The feminine is thereby relegated to the same,
while the subject who has benefited from being in relation to it “is ashamed
of its naiveté” and “discovers itself as a violence” (TT 171; Tel 146). Is it
ashamed of the feminine? Again, this is left unclear by Levinas—who does,
however, tell us that the “discretion” of the feminine “includes all the pos-
sibilities of the transcendent relationship with the Other” (T 153; Tel 129),
without providing us with many clues as to what this could mean. The
gentleness, grace, and radiance of the feminine face that provides the first
welcome is meant to cut across formal and dialectical logic, according to
Levinas (see TI 150-51; Tel 124-25). But how exactly does it function? The
feminine would seem to provide an implicit model for the giving that the I
can come to know only through the infinitely Other who does not welcome
me, but challenges me from above. Alison Ainley has pointed out that both
Kant and Levinas draw on the feminine in similar ways, by seeing it as an
initial, implicit, but informal ethical imperative.”

Let us return to the Cartesian model of the idea of infinity, which the
reflective 1 discovers itself to have understood after the fact, to the way in
which the infinite is contained in the finite, or the idea of God’s existence as
somehow exceeding the I who has the idea. One can see that the infinite is
there before the path of contemplation or meditation is undertaken by the I
who already has access to the idea of the infinite, even if it has not fully
comprehended what this means. In this sense, the idea of God precedes the
I that thinks it, and overflows the very thought that tries to contain it.
The philosopher traces back the conditions that must have preceded him
at every moment. Just as the Cartesian reflective I recuperates everything
that can be thought except the meaning of the idea of the infinite, but
cannot recuperate the materiality of the physical world, so Levinas’s I is
confronted by the encounter of the Other who infinitely escapes my powers,
and also lives a life of sensibility which might be constituted and represented
after it has been lived, but which retains a sense that is impervious to the
thought that thinks it. It is irreducible. Levinas says that the “aptitude to
keep [se tenir] to the immediate is not reducible to anything else. . . . Sensibility
is not a thought unaware of itself. To sense is precisely to be sincerely
content with what is sensed, to enjoy, to refuse the unconscious prolongations,
to be thoughtless. . . . to maintain oneself at home with oneself” (TT 138--
39; Tel 112).%

Levinas develops a formal comparison between representation and enjoy-
ment in terms of their different relations to temporality. Representation
is characterized as total presence. The same determines the other without
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being determined by it (see T1 124; Tel 97). “The same in relating itself to
the other refuses what is exterior to its own instant” (T1 125; Tel 98). Thus,
“Every anteriority of the given is reducible to the instantaneity of thought
and, simultaneous with it, arises in the present. It thereby takes on meaning.
To represent is not only to render present ‘anew’; it is to reduce to the
present an actual perception which flows on. To represent is not to reduce a
past fact to an actual image but to reduce to the instantaneousness of thought
everything that seems independent of it; it is in this that representation is
constitutive” (TI 127; Tel 100). The constitutive power of representation
lies in its reduction of past and future to an intelligible instant, or a “pure
present” that is “void of time, interpreted as eternity” (TI 125; Tel 98). By
contrast, the “intentionality of enjoyment . . . consists in holding on to the
exteriority which the transcendental method involved in representation
suspends. To hold on to exteriority is not simply equivalent to affirming the
world, but is to posit oneself in it corporeally. The body is the elevation, but
also the whole weight of position™ (TT 127; Tel 100).

Whereas in representation the same determines the other but the other
does not determine the same, in enjoyment the “same both determines the
other while being determined by it” (TI 128; Tel 101), but not reciprocally.
Levinas uses the term “living from . ..” to designate this plane or “the way
in which the same is determined by the other,” a way which “is brought
about by the body whose essence is to accomplish my position on the earth”
(TT 128; Tel 101). Before we can fully grasp what is at stake in this accom-
plishment, we need to recall that when Levinas stipulates the difference
between representation, as determining the other without being determined
by it, and enjoyment, where the same is determined by the other even as it
determines the other, the comparison Levinas draws is merely formal. That
is, the comparison holds only when both representation and enjoyment are
considered detached from their conditions. (See TI 126; Tel 99.) The formal
comparison is complicated in part because one of the conditions of enjoy-
ment is in fact representation, and because representation itself is conditioned
by enjoyment, or “representation is conditioned by life” (T 169; Tel 144).
5o although the intentionality of enjoyment reverses that of representation,
“the body naked and indigent” is also “conditioned by its own representa-
tion of the world” (TT 127; Tel 100). Thus, representation reverts into the
life that conditions it. (See T 127 and Tel 100; T1 169 and Tel 143-44.) In
turn, representations themselves sustain life, and we live from them. The
intentionality of the “world I live in” is thus both a “conditioning and an
antecedence” (TT 129; Tel 102), in the sense that “I welcome” sensible
objects “without thinking them” (TT 137; Tel 110-11); yet, as we saw, “con-
ditioning is produced in the midst of the relation between representing and
represented” (T1 128; Tel 101), and in this sense its conditioning is already
caught up in constitution. Thus Levinas can say that the intentionality of
“living from . . .” “changes direction in the course of its very aim by becoming
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interior to the exteriority it constitutes, somehow comes from the point to
which it goes, recognizing itself past in its future” (TT 129; Tel 102).

The order of sensibility as a mode of enjoyment recollected in the dwell-
ing circumvents the present of representation, and in doing so, it engages
with temporality in a way that does not conform to the model of mastery,
domination, and conquest. Even if it is inextricably bound up with the
constitutive time of representation, which reduces the past and future to a
present, the intentionality of enjoyment also undercuts its virile movement,
and thus offers a way of thinking time that is open to alterity. Levinas
says, “A movement radically different from thought is manifested when the
constitution by thought finds its condition in what it has freely welcomed
or refused, when the represented turns into a past that had not traversed the
present of representation, as an absolute past not receiving its meaning from
memory” (TT 130; Tel 103).

To take account of the peculiar conditionality of the feminine, the way in
which the feminine both conditions ethics and yet cannot be contained by
the thought that thinks its status as a condition, must we say that there are
two versions of welcome in Totality and Infinity? Must we say that each is
achieved or produced by a movement that Levinas calls accomplishment,
or must we distinguish between two modes of accomplishing? One mode of
welcoming would occur under the sign of the feminine, while the other
would be under the auspices of the masculine. There would be the welcome
of contentment, where a “relation of myself with myself is accomplished
when I stand [me tiens] in the world which precedes me as an absolute
unrepresentable antiquity” (T 137; Tel 111). This first, feminine, welcome
of the dwelling would be associated with materiality, sensibility, and the
corporeal. The second, masculine, welcome would be the “welcoming of
the other by the same” that is “concretely produced as . . . ethics that accom-
plishes the critical essence of knowledge” (TI 43; Tel 12).

Welcoming does not aim at the other as an object: it is not a thought;
it is rather a way of the same’s being determined by the other. Although
the first, feminine, welcome is replicated by the second, and moreover the
second, masculine, ethical, welcome takes place in virtue of the dwelling,
the relation between the two is not clearly articulated by Levinas. This is,
I suggest, because of the temporality that governs Levinas’s thinking of the
feminine. The dwelling, as that which is primarily enjoyed, rather than
represented, cannot be thought strictly as a condition, which would reduce
it to a thought. Is to think the feminine as a condition thus necessarily to
destroy its openness to alterity, or its welcome, to reduce it to thematization,
represent it as if it were a pure present, rather than an absolute past? And if
it is, how is it that the exteriority of the Other that is accomplished in the
face-to-face does not succumb to the same conversion into objectification,
since it also “recedes from thematization” (T1 296; Tel 272)? The answer lies
in the fact that the Other “expresses himself,” and thus his presence “is not
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reabsorbed into my vision” (TT 296; Tel 273). Here is where the symmetry
between the feminine and the masculine welcome turns into an asymmetry.
The one who welcomes in dwelling does not speak, and cannot attend
her manifestation; and the distance she facilitates does not constitute a
“dimension of height” (TI 127; Tel 273).

Must we say that the feminine that conditions the dwelling ultimately
facilitates recollection, provides a delay and a postponement, remains
unthought and unrepresented? And if the feminine is unthought, is it un-
thought in the same way that the Other infinitely escapes representation?
The Other contests my powers, but the feminine welcomes. The Other calls
me into question, but the feminine allows the appropriation of a domain
for me. The Other requires that I think the condition of my life, but the
feminine dwelling requires no thought; in fact it tends, as we have seen, to
be forgotten. Can the feminine be thought only after the Other has made
representation possible? But what would this “after” mean here, given that
we are always already in the midst of representation, and others? To insist,
as Derrida does in Adieu, that the third does not wait for the face, or to
emphasize that the feminine is understood by Levinas not as outside lan-
guage, only as excluded from the “transcendence of language” (A 37), does
not solve all the problems raised by the temporality of the feminine. To the
extent that Levinas reminds us of the feminine, even if he maintains it as a
silent, discreet dimension, he has uncovered a tendency, regime, or way that
is usually neglected, overlooked, and ignored by philosophers. The feminine
facilitates sensibility as a way of “living from . . .” that runs counter to the
mastery of representation, which puts the subject at the center of its world,
reduces the object to noemata, reduces everything to the same. It thus offers
what could be taken as a critique of the virile, masculine will to conquer.
Yet, the “very possession that the welcome of the Home establishes” is what
the I must free itself from (TT 170; Tel 145). To the extent that in his own
philosophy the feminine remains subordinate to the ethical demands of the
Other, Levinas seems to reiterate the classical trope of Western metaphysics.
Not only does he associate the feminine with the home; he makes the two
almost synonymous. He seems to disqualify the feminine from ethics as
such, rejoining Hegel’s attribution of the feminine to the private realm
of the domestic, while the masculine principle is represented by the truly
ethical, and therefore with the third party, the political, the public—with
reason, with philosophy, with justice.

Let me pose some questions to Levinas: If there always has to be some
being—whether this is a way or manner of being, a particular being, or the
female sex—to create a dwelling, does this being have to be the same being
over time? Is its identity fixed by its function? Or can the role of the feminine
be performed by different identities at different times—in which case, what
sense can be made of retaining the term “feminine”? Can Levinas’s notion
of diachrony help to make sense of such a suggestion? By divorcing the term
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“feminine” from the empirical woman (insofar as he does so successfully),
Levinas seems to point beyond a politics of identity. But in requiring that
there be someone to perform the feminine function without clarifying if
this function can be shared, Levinas seems to require relations of domina-
tion and submission, however these are parceled out between the sexes. Can
alternative communities be envisaged without someone to facilitate the dwell-
ing? Is there a place to think the conditions of representation outside the
home? Such questions return us to Derrida’s concern when he asks whether
there can be a place for such questions in the realm of justice and politics.
Derrida is right to suggest that the feminine in Levinas cannot be divorced
from questions of national identity as they relate to the meaning accruing
to the state of Israel. But perhaps the idea of the dwelling as refuge or exile
that performs as a model for thinking Isracl as a place for “political inven-
tion” (BV 194) marks the feminine as the privileged unthought of Levinas’s
philosophy.

Notes

—

Levinas says, for example: “Being before the existent, ontology before meta-
physics, is freedom (be it the freedom of theory) before justice. It is a movement
within the same before obligation to the other. The terms must be reversed”
(TY 47; Tel 17).

2 Emmanuel Levinas, De lexistence d lexistant, 2d ed. (Paris: J. Vrin, 1984),
preface.

Levinas refers to Marion’s L'Idole et la Distance: Cing études (Paris: Grasset,
1989), and Marion responds in “A Note Concerning the Ontological Indifference,”
Graduate Faculty Philosophy Journal, 20.2-21.1 (1998): 25-40, esp. 26. This essay
first appeared as “Note sur indifférence ontologique,” in Emmanuel Levinas:
L’éthique comme philosophie premiére. Actes du Collogue de Cerisy-la-Salle 23
aoiit-2 septembre 1986, ed. Jean Greisch and Jacques Rolland (Paris: Editions
du Cerf, 1993), pp. 47-62.

4 Marion, “A Note Concerning the Ontological Indifference” (above, n. 3), 20.

5 Ibid., 27.

6 Ibid., 28.

7 Ibid., 31.

8 See Jacques Rolland’s essay in the 1982 edition of Levinas’s De [‘évasion
(Montpellier: Fata Morgana, 1982), p. 49; and Jacques Derrida, “A Word of
Welcome,” in Adieu to Emmanuel Levinas (Paris: Galilée, 1997), p. 136 n. 10.
Derrida already raises the question of how to think the relation between ethics
and ontology in his earlier work, “Violence and Metaphysics” (in Writing and
Difference, trans. A. Bass [Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1978]; pp. 79-
153) and “At This Moment in This Very Work Here I Am” (trans. R. Berezdevin,
in Rereading Levinas, ed. R. Bernasconi and 8. Critchley [Bloomingtor: Indiana
University Press, 1991], pp. 11-48). See also Jean Greisch, “Ethics and Ontology:
Some ‘Hypoeritical’ Considerations,” trans. Leonard Lawlor, Graduate Faculty
Philosophy Journal 20.2-21.1 (1998): 41-69; Robert Bernasconi, “Fundamental
Ontology, Metontology, and the Ethics of Ethics,” Irish Philosophical Journal
4.1-2 (1987): 76-93; John Llewelyn, The Genealogy of Ethics: FEmmanuel Levinas
(London: Routledge, 1995), pp. 29-30, 176.
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Recent exceptions include Brain Schroeder, Altared Ground: Levinas, History,
and Violence (New York: Routledge, 1996). Schroeder sees that Levinas’s
attempt to go beyond conceptuality involves a turn back toward the corporeal,
a movement he describes as “(un)grounding itself” (p. 131).

See Levinas’s comments on solitude, for example, in his interview with Frangois
Poiré, Emmanuel Levinas: Qui étes-vous? (Lyon: La Manufacture, 1987), pp. 62,
105; to appear in English as “Interview with Frangois Poiré,” trans. J. Robbins
and M. Coelen, with Thomas Loebel, in Is It Righteous to Be? Interviews, ed. Jill
Robbins (Stanford University Press, forthcoming).

By aligning Heidegger with the Platonic impulse to subordinate multiplicity to
the one (see TO 92; TA 88), Levinas articulates an association that has been
taken up by other thinkers. Hannah Arendt also criticizes Heidegger for elevating
Dasein’s self-individuation through its confrontation with its own death over the
plurality of community, and she does so, in part, by showing that Heidegger
remained committed to the Platonic celebration of the contemplation of life (bios
thedrétikos) over practical affairs (vita activa). Perhaps unsurprisingly-—given that
both thinkers were profoundly influenced by Heidegger, and both were forced to
rethink their attachment to his thinking in confronting his Nazism—this is not
the only parallel between Levinas’s and Arendt’s critiques of Heidegger. Arendt
emphasizes the need to make nativity more central than being-toward-the-end,
Jjust as Levinas emphasizes evanescence, and the importance of new beginnings.
Both of them criticize Heidegger for denigrating the world of work, and both of
them provide accounts of the private, domestic sphere of habitation that are
intended to correct Heidegger’s neglect of these themes. For a valuable discussion
of Arendts critical interrogation of Heidegger (and one which shows signs of
being influenced by Levinas), see Jacques Taminiaux, The Thracian Mind and
the Professional Thinker: Arendt and Heidegger, {rans. Michael Gendre (Albany:
SUNY Press, 1997). Julia Kristeva, in a presentation informed by Taminiaux’s
work, recently took up the relation between Arendt and Heidegger, in a paper pre-
sented at the 1999 IAPL, to which I had the privilege of being asked to respond.
Taminiaux (above, n. 11: 5), points out that Heidegger’s notion of “productive
activity,” which “reaches its accomplishment” in “the work itself,” is a reworking
of Aristotle’s energeia, and so, in turn, Levinas’s understanding of accomplishment
might be read as a reassessment of productive activity—that is, of techné and
Dpoiésis.

Levinas says that the alterity of death is “not unknown but unknowable, refrac-
tory to all light” (TO 75; TA 63).

As Taminiaux says, quoting from Levinas’s FExistence and Existents, trans.
Alphonso Lingis (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1978): “whereas the Heideg-
gerian ekstasis is grounded in a process of temporalisation which is focused upon
the future of the end and deprives the present of all privilege, the point in Levinas
Is to grasp the hypostasis as an event which occurs thanks to “the very stance of
an instant’ (17), an instant which is the ‘polarization of Being in general’ (18). In
this context, whereas Heidegger puts the emphasis on the end, Levinas claims
that ‘beginning, origin and birth present a dialectic in which this event in the
heart of the instant becomes visible’ (18)” (“The Early Levinas's Reply to
Heidegger’s Fundamental Ontology,” Philosophy & Social Criticism 23.6 (1997):
29--49, esp. 34.

By using the term “forsakenness” but qualifying it as “peculiar,” Levinas leaves
open the question of whether this is something that Heidegger saw or not.
Levinas says: “An identity in diastasis, where coinciding is wanting. I am a self in
the identifying recurrence in which I find myself cast back to the hither side of
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my point of departure! This self is out of phase with itself, forgetful of itsef,
forgetful in biting in upon itself, in the reference to itself which is the gnawing
away at oneself in remorse” (OB 115; AE 147).

17 On the relation between freedom and slavery, see also T 116-17; Tel 89-90.
18 Just as Levinas declines to posit either the subject or the Other as initially free,

yet nevertheless admits freedom in a diminished form, in the sense of a freedom
of the I as beginning, so he refuses to characterize the existent initially in terms of
possession, but can still say that the I consists in an “original possession of being,
in which the I nevertheless reverts ineluctably to itself” (EE 80; DE 136).

19 Taminiaux (above, n. 14: 46), quoting from EE, says that “the hypostasis has

a threefold character. Thanks to hypostasis ‘anonymous being loses its there
is character.” Moreover, ‘an entity .. .is a subject of the verb to be, and thus
exercises a mastery over the fatality of Being, which has become its attribute’
(83). But, on the other hand, in this emergence of a subject, ‘we can discern the
return of the there is. The hypostasis, in participating in the there is, finds itselfl
again to be a solitude, in the definitiveness of the bond with which the ego is
chained to itself’ (84).”

20 I suggest that we can also see these two different senses of freedom in Totality

2

—

and Infinity. In the section entitled “The Subjectivity in Eros,” Levinas says: “The
subject is imposed upon itself, drags itself along like a possession. The freedom
of the subject that posits itself is not like the freedom of a being as free as
the wind. It implies responsibility—which should surprise, nothing being more
opposed to freedom than the non-freedom of responsibility. The coinciding of
freedom with responsibility constitutes the I, doubled with itself, encumbered
with itself” (TT 271; Tel 271). Compare Levinas’s discussion of freedom under
the heading “Freedom Invested,” where he makes clear, in one of his more
programmatic statements, that he contests “the primacy of freedom,” which means
not that he is “against freedom” but that he “seeks for it a justification” (T 302;
Tel 279). He explains his conviction that “Freedom must justify itself” (TI
303: Tel 280) by referring to the “the presence of the Other,” who puts in ques-
tion “the naive legitimacy of freedom™ (TT 303; Tel 280). Here, freedom appears
to itself “as a shame for itself” (TT 303; Tel 280).

See also EE 79 and DE 135; TI 271 and Tel 249; T1 303 and Tel 280. Freedom
must justify itself, according to Levinas.

22 One could also ask, In what sense is this responsibility already ethical? It would

seem that responsibility is a term that already assumes the relation with the
other, just as freedom, in the full sense of the word, already requires the other.
And indeed, this will prove to be the case, for the feminine is already assumed by
the dwelling, and the dwelling is Levinas’s attempt to rework the corporeity and
solitude of this provisional I that has a provisional freedom. By inhabiting the
home, the I has also been exposed to another.

23 See T1 270-73; Tel 247-51.
24 1t is not enough to say that “the *feminine’ presence by which a building becomes

a home is a metaphor . . . for . . . a climate of intimacy indispensable for a dwell-
ing” (Adriaan Peperzak, To the Other: An Introduction to the Philosophy of
Emmanuel Levinas [West Lafayette: Purdue University Press, 1993], p. 158).

25 Sonya Sikka, “The Delightful Other: Portraits of the Feminine in Kierkegaard,

Nietzsche and Levinas,” in Feminist Interpretations of Emmanuel Levinas, ed.
T. Chanter (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, forthcoming).

26 Insofar as it is the call of conscience that summons us, which “resolves upon

Being-guilty” (BT 353; SZ 305), Heidegger’s understanding of death seems very
close to Levinas’s exposure to the other; but to the extent that wanting to have a
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conscience is still ultimately interpreted as “an understanding of oneself,” Levinas
wants to depart from its fundamental structure.

For a reading that emphasizes the positive aspects of Levinas’s notion of
paternal election, see Kelly Oliver, Family Values: Subjects Between Nature and
Culture (New York: Routledge, 1997), pp. 211-14.

Ewa Ziarek, “The Ethical Passions of Emmanuel Levinas,” in Chanter, ed. (above,
n. 25).

Ibid.

Ibid.

While critics have noted that one aspect of Levinas’s notion of the feminine is its
disruptive effect on Heideggerian ontology, the full dimensions of this have not
been appreciated. See, for example, Alison Ainley, “Levinas and Kant: Maternal
and Illlegitimate Creation,” ibid.

Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex, trans. H. M. Parshley (New York:
Random House, 1952), p. xix.

Kelly Oliver, “Paternal Election and the Absent Father,” in Chanter, ed. (above,
n. 25).

Donna Brody, “Levinas’s Maternal Method from “Time and the Other’ through
Otherwise than Being: No Woman’s Land,” in Chanter, ed. (above, n. 25).
While aspects of Levinas’s discourse gesture beyond the biological, the consistent
assignation of the birth of the child and parenthood to male lineage indicate a
foundational essentialism. See Brody (above, n. 34). See also Stella Sandford,
“Masculine Mothers? Maternity in Levinas and Plato,” in Chanter, ed. (above,
n. 25).

Oliver (above, n. 33).

Ibid.

Tbid.

Ibid.

Ibid. Although paternity involves transubstantiation (see TI 269; Tel 246), its
significance and meaning lie in its goodness. The body is ultimately subordinate
to the ethical relation, and the ethical relation is a masculine preserve.

Levinas says that in.the fecundity that involves “the alterity of the Beloved
... Being is produced as multiple and as split into same and other; this is its
ultimate structure. It is society, and hence it is time” (T1 269; Tel 246). The term
l'aimée, as Luce Irigaray has noted, marks the beloved as feminine: see “The
Fecundity of the Caress,” in An Ethics of Sexual Difference, trans. Carolyn Burke
and Gillian Gill (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1993), pp. 185-217, esp. 190.
See Derrida, “Violence” (above, n. 8); see also Sikka (above, n. 25).

If there is a parallel structure in Heidegger, perhaps we can find it in the experi-
ence of uncanniness that returns Dasein to itsell from the depths of the disquietude
of one who loses his bearings, and for whom “Authentic ‘thinking about death’ is
wanting-to-have-a-conscience” (BT 357, SZ 309). Or perhaps, it falls to the work
of art, insofar as the experience of the artwork takes us out of ourselves, “where
we believe we are at home,” and confronts us with the uncanny, so that the truth
of the work of art resides in some kind of challenge that disrupts “[t]hat which is
familiar, reliable, ordinary” (PLT 54), rendering it unfamiliar and extraordinary.
The work of art thereby gives us back to ourselves, not as unchanged, but pre-
cisely in a way that allows us to see the world, and ourselves, differently.

See Catherine Chalier, Figures du féminin: Lecture d’Emmanuel Levinas (Paris:
La Nuit Surveillée, 1982).

See Sikka (above, n. 25).

This translation differs slightly from Lingis’s translation at TI 157; Tel 131.
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47 But, like Heidegger’s equipmental world, for Levinas “the intellectualist concep-
tion of a world as a spectacle given to impassive contemplation likewise fails to
recognize the recollection of the dwelling” (TT 163; Tel 137).

48 Levinas says, “Representation is a pure present” (TT 125; Tel 98).

49 The issue that I am trying to think through here is also what I think is at stake
for Fabio Ciaramelli when he writes: “Through the notions of separation and
recurrence, Levinas alludes to the paradoxical past of subjectivity, which is the
necessary condition or the presupposition of its constitutive activity. The tran-
scendental power of subjective constitution is thus conditioned by this prior
presupposition which, itself always already constituted, only afterwards turns
out to be constituting” (“The Posteriority of the Anterior,” Graduate Faculty
Philosophy Journal 20.2-21.1{1998]: 410). While I agree with Ciaramelli, I also
want to emphasize the fact that Levinas does not want to think recurrence
simply as a transcendental condition, which would reduce it to a presupposition
that can be entirely contained in thought; he also wants to claim the material
excess of the anterior posterior. In this sense, Levinas finds the language of
the “constituted” and “constituting” inadequate to that which does nevertheless
become constituted, and thus comes to function as a condition (and thus is also
constitutive), but this process of becoming part of the movement of constitution
is not without loss. Sensibility remains excessive to representation in a way that
representation is never adequate to conceptualize or contain, even if it must be
called upon to acknowledge even its own inadequacy.

50 Although Levinas describes dwelling in “the intimacy of a home” as “the first
concretization” (T 153; Tel 126), it is not strictly accurate to regard dwelling as
providing our concrete situation, insofar as Levinas thinks that “concrete man”
is already in relation to the Other. He says, “In reality man has already the idea
of infinity, that is, lives in society and represents things to himself” (T 139;
Tel 112). 1t is precisely the complex network of conditionality that informs the
relationship between representation and enjoyment that I am concerned to
articulate here.

51 Heidegger’s overcoming of the Cartesian split is addressed more fully in Chapter

52 Although Levinas refers to the “pure passivity” of the “recollected being” (T1
165; Tel 139), this must be understood as preceding the distinction between
activity and passivity.

53 See Ainley (above, n. 31).

54 To sense is not a thought unaware of itself, but it is implicit, from the perspective
of the philosopher who explicates its contentment, after the encounter with the
other. (See TI 138; Tel 112.) “To reflect on each of one’s acts is, to be sure, to
situate them with respect to infinity, but the unreflected and naive consciousness
constitutes the originality of enjoyment” (TT 139; Tel 112). Thus “in the eyes
of reason the contentment of sensibility is ridiculous. But sensibility is not a
blind reason and folly. It is prior to reason” (T 138; Tel 111).

55 Levinas adds, “To be sure, representation is the seat of truth: the movement
proper to truth consists in the thinker being determined by the object presented
to him. But it determines him without touching him, without weighing on him-—
such that the thinker who submits to what is thought does so ‘gracefully,” as
though the object, even in the surprises it has in store for cognition, had been
anticipated by the subject” (TT 124; Tel 97).
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POST-STRUCTURALISM,
THE ETHICAL RELATION,
AND THE LAW

Drucilla Cornell

Source: Cardozo Law Review 9 (1988): 1587-628.

“Let us descend a litile lower and consider one of those mysterious creatures
who live, as it were, off the leavings (déjections) of the big city. . .. Here
we have a man whose task is to gather the day’s rubbish in the capital.
Everything that the big city has cast off, everything it lost, everything it
disdained, everything it broke, he catalogues and collects. He combs
through the archives of debauchery, the stockpile of waste. He sorts things
out and makes intelligent choices; like a miser assembling his treasure, he
gathers the trash that, after being regurgitated by the goddess of Indus-
try, will assume the shape of useful or gratifying objects.”

In a lecture on post-structuralism, one must inevitably begin with a defini-
tion of post-structuralism. Instead I have evoked the figure of the Chiffonnier.
I am not well suited for the task of providing us with a working definition
because I suspect that there may not be any such thing as post-structuralism.
(Of course, my own wariness to identify post-structuralism can itself be under-
stood as part of the phenomenon.) Yet in spite of my reluctance to define
post-structuralism, I can at least give a list of authors—Derrida, Foucault,
Lyotard, Bataille, Heidegger, and Nietzsche—most of them French, some
living, some dead, who have been gathered together under that rubric. And
I can also read off a series of catch phrases with which post-structuralism
has been associated: the radical indeterminacy of linguistic meaning, and
more generally of any semiotic field; the critique of communitarian aspira-
tions for the replication of the logic of identity; the debunking of the myth
of the centered, self-conscious subject transparent to itself; the exposure of
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the traditional conception of reason as the rationalization of power; the
proclamation of the end of metaphysics; and the refusal of the “melancholy
science” in the name of “joyful wisdom.” Such attempts to identify a wide
range of thinkers and philosophical positions as a cohesive movement with
amplifying themes, however, often obscure as much as they illuminate.

And yet, as I hope to show, the figure of the Chiffonnier may help to bring
into focus what is unique about the project of post-structuralism, even if
we find that the boundaries of any given definition inevitably yield. But
to understand why I have chosen the figure of the Chiffonnier to stand-in for
a definition of post-structuralism, we need to enter the discussion of post-
structuralism from a specific vantage point. We need to focus on the rebellion
against Hegelianism, not only as Hegelianism has actually been articulated
by the left and right wing followers of Hegel, but also, and more specifically,
as Hegelianism has been understood to represent the most sophisticated
exposition of the logic of identity. Of course, as soon as one begins to speak
of post-structuralism as post-Hegelianism, the very possibility of the “post”
is itself called into question. For as Derrida always reminds us, we cannot
casily—if ever—escape from the shadow of Hegel. As we will see, I will
argue that the Hegelian “ideal”” of reciprocity remains crucial to the debates
within American jurisprudence.

But my purpose is not solely to argue that within the sphere of law we
are wise to remain Hegelians, or even to suggest that there is a reading
of Hegel faithful to the critique of the logic of identity he initiated in his
own Science of Logic (“Logic”)—a reading I have attempted to justify
elsewhere. Nor is my purpose to try to demonstrate that there is a beyond
to Hegelianism, that we can call post-structuralism. Rather, I want to
emphasize the ethical impulse behind the rebellion against Hegelianism, for
all too often post-structuralism has been pitted against the ethical by both
its friends and foes.

Indeed, I will suggest that the entire project of deconstruction, one of the
major strands of post-structuralism under anyone’s definition, is driven by
an ethical desire to enact the ethical relation. By the ethical relation I mean
to indicate the aspiration to a nonviolent relationship to the Other, and to
otherness more generally, that assumes responsibility to guard the Other
against the appropriation that would deny her difference and singularity. I
am deliberately using a broad brush here in defining the ethical relation, so
as to include a number of thinkers who share the aspiration to heed the call
to responsibility for the Other, but who would otherwise disagree on the
philosophical underpinnings of the ethical relation and on its precise defini-
tion. I am, then, defining the ethical relation more broadly than the thinker
Emmanuel Levinas, with whom the phrase is usually associated.* 1 will,
however, return again and again to Levinas’ specific formulation of the
ethical relation as the “beyond” to ontology,” because it is Levinas’ own
understanding of the ethical relation that Derrida interrogates. As we will
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see, one way to approach the ethical desire of deconstruction is by examin-
ing Derrida’s engagement with Levinas’ ethical philosophy of alterity.

But perhaps the ethical desire of deconstruction is never more evident
than in Derrida’s encounter with Hegel. When we confront our desire to
“escape” from Hegel, to put him to rest once and for all, we need to ask
why we are trying to get out from under his shadow; or, more precisely, in
the name of what do we make our escape. One answer, of course, is that the
deconstruction of Hegel simply puts into operation “the truth” that speculat-
ive reason will always turn against its own pretenses if it cannot come home
to itself in Absolute Knowledge. On this reading, the motor of deconstruction
is speculative reason, even if now turned against itself. But there is, as I have
suggested, an alternative reading that locates the drive behind deconstruction
in an ethical desire. (I want to note, however, that I am not advocating that
the “ethical” as opposed to the “true” is the “proper” entry into deconstruc-
tion: I am only suggesting that an emphasis on the “ethical” as opposed to
the “true” yields a very different encounter with deconstruction.) On the
ethical reading I offer here, we ask ourselves the opening question of Derrida’s
Glas®—a kind of wake for Hegel, with all the implications of both death and
salvation that a wake implies—“what, after all, of the remain(s), today, for
us, here, now, of a Hegel?”” in the name of the elusive residuum left over
once the relentless machinery of the Hegelian dialectic has finished its work?
The subtle phrasing of Derrida’s opening question acknowledges that we
cannot separate the question of what remains of Hegel from the question
of the remains of Hegelianism. What of the rest that has been pushed out of
the system? To ask the question is already a kind of tribute to the forgotten
Other, whose remains have been scattered. Glas attempts the only salvation
of the rest that remains possible through the work of mourning itself.
Indeed, for Derrida, it is only through the work of mourning that we can
remember the remains because there has never been, nor can there be, a
gathering of the rest that makes fully present what has been shut out: For
what has been shut out is literally not there for us. Even so, the work of
mourning remains demands the mimetic persistence to scrape through the
debris left over from Hegel’s system at the same time that we recognize
that ““[tlhe rest, the remain(s), is unsayable.””® Glas does rather than says.
Derrida may well be our best salvage man, our ultimate Chiffonnier. Yet
deconstruction as allegory in action can neither testify to its own faith-
fulness to “things”® nor name the law or prescriptive force it so carefully
follows.

Even if, however, Derrida practices Walter Benjamin’s redemptive
criticism only through parody and irony, that is still the way he practices
redemptive criticism.'® It is precisely the silence before the name of the
prescriptive or ethical force heeded in deconstruction that has misled many
readers to argue that deconstruction has to do with the radical indetermin-
acy of meaning and, therefore, with the impossibility of ethics. The asserted
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impossibility of naming the “Law” of its own ethical desire, however, should
not be confused with the complete rejection of the ethical. If anything unites
deconstructive critics it is, ironically, their insistence not only on the inevit-
ability of the ethical in reading but also in what Paul de Man would call
unreadability.!! But my suggestion is not only that deconstructive critics
recognize that we cannot escape from the ethical. Instead I want to argue
that Derrida, in particular, theoretically clears the space for the elaboration
of the nonviolent relationship to otherness that Levinas describes as prox-
imity,'? a relation that is prior to the subject and to contractual consent and
yet not encompassed within a unity. Derrida, however, is always careful to
preserve the distance that respect for the otherness of the Other implies—
which is not to contrast Derrida with Levinas necessarily, because Levinas’
conception of proximity is based on the temporal distance that inheres in
the precedence of the Other to me. Deconstruction practices Nietzsche’s
action at a distance in the name of responsibility to the Other.”

Derrida is often mistakenly understood to criticize Levinas for his inevit-
able fall back into the language of ontology, the language that Levinas
supposedly thought he had moved beyond in his philosophy of the ethical.
Derrida recognizes, however, that Levinas himself understands that he can
only disrupt metaphysics from within the tradition. I will suggest that Glas
is not a critique at all, but a deconstructive exercise that does show the
inevitable dependence of Levinas’ project on the language of ontology, but
not, however, to resist Levinas’ conception of the ethical relation; rather, to
salvage it from potential degeneration into the very violence toward otherness
that the philosophy of alterity attempts to guard against. In other words,
Derrida’s deconstruction of Levinas can itself be read ethically. Instead of
simply preferring one to the other, we need to read Derrida and Levinas
together to heed the call to responsibility and to enact a nonviolent relation
to otherness.

Nor should we simply pit Levinas’ philosophy of alterity against
Hegelianism. I will suggest that neither Levinas’ ethical philosophy nor the
practice of deconstruction can be allowed to displace the Hegelian notion
of reciprocity within the sphere of law. Within law we are fated to be
“unfaithful” to otherness, as we are forced to make comparisons which
inevitably call for an analogy of the unlike to the same. Law classifies,
establishes the norms by which difference is judged. If classification in and
of itself is thought to be violence against singularity, then law inevitably
perpetuates that violence. But we are also fated “to fall” into law; for as
Levinas himself reminds us, we are never just in a relationship to the Other,
there is always the introduction of the third. With the introduction of the
third we are forced to make comparisons, to weigh the competing demands of
different individuals. The very process of weighing competing demands calls
for a scale, a basis for comparison, what we would think of as a principle of
justice. For Levinas, we are called to justice by our responsibility to the
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Other, even as we recognize that the synchronization of competing demands
that justice calls for can never be adequate to the ethical relation. We cannot
then simply surpass the synchronization of one to the Other that Levinas
associates with Hegel’s conception of relations of reciprocity. As a result, 1
will argue that Hegelianism remains valid for us within the sphere of law.
Once we are within the realm of law, it is no longer desirable to seek to sur-
pass the Hegelian “ideal” of relations of reciprocity as a limiting principle
for legal interpretation. It is a mistake, in other words, to attempt to directly
translate the ethical philosophy of alterity into a new description of justice
as the recognition of difference.

But let me turn now, first to Levinas’ rejection of Hegelianism for its
replication of the logic of identity, and then to Derrida’s interrogation of
both Levinas and Hegel. By the logic of identity, I mean to indicate the
unity of meaning and being that is disclosed in Hegel’s Logic, as the “truth”
of the actual. To understand the interrogation of the logic of identity, then,
we must move within the circle of Hegel’s Logic. What I offer here is a
conventional reconstruction of the Logic that does not attempt to defend
a reading of the Logic that might meet the opposition of Hegel’s post-
structuralist challengers.

In Hegel, the category of Being is the necessary starting point of all
thought. Things manifest themselves in and through Being. Reality appears
to the thinking subject as an object of thought only because first and fore-
most things “are.” Without the category of Being there would literally be
no reality; we would instead be immersed in “the night in which cows are
all black.” Being is both the necessary starting point of all thought and
the minimal determination of things. Being is, thus, the most universal,
ontological category.” And yet Being as a category is both abstract and
empty. Certainly Being is “nothing,” not just a being, because a thing pre-
supposes many determinations other than its mere being. Being “is” only in
and through opposition to nothingness. We know “Being” only by what is
not; nothing. The copula affirms the inevitability of the is, the category of
Being, yet at the same time, Being can be conceived neither as a predicate
nor as a subject of the sentence. As copula, Being exists as something other
to itself in which it is united to the diversity of determinations. It includes,
therefore, that which is not: non-being. Of course, non-being is also not able
to be what it is, non-being, unless it relies on its opposite, of which it is
the inseparable complement. Hegel’s opening moves in the Logic show that
Being and non-being cannot be what they are unless they pass continuously
into one another as Becoming. The unity of Being and non-being is their
ceaseless changing into their opposite: an endless movement of becoming
which is the onto-logical core of all movement and materiality. The inter-
play of Being and non-being signals the presence of Absolute as the very
movement of the interpenetration of oppositional categories. Nothing is,
unless it comes to be in and through the circle of Absolute Knowledge.
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Hegel’s Logic culminates in the demonstration that thought and Being are
the two opposite names of the Concept or Idea. The thinking which achieves
Absolute Knowledge realizes that the self-movement of the Concept or Idea
is its own essence, and grasps the full actualization of the structure of the
logos in thought and reality itself. The unity of meaning and Being within
the circle of the Absolute yields full knowledge of the truth of the essence
of the actual. We come home to ourselves through the recognition of iden-
tity in nonidentity, of thought in Being. There is no remainder, no outside.
Otherness is recaptured, and completely so, in the circle of the Absolute.
Nothing escapes, for nothing is, only as non-being.

Within Hegel’s Philosophy of Right' the realization of the truth of the
actual yields the complete transparency of the determinations of Sittlichkeit,
the collective ethics of modernity. For Hegel, we can know the universal
language of democracy, the ultimate key to legal interpretation. Although
Hegel himself retained the tension between any existing state of affairs and
what the actualized concept of democracy demands—and, therefore, his
account of Sittlichkeit cannot be simplistically condemned, as it often is by
Hegel’s “liberal” critics, as merely an apology for the current social order—
he did identify ethics with the actual. As a result, the dilemma of legal
interpretation we are so troubled by today was resolved by the Hegelian
identification of truth with history. The meaning of life in the strongest
possible sense of meaning is revealed in the circle of the Absolute. The self-
conscious recognition of the “we that is I and the I that is we,” the coming
home to oneself through the Other, is not only a description, but also a
normative practice embodied in the institutions of right themselves. Hegel
both justifies and interprets the modern law of property and of contract
as abstract forms consistent with the actualization of relations of mutual
recognition or reciprocal symmetry. As we will see, it is precisely the dis-
juncture of the ethical and the actual, the infinite from the totality of the
Hegelian system, that is characteristic of the post-structuralist rebellion
against Hegel.

For Emmanuel Levinas, Hegel’s political philosophy exemplifies the think-
ing of totality he associates with ontology. The thinking of totality, for
Levinas, carries within it the danger of totalitarianism because such a think-
ing would deny “actuality” to the Other “excluded” from the system. We
are reminded, here, of Hegel’s infamous statement that there is no place for
Siberia in the philosophy of history. Siberia becomes the symbol of the
otherness that has been squeezed out through the operation of the Hegelian
dialectic. That which is left out and thus denied actuality does not count.
Levinas® ethical subject called by the Other “dispenses with the idealizing
subjectivity of [Hegelian] ontology, which reduces everything to itself.”"?

Levinas argues that Hegel’s Logic reduces time to contemporaneous
presence; the Logic unfolds in the moment that is eternity. But, in Levinas,
time is diachronic; one moment pursues the other without ever being able to
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retrieve it. Levinas’ diachronic view of time opens up the meaning of otherness
and the otherness of meaning. The temporality of the interface, in which the
Other confronts me, is forever beyond me—irreducible, as in Hegel, to
the synchrony of the same. We are never together in the present. The Other
is always before me. According to Levinas, relations of mutual recognition
in Hegel’s Absolute Knowledge are the example par excellence of the reduc-
tion of the Other to the synchrony of the same. There is always a trace of
otherness that cannot be captured by my “identifying” with the Other in
relations of mutual recognition. The Other cannot be reduced in relation to
me, by which I grasp her essence in the “we that is I and the I that is we.”
The basis of ethics is not identification with those whom we recognize as like
ourselves, instead the ethical relation inheres in the encounter with the Other,
the stranger, whose face beckons us to heed the call to responsibility. The
precedence of the Other means that my relationship to her is necessarily
asymmetrical. Reciprocity is, at the very least, the affair of the Other.'¢

In the asymmetrical and yet face to face relation with the Other, the
stranger who calls to me, the subject first experiences the resistance to
encapsulation of the “beyond.” In the face to face relation we run into the
infinity that disrupts totality. Levinas’ account of the face to face is still a
phenomenology, however, precisely because it is in and through our prox-
imity to the Other in the interface that gives us the resistance of otherness.
We encounter God as the transcendence inherent in the ethical relation
itself. Transcendence in Levinas is temporal, not spatial. He does not point
us to a “beyond” that is “there,” a someplace where we are not. Nor can
infinity be reduced to the mere Other to the totality of what is, although
there is a reading of Levinas on which infinity is completely “beyond” his-
tory, a reading founded in the ambiguity of Levinas’ own text. There is,
however, clearly another reading, which understands Levinas to seek to
displace the traditional oppositions of the inside and the outside, the immin-
ent and the transcendent. The beyond, on this reading, is within totality as
its very disruption, but not just as its negation. As Levinas himself explains,
“This ‘beyond’ the totality and objective experience is, however, not to be
described in a purely negative fashion. It is reflected within the totality and
history, within experience.”"” Yet on either reading, infinity cannot be
reduced to actuality.

According to Hegel, on the other hand, the infinite must be infinite, and
thus embodied in the actuality of what is. Otherwise, the finite would be the
limit of the infinite. Differentiation then is the necessary condition for
the infinite to be. Exteriority, therefore, is the inevitable result of the pre-
sence of the Absolute. The necessary estrangement of the Infinite from its
sell is overcome through the self-conscious recognition of exteriority as the
manifestation of the Absolute. Nature, in this sense, is spirit. In Hegel,
matter is purportedly redeemed, by being uplifted into the Hegelian system.
Here, we have Hegel, as the eagle who struggles to lift “the stone,” the dead
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weight of the remains, through the help of the machinery of the dialectic.
For Derrida, Hegel’s name gives the real nature of his enterprise away.

His name is so strange. From the eagle it draws imperial or historic
power. Those who still pronounce his name like the French (there are
some) are ludicrous only up to a certain point: the restitution (semant-
ically infallible for those who have read him a little—but only a little)
of magisterial coldness and imperturbable seriousness, the eagle caught
in ice and frost, glass and gel.'®

What of the remains of Hegel then? In Hegel everything that counts, counts
as part of a greater whole. Only the whole is actual. Truth is the whole, and
once we have finished the Logic, we have the whole truth. We think God’s
thoughts.

For Levinas, the blasphemy that identifies God with the actual and
therefore denies God’s otherness, cannot be separated from the violation of
the heteros more generally. For according to Levinas, the “redemption”
of otherness purportedly achieved by the Hegelian system is ironically the
refusal of the Other, or put somewhat differently, the condemnation of
the Other to the remains, the refuse, that which does not count.

On any reading we give to Hegel, then, we are always returned to Derrida’s
opening question in Glas, what of the remains of Hegel? The system gives us
the truth of the actual. The full presence of Being to itself in Absolute
Knowledge denies actuality to what is left over. Of course, otherness re-
mains Other to the Absolute, there is no simple “identity” between meaning
and Being in Hegel. And yet ultimately otherness is reduced to the Other of
the Absolute, or it does not count. The complete apprehension of the truth
of Being denies its otherness to thought. By rendering the truth of Being
fully present in thought, Hegel ironically forgets the is of the copula.
According to Heidegger, the forgetfulness of Being is Hegel’s great sin.”
For Heidegger, the Other of thought cannot be reduced to thought’s Other.
And yet how does one think Being if it is truly Other to thought? How does
one pay tribute to the Other, that can only be known as the difference from
beings and from thought itself? For Derrida, the “prior” forgotten “is”
cannot be revealed as an original anteriority to the dialectic. We can only
“think” of Being through its absence. One then cannot remember the “is” as
a primordial gathering precedent to representational thought. As Derrida
explains, “[t]here is does not mean (to say) exists, remain(s) does not mean
(to say) is. The objection belongs to ontology and is unanswerable. But you
can always let-fall-(to the tomb).””

But how, then, does one remember the Other, pay tribute to the rest, if
the remains are beyond thought, beyond remembrance, and beyond what
is there for us? How does one recover the “matter” that has been left out
of the system? Levinas continually grapples with this question. The “il y a”
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is Levinas’ name for the irreducible being there of exteriority. The “il y
a” is not an object for the thinking subject, and therefore it cannot be
conceptualized as the Other to spirit. The “il y a” resists the imposition of
meaning by any representational or conceptual scheme. We run up against
the “il y a” as the outward clash. It is this experience of resistance that
indicates the irreducible trace of radical otherness that remains in any given
conceptual system. The “il y a” then, is within our experience, not simply
the “outside” to it. Levinas, however, also does not reduce the “il y a” to
our experience of resistance, for that would once again deny the independence
of the exterior.”!

We cannot “know” the “il y a” because we can only know things from
within a system of representation. Knowledge of exteriority is always a
violation of otherness. For Levinas, cognition is suppression in this sense.
Levinas brings us up against the limits of representation. We cannot know
the “outside,” the “beyond,” of any system of objectification, for the world
that appears to us is the world represented to an objectifying conscious-
ness. As a result, there is nothing that can be said about the “il y a.”
Levinas himself relies on poetic evocation of the anonymous, faceless,
“beingness” out of which things manifest themselves. We are in awe of the
“il y a” and more than a bit frightened by the stirrings and rumblings from
the “beyond” which we cannot understand and which confront us only
through the eerie apprehension of that which is beyond our grasp. We are
reminded of the world of horror movies, “the Blob,” for example, in which
we run up against the dead weight of an indifferent “matter” that takes
no heed of our puny humanity. The “il y a” resists Hegel’s attempt to lift
“matter” into the system.

Derrida is only too well aware that there is nothing to be said of the “il y
a,” as the “matter” which remains Other to all our systems of representa-
tion, because to speak of the “matter” would again be an act of appropriation
which would deny the existence of the remains, as remains, as that which
is left over, as that which is beyond what has ever been there for us. As
already suggested, Derrida resists, as well, the temptation to speak of the
“il y a” as an original anteriority, as a primordial gathering of Being before
the dialectic. As he remarks,

There never existed (there will never have existed) any older or more
original “third term” that we would have to recall, toward which we
would be called to recall under the aporetic disjunction. This is why
what resists the non-dialectizable opposition, what “precedes” it in some
way, will still bear the name of one of the terms and will maintain a
rhetorical relation with the opposition. It will be figured, figurable.?

Derrida also rejects the dualism that Levinas® own formulation tempts.
1 use the word, temptation, deliberately. As 1 have suggested, we can also
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read Levinas to displace the traditional dialectical oppositions, exterior and
interior, outside and inside, mind and matter. Yet Derrida rightfully points
us to a tension that is never completely resolved in Levinas’ own text. There
is the temptation in Levinas to turn the excess within history and within
totality into the absolutely Other to totality. Derrida highlights this tend-
ency. Yet for all of his care to remind us that there can be no rupture with
metaphysics except from within the tradition, for all of his insistence that
the excess, the remains, are there only as the absence of what has never been
present, Derrida still recognizes the absence that is the excess to history.
Derrida, then, is by no means simply denying Levinas® aspiration to heed
the beyond, the remains.

What I want to emphasize here, however, is the ethical impulse implicit in
Derrida’s deconstruction of Levinas. Levinas’ objection to Hegel is that the
infinite cannot be found in nature, because the infinite “is” within totality in
another way than “being.” Due to Levinas’ anti-Hegelianism, however, the
“il'y a” can potentially be reduced to the unredeemable Other of the infinite;
that which the infinite is not. Matter comes close to being condemned as
unholy.”® Derrida understands that because of his temptation to dualism,
Levinas risks being swept back into the Hegelian system by postulating
“dead” matter as the Other to the infinite. More importantly, Levinas risks
betraying his own project of a “pure heterology” which faithfully heeds the
call of otherness. Levinas’ fidelity to the Infinite as Absolute Other, in other
words, carries within it its own potential violence to things, to the remains.
Tronically, this potential violence toward the remains can also be under-
stood as violence to the Infinite itself as Other. For as Derrida reminds
us, either we turn the infinite into Absolute Other which would reduce
the Infinite to absolute Identity, or we recognize that we do not confront the
infinite Other then as the remains. We cannot tell the difference between
otherness as the highest and as the lowest. We do not look for God other
than in the remains. The trace of the beyond lingers as what remain(s) and
only “there.” But what remains beyond of course, was never and is not now
present to us, for then it would not mark the trace of radical otherness. For
Derrida, in other words, Levinas’ “messianism” is inevitably an allegory.
Moreover, unless we read Levinas allegorically, his project of the ethical
runs the risk of the very violence toward otherness to the remains it abhors.

For Derrida, we confront the “matter,” the remain(s), the “beyond,” only
through difference; the trace of what differs from representational systems
and defers indefinitely the achievement of totality. When we attempt to
think “exteriority,” whether as the Infinite or as “matter,” we are always
walking on a tightrope and risking the fall, into another mechanism of
appropriation. Derrida reminds us of exactly what is risked in the fall.

Of the remain(s), after all, there are, always, overlapping each other,
two functions.
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The first assures, guards, assimilates, interiorizes, idealizes, relieves
the fall [chute] into the monument. There the fall maintains, embalms,
and mummifies itself, monumemorizes and names itself—falls (to the
tomb(stone)) [fombe]. Therefore, but as a fall, it erects itself there.

The other—Ilets the remain(s) fall. Running the risk of coming down
to the same. Falls (to the tomb (stone))—two times the columns, the
waterspouts [rrombes|—remain(s).”

The remains then, are what cannot be said. Again to quote Derrida,
“further on, at the penultimate sentence of the book, ‘The rest, the remain(s),
is unsayable.””*

Of course, Levinas is not only aware of the risk of the fall, in the attempt
to speak of the beyond to metaphysics; he knows it to be inevitable. For
Levinas there is always a difference between my exposure without reserve
to the Other which is Saying and to the exposition of the statement of the
said.

We cannot escape representational schemes. Yet, at the same time, we
must recognize their inevitable infidelity to radical otherness. The Saying
cancels itself as soon as it is said. Any comment on the Saying as an object
will necessarily fail. Levinas understands that the resolution of his call for
the synchronization of the affirmation of the Saying and its cancellation
in the said can only yield an aporia. Yet he insists that even so we must
philosophically both affirm the Saying and negate the Saying in the said.
For Derrida, what we confront in the aporia presented by Levinas is differ-
ence, the inevitable difference between the Saying and the said that can only
indicate the beyond allegorically, one can only “speak” of the Saying in the
language of ontology.

But it would be a mistake to read Derrida’s encounter with Levinas as
simply the return of the skeptical critic.”® Certainly Derrida does not refuse
the affirmation of the “Saying” as the stand-in for the indication of the
excess, the “beyond” more generally, just because the Saying cannot be said
other than in the language of ontology. Derrida constantly warns us against
“the sinister ineptitude of the accusation——that of ‘nihilism.””* To run into
an aporia, to reach the limit of philosophy, is not necessarily to be paralyzed.
We are only paralyzed if we think that to reach the limit of philosophy is to
be silenced.” If we, in other words, conclude that because we can only
ironically sign for our promise to the remains, we should not sign at all.
Derrida’s irony does not stop him from signing for his responsibility to the
remain(s). To read “messianism” allegorically is not at all to deny its force.
The dead-end of the aporia, the impasse to which it takes us, promises
through its prohibition the way out it seems to deny. To promise through
prohibition is the “action” of allegory. Aporecity, in other words, evokes
precisely through its prohibition. What Derrida says of Paul de Man’s use
of the word aporia, equally applies to his own deconstructive exercises.
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The word “aporia” recurs often in Paul de Man’s last texts. I believe
that we would misunderstand it if we tried to hold it to its most
literal meaning: an absence of path, a paralysis before roadblocks, the
immobilization of thinking, the impossibility of advancing, a barrier
blocking the future. On the contrary, it seems to me that the experi-
ence of the aporia, such as de Man deciphers it, gives or promises the
thinking of the path, provokes the thinking of the very possibility
of what still remains unthinkable or unthought, indeed, impossible.
The figures of rationality are profiled and outlined in the madness
of the aporetic.”

Derrida’s difference from Levinas then cannot be reduced to skepticism
or to nihilistic refusal. Deconstruction does not leave us to wander in circles
before the limit we have reached at the “end of metaphysics.” Aporecity
challenges us to reopen the question—to think again. In this sense Derrida
affirms that the “end of metaphysics” returns us, again and again, to the
central philosophical questions. It is not quite as Levinas would have it that
the deconstraction of metaphysics yields for Derrida an irredeemable crisis
rather than a golden opportunity. The reaching of aporia for Derrida is
precisely what provides us with the golden opportunity. The difference
between the two thinkers has to do with their approach to the beyond, the
excess, the remain(s). As we will see, Derrida does recognize the excess
to history but only as the absence that brings us to mourning. And, as 1
have also indicated, depending on how we read Levinas’ understanding
of infinity, it is possible to bring Derrida and Levinas very close together.
Yet that being said, Derrida still questions more radically than does Levinas
the ability of traditional philosophical discourse to evoke the aporia of the
beyond through the Saying of what cannot ever be said.*® For Derrida
messianism is also an allegory because we are left only with the prom-
ise implicit in the aporia itself. As Derrida himself explains: “The promise
prohibits the gathering of Being in presence, being even its condition.
The condition of the possibility and impossibility of eschatology, the ironic
allegory of messianism.”” But, “a promise is not nothing.””

The recovery of the excess, the remain(s), then, is both “impossible” and
necessary; impossible, and yet necessary-—for to fail to pay tribute to the
remains would be another violation of the heteros. We would once again
deny that which cannot be represented. We would refuse it, or more pre-
cisely turn it into refuse whose existence does not and cannot count. This
refusal reinstates the subject-centered system that fails to heed the call of
otherness. Derrida remains a materialist in spite of his recognition that there
is no adequate metaphysical representation of the “matter” he is evoking,
and in spite of his awareness of the inadequacy of dualistic formulations.
Again in speaking of Paul de Man, Derrida relates the significance to
deconstruction of the word materiality.
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There is a theme of “materiality,” indeed an original materialism in
de Man. It concerns a “matter” which does not fit the classical philo-
sophical definitions of metaphysical materialisms any more than the
sensible representations or the images of matter defined by the opposi-
tion between the sensible and the intelligible. Matter, a matter without
presence and without substance, is what resists these oppositions.”

This resistance is what shatters the subject’s illusion of sovereignty. Thus
Derrida can say “[wle might have associated it yesterday with death and
with that allusion to ‘true “mourning”’ which makes a distinction between
pseudo-historicity and ‘the materiality of actual history.””** For death too,
shatters the subject’s illusion that he is the meaning-giving center and puts
him in touch with “the materiality of actual history.” We confront the
materiality of actual history not so much through the confrontation with
our own death which always remain(s) beyond us, but instead through the
death of Other. The starkness of losing one you love to death throws us
against “irreducible exteriority.”

Yet it is not death itself that is real to us as the presence of the
“outside”—we do not directly know the death of the Other. We only know
the Other’s absence. The Other’s death, in other words, is only there for us
as his absence. This is why Derrida says that death does not literally exist;
only mourning exists. It is precisely because we cannot know the death of
the Other except as his absence, and as our loss, that we are always in
danger of violating otherness. For it is our loss that we mourn as we remem-
ber the name of the Other.

Upon the death of the other we are given to memory, and thus to
miteriorization, since the other, outside us, is now nothing. And with
the dark light of this nothing, we learn that the other resists the closure
of our interiorizing memory. With the nothing of this irrevocable
absence, the other appears as other, and as other for us, upon his death
or at least in the anticipated possibility of a death, since death con-
stitutes and makes manifest the limits of a me or an us who are obliged
to harbor something that is greater and other than them; something
outside of them within them.”

We run into the limit of our narcissism, however, as we realize that will
what we might, we cannot re-write the other back into life, re-make history
so that he is still with us. He is gone. In his very absence we feel the pull of
otherness.

The materiality of actual history is thus that which resists historical,
historicizing resistance. De Man continues: “True ‘mourning’ is less
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deluded. The most it can do is to allow for non-comprehension and
enumerate non-anthropomorphic, non-elegiac, non-celebratory, non-
lyrical, non-poetic, that is to say prosaic, or, better, historical modes of
language power.” Matter of this sort, “older” than the metaphysical
oppositions in which the concept of matter and materialist theories are
generally inscribed, is, we might say, “in memory” of what precedes
these oppositions.®

The irrevocable absence of the Other resists our re-writing of history. We
can remember him, but we cannot re-call him. When we speak his name
there is no answer. We are left only with the memory of him. Yet it is the
Other as Other that leaves the “trace” of himself within us, within our
remembrance of him. There is no “within me” without this experience of
loss. As Derrida explains, for Freud successful mourning involves mimetic
interiorization in which the Other lives on “in us.” But for Derrida, this
process of mimetic interiorization will always fail, precisely because the
Other’s absence, which puts the memory in us, cannot be revoked. The pre-
cedence of the Other whose mark continues to be felt in his absence, aborts
interiorization. Ironically, it is only through this failure to fully re-collect
the Other that we “succeed” in mourning the Other as Other. As Derrida
remarks, “an aborted interiorization is at the same time a respect for the
other as other, a sort of tender rejection, a movement of renunciation which
leaves the other alone, outside, over there, in his death, outside of us.”Y

For Derrida, then, the “il y a,” the rest, the excess, is only “there” for us
as the loss that calls us to mourning. But as a “loss,” the remains are not
there for us in a way that can be separated from fiction and literarity. There
is always an allegorical dimension to mourning. And, therefore, “true”
mourning is itself impossible. Yet the trace of the Other remains in the act
of mourning. It is in mourning, then, that we remember the remains. But
ironically, it is the very failure of mourning as mimetic interiorization that
allows us to attempt fidelity to the remains. The inevitable failure of memory
to enclose the Other, opens us to the “beyond.”

It is the other as other, the non-totalizable trace which is in-adequate to
itself and to the same. This trace is interiorized in mourning as that
which can no longer be interiorized, as impossible Erinnerung, in and
beyond mournful memory-—constituting it, traversing it, exceeding it,
defying all reappropriation, even in a coded rhetoric or conventional
system of tropes, in the exercises of prosopopeia, allegory, or elegiac
and grieving metonymy.*®

The remembrance of the “remains” then can best take place in a wake.
Thus Glas engages us in the impossible task of mourning to which we are
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called by otherness. Hegel’s philosophy of history in which everything that
is to count as Spirit is re-collected into the system is disrupted by the Other
that cannot be fully interiorized. There is an otherness beyond spirit which
cannot be reduced to spirit’s Other. And it is precisely the trace of otherness
that cannot be recouped that is the defective cornerstone of the entire
Hegelian system. It is this defective cornerstone that both de Man and
Derrida understand as allegory. Hegel’s philosophy then, reread as allegory,
“re-read from the most deficient and efficient cornerstone, is said to be—
over its dead body—an allegory of disjunction.”® Such an allegory of
disjunction has as its object not the whole, Hegel’s object, but the morsel,
which has been disjoined from the system. “The object of the present
work, and its style too, is the morsel.”™ In place of the book that tells us
the whole truth and the truth of the whole, we have the text that testifies
to what has been spat out, the morsel.

The object of the present piece of work (ouvrage) (code of the dress-
maker) is what remains of a bite, a sure death [une morsure], in the
throat [gorge]: the bit [mors].

Insofar as it cannot, naturally, bind (band) itself (erect).

Graft itself at the very most, that it can still do.

The graft that sews itself [se coud], the substitution of the sup-
plementary seing “constitutes” the text. Its necessary heterogeneity, its
interminable network of listening lines en allo, in hello, that compels
reckoning with the insert, the patch.*

Derrida’s graft or patchwork bears a family resemblance to Walter
Benjamin’s construction of constellations. The singularity of the scraps pieced
together in the patchwork are preserved in the outline of the act of grafting,
or sewing; “Sewing [couture] then betrays, exhibits what it should hide,
dissimulacras what it signals.” The part is not lost in the whole. The
remain(s) are not grasped as simply the expression of a greater system. Yet
the remain(s) cannot be known in and of themselves. There can be no direct
“perception” of exteriority or of singularity. The very word, remain(s), or
morsel, implies a greater configuration from which it has been left over or
bitten off. As Benjamin would acknowledge, things do not go straight to
heaven.

In the wake for the dissolution of the Hegelian system, we also find the
promise of the resurrection of the remain(s); for resurrection is the promise
of a wake. For Derrida the promise of the future inherent in the allegory of
messianism is only “there” as the trace of otherness that marks the imposs-
ibility of true mourning. Yet we also encounter the impossibility of “true
mourning” only in our remembrance of the remains. As we remember we
also resurrect.
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Memory stays with traces, in order to “preserve” them, but traces of a
past that has never been present, traces which themselves never occupy
the form of presence and always remain, as it were, to come—come
from the future, from the to come. Resurrection, which is always the
formal element of “truth,” a recurrent difference between a present and
its presence, does not resuscitate a past which had been present; it
engages the future.”

The future, the beyond, is revealed in the remembrance of the remains;
the chance for the future, in other words, is preserved in the work of mourn-
ing which ironically remembers the remains through the experience of the
limits of interiorization, through the very finitude of memory that makes
“true” mourning impossible, and yet so necessary. “This work of mourning
is called—eglas.”*

And whose work is it to mourn? In Glas, Antigone stands in as the very
figure called to mourning by the law of singularity and by her responsibility
to the remain(s). It is the Woman who mourns.

The two functions of (the) burial (place) relieve the dead man of
his death, spare him from being destroyed-—eaten—by matter, nature,
the spirit’s being-outside-self, but also by the probably cannibal viol-
ence of the survivors’ unconscious desires. That is, essentially, the
women’s, since they, as guardians of (the) burial (place) and the family,
are always in a situation of survival. The law of singularity (divine, fem-
inine, family, natural, nocturnal) protects itself as it were from itself,
against itself. And in the same stroke [du méme coup], against the other
law, the human (virile, political, spiritual, diurnal) law.*

Derrida joins Woman in her work of mourning. The very work of
mourning demands her rebellion against the Hegelian Aufhebung that would
deny the remains. Derrida follows her law. Derrida remembers that the
mother comes first. He is constituted by her. The subject only follows
the Other. Derrida does not say of himself “T am,” (Je suis) he says instead
“I follow” (Je suivre). If there is a masculine certainty it lies in that know-
ledge, in that act of remembrance that marks the precedence of the Other;
I follow.

I am (following) the mother. The text. The mother is behind-—all that I
follow, am, do, seem-——the mother follows. As she follows absolutely,
she always survives—a future that will never have been presentable—
what she will have engendered, attending, impassive, fascinating and
provoking; she survives the interring of the one whose death she has
foreseen.*
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The Mother gently gathers the remain(s) together, insists that they be
protected. Here we are reminded of another great figure of Woman, offered
to us in Finnegan's Wake,” Anna Livia Plurabelle (“ALP”). ALP is also
devoted to salvaging the remains. As she stitches and patches together the
scraps she has salvaged she is “sewing her dream together.” The Mother,
ALP, feminizes the figure of the Chiffonnier. Like the rag-picker she spends
her time sorting through the refuse. She is always turned toward the sewer.
But unlike Benjamin’s rag-picker she has little about her of the destructive
character® (although Derrida himself is always careful to remind us of the
dark side of the phallic mother). She gets on with her daily project of salva-
tion not just for the sake of clearing away the false positivity of the bourgeois
world. She is a different kind of gravedigger. She scrapes through the debris
and pieces together the remains as an act of care. She is tireless and fearless
in her effort to be faithful to the remains. She erects her tribute to singular-
ity through her persistence in mourning.

Derrida gently mimics ALP’s hen-like scraping through the debris. He
writes, “And I scrape [racle] the bottom, hook onto stones and algae there
that T lift up in order to set them down on the ground while the water
quickly falls back from the mouth. And I begin again to scrape [racler], to
scratch, to dredge the bottom of the sea, the mother [mer].”* Derrida sews
together his “reading effect”—which is how Derrida refers to Glas—as a gift
to her, to open up another way of reading—Woman. Not, however, so he
can give us that reading, but instead so that Woman can finally be heard
when she speaks for herself and in her own name. By opening up another
way of reading, Woman, Derrida wants to make it clear that he is not trying
to establish her proper place.

Such recognition should not make of either the truth value or femin-
inity an object of knowledge (at stake are the norms of knowledge and
knowledge as norm); still less should it make of them a place to inhabit,
a home. It should rather permit the invention of an other inscription,
one very old and very new, a displacement of bodies and places that is
quite different.”

Derrida, in other words, is faithful to Woman in his remembrance of her
as more than just the successful interiorization of the Other in himself.
Derrida does not simply conjure her up, instead, he heeds her call. “I call
mysell my mother who calls herself (in) me.”*" It is the Other that leaves
within us the trace that we recall. Here again, Derrida is emphasizing the
precedence of the Other to the subject. The subject only comes to himself by
recalling Her. Subjectivity is not constituted in the present, nor does the sub-
ject exist as a presence in and for itself. Instead the subject re-collects himself
in the act of remembrance of the Other in himself; an Other, however, that
is beyond his memory. In spite of the limit of memory, the remembrance of
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things past is the story of the subject, the only one he can tell. For Derrida,
the subject only becomes a self in and through the possibility of mourning.

We know, we knew, we remember—before the death of the loved one
—that being-in-me or being-in-us is constituted out of the possibility
of mourning. We are only ourselves from the perspective of this know-
ledge that is older than ourselves; and this is why I say that we begin by
recalling this to ourselves: we come to ourselves through this memory
of possible mourning.™

Through the act of remembrance of the Other in himself, Derrida refuses
to forget the mother’s name. And what is the mother’s name or more pre-
cisely her name(s) that Derrida inscribes in the text of Glas? “The mother’s
name would be—commonly—the name of a plant or a flower. ..."”>

In Glas, she is inscribed in the name of Jean Genét, the blossoming flower.**
Alongside Hegel’s sanctimonious statements about the place of Woman in
his system, we have in the second column pieces of Genét’s texts which pull
apart the very erection of feminine identity that Hegel tries so patiently to
secure. Héléne Cixious and Catherine Clément explain the feminine power
of Genét’s texts.

Thus what is inscribed under Jean Genét’s name, in the movement of a
text that divides itself, pulls itself to pieces, dismembers itself, regroups,
remembers itself, is a proliferating, maternal femininity. A phantasmic
meld of men, males, gentlemen, monarchs, princes, orphans, flowers,
mothers, breasts, gravitates about a wonderful “sun of energy”—love,—
that bombards and disintegrates these ephemeral amorous anomalies
so that they can be recomposed in other bodies for new passions.”

The “double klang” effect of the two columns in Glas makes us distance
ourselves, as we read one column from the side of the other. As we read
Glas, we practice, with Derrida, action at a distance. Derrida, however,
takes sides. He views Hegel from the side of Genét, the name of the
“feminine.” Perhaps there has never been a more careful deconstruction of
Hegel’s phallologocentrism than that given to us in Derrida’s Glas. Derrida
painstakingly shows us that Woman in Hegel is simply man’s Other, her
distance reduced, so that she can be grasped as an object in the man’s field
of vision. She is lost to herself in the name of the system. She is classified,
given her proper place. We see her from the perspective of the man only.
Derrida refocuses our attention on the mother, on Woman. His, however, is
the “auratic gaze”® that preserves her otherness by respecting her distance,
and that by so doing conjures up the “memory” of a different world, in
which she is not seen by man as merely his Other, mirrored in his eyes. The
auratic gaze defies the organization of looking as a form of mastery. Derrida
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does not attempt to see through her in order to classify her. The Other is
allowed to be in her distance precisely so that she can look back. The
mother’s distance from man is temporal. She both comes before and
remain(s) after. (Not literally, although she well might, but in the sense that
she is the site of survival.) As Derrida reminds us, “Remain(s)—the mother.”"
The distance of the mother opens up the diachronic experience of time, the
difference that triggers memory and calls us to mourn with her the remains
she guards.

To speak from the side of the mother is also to speak from the side of
the more, (mere, mehr). There may be no other “voice” that comes so
close to echoing the call of the remains. To take on the name of the Other,
to re-call the trace of the Other in one’s self, to be dialogical, is to refuse
castration, the rigid erection of sexual difference in the unconscious that
Lacan refers to as Ca. Through the practice of writing two texts at once,
Derrida skirts being labeled either this or that. He defies castration in the
name of Genét.

If T write two texts at once, you will not be able to castrate me. If I
delinearize, I erect. But at the same time I divide my act and my desire.
I-—mark(s) the division, and always escaping you, I simulate unceas-
ingly and take my pleasure nowhere. I castrate myself-—I remain(s)
myself thus—and I “play at coming” [ je “joue a jouir™).

Finally almost.*

By writing two texts, Derrida is always talking to the Other in himself. But
his dialogism is itself a parody because the Other he speaks to is never
“there.” The subject of Glas mourns for himself as he mourns for the one
who has made him what he is, the one who is before him, the one whose
passing leaves its mark. The subject is “there” for himself only in and through
the dialogue with the Other who is never fully present and, yet, who calls
him to mourning by her very absence. Derrida’s parody of dialogism,
however, exposes the lie of Ca and Sa that would reduce the Other to one’s
own thoughts, or to what is absolutely exterior to the self-constituted sub-
ject. “Sa loves Ca” in that each sets Woman’s place in stone through an
appeal to an unshakeable system and to the truth of the whole.” Yet the
refusal of castration should not be understood as the turning away from
the reality that castration exists. Such a rejection would deny the violation
to Woman that has been done in order to secure her place. What is denied
is the “there is” that refuses the remain(s) to the rigid system of gender
identity. “There is” no initial erection of gender that can effectively and
once and for all block the chance for a new choreography of sexual dif-
ference. Otherness remains beyond the grasp of any system. The possibility
of a choreography other than the one practiced in our current system of
gender identity—the chance that Lacan himself calls the Real—cannot, then,
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be wiped out. The dream of a different choreography is “there” in the
deconstruction of the “there is” implicit in the erection of Ca.

That does not mean (to say) that there is no castration, but that this
there is does not take place. There is that one cannot cut through to a
decision between the two contrary and recognized functions of the
fetish, any more than between the thing itself and its supplement.
Any more than between the sexes.”

The fall of Hegel, which is also the fall of the remain(s) from the eagle’s
talons, is not just cause for mourning, but for celebration. Hegel’s “fall”
cannot be separated from the fall of the erection of the Cu.

Jeltombe, T/fall(s), I/tomb. The play of the anth-erection by which I
waken to, embark on [nais &}, my name supposes that, in more than
one stroke [coup], 1 crush [foule] some flowers and clear [fraye] the
virgin thicket of erianthus toward the primitive scene, that I falsify and
reap [ fauche] the genealogy. [ ]. . . the Father’s dwelling.®!

The clamour of the fall of Ca/Sa unleashes the many voices that have
been silenced by the law which identifies proper speech with the name of the
father. Glas does not try to suppress the noise. The phallus falls and with its
fall goes its claim that its turgidity elects it as the transcendental signifier.
Here we find the ultimate embarrassment to the sovereign subject, for as he
falls, he finds that he’s not as in control as he likes to think.

By evoking the figure of the Chiffonnier, I am suggesting that Derrida is
decply sympathetic with Walter Benjamin’s “infinite task” of salvaging the
remains through the work of mourning that practices mimetic persistence
and the auratic gaze. And, indeed, I am suggesting that such a sympathy
exists. Yet in spite of his sympathy Derrida is obviously wary of spelling out
a conception of mimesis as a more accurate or faithful form of knowledge to
the remains. Derrida does not so much tell us about mimesis and the auratic
gaze as he “practices” them; and there is no better example of his practice
than his deconstruction of Hegel’s phallologocentrism from the side of the
mother. “I do what I do not say, almost, I never say what I do.””

And yet how do we account for his wariness of mimeses? In Walter Ben-
jamin the mimetic capacity signals the ability of human beings to respond to
patterns of similarity in nature and to produce such similarities in return,®
Benjamin traces the imitation of nature to the recognition of nature’s greater
force as the constitutive Other. Mimesis does not aim to control nature, but
rather seeks to imitate the patterns of similarity in nature as a form of paying
tribute to her. For Benjamin, mimesis yields a different form of knowledge
than what we usually think of as knowledge of the object. The object of
mimesis is not there for the subject. Mimetic capacity does not represent the
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object to consciousness. The human being who exercises her mimetic ability
is not acting as a meaning-giving center; she is responding to what is given
to her. For Benjamin, mimetic capacity has almost been eclipsed by the rise
of calculative thinking or what his colleague Theodor Adorno referred to as
“instrumental rationality.”* The mimetic capacity itself carries within it its
own potential danger for decay precisely because it is open to otherness and
therefore to transformation as it mimics its environment. But in spite of the
potential for its own eclipse, mimesis still promises a different form of know-
ledge than the one offered to us by the logic of identity whose sole business
is to identify and to classify. The mimetic capacity is emphatic. Mimesis
identifies with, rather than identifies as. Derrida does not simply reject
Benjamin’s understanding of mimesis, but he does give it a new twist.

For Derrida, mimesis is a parodic strategy. Indeed, Glas is certainly one
of the great satiric parodies of the humanist tradition. The problem for
Derrida with even the Benjaminian understanding of mimesis is that in spite
of its promise of a different kind of knowledge, the very notion of mimesis
as a theoretical capacity still relies on the traditional, dualistic oppositions
between mind and matter, and more importantly on the presence of a
nature that is just “there.” Mimesis, in other words, lives dangerously close
in its recognition of the “there is” to the inevitable perpetuation of myth.
(Benjamin himself was very aware of this danger.) As Derrida explains:

There, account taken of the bit and the sublingual slaver, of caesura
and agglutination, there is no sign, no tongue, no name, and above all
no “primitive word” in the Cratylean sense; nor any more some tran-
scendental privilege for an elementary couple where the analytical
regression should finally stop, nor even, since no being [éfant] or sense
is represented there, a mim(s)eme [mimémel.

Remains that: the problem of mimesis must be re-elaborated here,
beyond the opposition of nature and law, of the motivated and the
arbitrary, all the ontological couples that have rendered it, with
the Cratylus, illegible.®

Yet Derrida respects the attitude toward things that lets things address us
rather than the other way around. “I don’t believe it at all, but if T were to
believe that a proposition acquired its pertinence by miming its subject
matter and letting the thing speak (and the thing here is Francis Ponge), I
would justify my attack in the name of mimesis.”®

The problem, of course, with any attempt to let the thing speak directly in
its language is that it is always blocked by the imposition of our language,
our meaning. We are always translating, but without the assurance of the
presence of the messianic language that makes translation possible. Yet
Derrida continually explores strategies that try to displace the subject of
meaning. What obsesses Derrida is not what he says, but what can be said,
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given our inevitable fall into language and into pregiven representational
systems. Indeed, Derrida constantly reminds us that he rarely says anything
at all, or at least he does his best not to say anything. Of course, he knows
he inevitably fails in this attempt. His strategies are a promise to the thing,
to the remains, to otherness, he knows he can’t fulfill—the promise to let
the thing speak. And yet he promises, and attempts fidelity to otherness
through the constant displacement of representational systems that attempt
the capture of the Other. “Here again I do nothing other, can do nothing
other, than cite, as perhaps you have just seen: only to displace the syntactic
arrangement around a real or sham physical wound that draws attention to
and makes the other be forgotten.””

The very work of deconstruction, then, even when narrowly under-
stood as a practice of reading, embodies the promise—even if only promised
ironically—to be faithful to otherness. Deconstruction does not impose
itself upon the text it reads. In this sense, deconstruction is not criticism.
Derrida is suggestive, if only suggestive, on the relationship between
deconstruction and the text.

As we have seen, the very condition of a deconstruction may be
at work, in the work, within the system to be deconstructed; it may
already be located there, already at work, not at the center but in an
excentric center, in a corner whose eccentricity assures the solid concen-
tration of the system, participating in the construction of what it at the
same time threatens to deconstruct. One might then be inclined to reach
this conclusion: deconstruction is not an operation that supervenes
afterwards, from the outside, one fine day. ...

For all of Derrida’s hesitancy here—he leaves how he stands on this
interpretation open—it is only too clear that deconstruction does not leave
the subject free to do with the text what he would. Interpretation is not
simply the individual, or for that matter the community, playing with itself.
It is a serious error, then, to read deconstruction as advocating the position
that there is no text that guides us or more strongly commands us in
our readings. Of course, a precise statement of the “thereness” of the text
remains problematical in deconstruction because of the dilemma inherent
in speaking of “thereness” more generally. What is heeded in the text, as
J. Hillis Miller has pointed out, is not the “thereness” of the text nor just
what the text “actually” says. Yet when one is reading, one is reading “some-
thing.” For deconstruction, however, “the thing” that one is reading is the
“heart of the matter” allegorized in the text. The word “thing,” here, echoes
the Heideggerian usage. As Miller explains,

The thing is what James calls, in two story titles, “the real thing”
or “the right real thing” or what he hailed at the moment of his death
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as “the distinguished thing at last.” Heidegger in “Das Ding” and
Derrida in SignépongelSignsponge have sought to define the elusive
residuum we name “the thing.” To “‘put’ things” is, it may be, to enter
into a transaction with that real thing behind the human things nar-
rated and to respond to an obscure demand for narration made by that
“real thing.” The “thing” demands that it be respected by being put in
words, so becoming a doing which may do other “things” in its turn, as
James says.®

The ethics of reading practiced by deconstruction commands us to heed
“things” in the sense defined by Miller.
Nor is the word command being used capriciously. Again to quote Miller:

The ethical moment in the act of reading, then, if there is one, faces in
two directions. On the one hand it is a response to something, respons-
ible to it, responsive to it, respectful of it. In any ethical moment there
is an imperative, some “I must” or Ich kann nicht anders. 1 must do this.
I cannot do otherwise. If the response is not one of necessity, grounded
in some “must,” if it is a freedom to do what one likes, for example to
make a literary text mean what one likes, then it is not ethical, as when
we say, “That isn’t ethical.” On the other hand, the ethical moment in
reading leads to an act. It enters into the social, institutional, political
realms, for example in what the teacher says to the class or in what the
critic writes.”

We can now see how the very practice of deconstruction can be read as an
exercise of responsibility to otherness. Derrida, in other words, heeds the
call to responsibility in and through deconstruction itself and not just in his
“political” essays on the role of the university and on apartheid. Derrida is
obviously profoundly concerned with the institutional structures in which
academic discourse takes place. He distinguishes deconstruction from other
forms of critique because it is committed to the deconstruction of political
institutions as well as of texts. But alongside his interest in the politics
of interpretation he has also shown an “individual” ethical commitment
to take responsibility both for the Other and for his own signature as he
engages with and signs for the Other. Derrida, in other words, understands
both directions of the ethical moment of reading. He signs for the role he
has played in reading the Other. The very recognition of the precedence of
the Other, also means that the Other is dependent on me. We need the
Other in order to become who we are. Derrida takes responsibility for who
he makes the Other become when he reads her.

His call to responsibility then should not be reduced to an idiosyncratic
commitment that might well be in conflict with the larger project of
deconstruction. The reading of deconstruction that denies or at the very
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least downplays its ethical desire more often than not stems from an inter-
pretation of the relationship between Heidegger and Derrida. On that reading
the deconstruction of the metaphysics of humanism begun by Heidegger
and taken to its radical conclusion by Derrida effaces the ethical even as I
have defined it as the aspiration to a nonviolent relationship to otherness.”
Of course, the question of Heidegger and ethics is itself very complex and
much debated. But I want to continue to focus on deconstruction’s relation-
ship to the ethical by returning to Derrida’s remarkable essays on Levinas’
philosophy of alterity.

As 1 have already suggested, Derrida’s essay Violence and Metaphysics™
should not be read as a critique of Levinas simply because Derrida demon-
strates that one cannot speak of the ethical as the beyond to metaphysics
other than in the language of ontology. Derrida, in other words, does not
refuse Levinas’ project because he recognizes that it is a logical “impossib-
ility.” He knows that Levinas recognizes that the trace of the Other, the
“beyond,” is the unthinkable. Indeed, he explicitly acknowledges Levinas’
own awareness of the impossibility of his project.

It is true that Ethics, in Levinas’s sense, is an Ethics without law and
without concept, which maintains its non-violent purity only before
being determined as concepts and laws. This is not an objection: let us
not forget that Levinas does not seek to propose laws or moral rules,
does not seek to determine a morality, but rather the essence of the
ethical relation in general.”

Instead of as a critique, I read Derrida’s essay as an interpretation of Levinas
that preserves the ethical relationship without reducing it to the mere Other
of ontology, and therefore of the same, by demonstrating that the ethical
relation can only be preserved as Other if it is left as the unsayable. The
affirmation of Levinas’ project, in other words, demands that we mark
the ethical relationship as the limit of the possible, and therefore, as the
Saying, rather than as the said. The possibility of the ethical lies in its
impossibility; otherwise, the ethical would be reduced to the actual, to the
totality of what is.

In this insistence on the disjuncture between the cthical and the actual,
we can see the “break” with Hegel. In Hegel, ethics is possible because the
ethical relationship of reciprocity has been realized in the actual. For Hegel,
if the ethical had not been realized in the actual, the aspiration to ethics
would always be a source of dissatisfaction in that the ethical would be
sought after and yet unrealizable. Of course, Levinas recognizes that to
render the ethical beyond the actual is to leave us with the dissatisfac-
tion that led Hegel to reject Kantian morality. For we can never meet our
responsibility to the Other. Our responsibility to the Other is absolute. But
for Levinas this inevitable dissatisfaction is sublime. As Levinas explains:
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I can never have enough in my relation to God, for he always exceeds
my measure, remains incommensurate with my desire. In this sense,
our desire for God is without end or term: it is interminable and infinite
because God reveals himself as absence rather than presence. Love is
the society of God and man, but man is happier, for he has God as
company whereas God has man! Furthermore, when we say that God
cannot satisfy man’s desire, we must add that the nonsatisfaction is
itself sublime!™

As we will see, Derrida is both “suspicious” of Levinas’ acceptance of the
inevitability of dissatisfaction and of the right wing Hegelian’s complacency
that reduces the ethical to the actual, and therefore, at least on the conven-
tional reading of Hegel, to the perpetuation of order. On Derrida’s reading
the Saying of the ethical as the beyond to metaphysics can only be indicated
as the difference that disrupts Hegelian totality. But by the impossible
we should not understand an absolute barrier, for to erect such a barrier
would be again to mistakenly attempt closure. Nor should the impossible
simply be understood as the not-possible, a formulation that would also
reduce the ethical to the mere Other of the same. As Derrida reminds us, the
impossible occurs at every moment. “There is” disruption of totality.
The Other cannot be completely eliminated in any given representational
system. The Other survives. In this sense, the ethical is a necessity as well as
an impossibility—a necessity in that the remain(s) cannot totally be evaded
even if they need not be heeded. The Other remain(s). The call to respons-
ibility is prior to our subjectivity, prior to our choice. We may not answer,
but we are not free to simply silence the call.

Robert Bernasconi has offered a reading of Derrida’s essay on Levinas
similar to the one I have given here.

Though the ethical relation as described by Levinas is thought both
by logic and by deconstruction to be impossible, logic dismisses this
“original ethics,” while deconstruction maintains it by insisting on
its impossibility. Deconstruction can—and to a certain extent does
in “Violence and Metaphysics”—give a rigorous reading of Levinas
which preserves the ethical relation without reducing it to the order of
ontology. But the insistence that a [conception] of the ethical relation
is impossible-—unthinkable—unsayable might be said to preserve the
thought of the ethical relation (a thought which is not yet also practice)
rather than the ethical relation itself.”

Bernasconi goes on to say “[tlhe issue...is whether deconstruction
enacts the ethical relation.”” 1 agree with Bernasconi that this is the issue.
The purpose of this essay is to show how one can give an affirmative answer
to the question of whether or not deconstruction aspires to enact the ethical
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relationship because, of course, the ethical relation cannot be enacted in
the sense of actualized but only adhered to as an aspiration. By making the
claim that deconstruction does aspire to enact the ethical relation, I am going
beyond Derrida who, in spite of his brilliant salvaging of Levinas’ project,
remains wary of the very word “ethical.” I would trace Derrida’s wariness
to Heidegger, but also to Nietzsche. Yet in spite of Derrida’s own wariness, I
would read deconstruction as in the service of the ethical relation. Deconstruc-
tion guards the trace of otherness that resists assimilation and reduction
to the selfsame while deconstructing Levinas’ specific formulation of the
ethical as the beyond to metaphysics and therefore as a radical rejection of
Heidegger. Indeed, I read Derrida to warn Levinas against the potential viol-
ence to otherness inherent in his own understanding of the ethical, a warning
that itself can be understood to be inspired by an ethical desire, as much as
it can be read to embody the “truth” that there is no beyond-the-undecidable.
As Derrida explains: “There is no beyond-the-undecidable, but this beyond
nevertheless remains to be thought from this ‘somewhat more reliable point
of “reference”’; and one can only be involved there in a promise, giving
one’s word on this subject, even if one denies it by signing ironically.””

We can approach Derrida’s warning to Levinas from two directions.
First, Derrida shows us that there can and should not be an absolute prior-
ity of Levinas’ Infinite over and against Heidegger’s Being. Levinas’ ethical
philosophy cannot, in other words, just displace Heidegger’s ontological
project. More specifically, “transcendental” ethics presupposes respect for
the phenomena of the “being” of the Other. Derrida shows us that Levinas’
ethical philosophy works within rather than just against phenomenology.
As Derrida explains: “For without the phenomenon of other as other no
respect would be possible. The phenomenon of respect supposes the respect
of phenomenality. And ethics, phenomenology.””

For Derrida, the very recognition of the alterity of the Other demands
that we recognize the Other as an ego. In speaking of Husserl’s project,
Derrida suggests that it is this move to recognize the Other as ego, this
strange symmetry, that prevents Levinas’ project from degenerating into the
worst kind of violence.

If the other were not recognized as a transcendental alter ego, it would
be entirely in the world and not, as ego, the origin of the world. To
refuse to see in it an ego in this sense is, within the ethical order, the
very gesture of all violence. If the other was not recognized as ego, its
entire alterity would collapse.”

Ethical asymmetry, then, must operate within phenomenological
“symmetry.”

We can also see how Levinas’ project remains in a relationship with
Heidegger’s ontology. The determination of the Other as Other, involves the
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thought of Being precisely because every determination presupposes
the thought of being. (Here we are returned to Hegel’s opening insight in the
Logic.) Levinas rejects Heidegger because he believes that Heidegger reduces
the Other to a mere moment of Being and therefore reinscribes otherness
in the same. But as Derrida remarks, Levinas’ argument pressuposes that
Heidegger’s Being is a philosophical category, which is exactly what Being is
not. To reduce Being to a philosophical category is the error of Hegelianism
according to Heidegger. Heidegger then cannot be legitimately accused of
being the accomplice of totalitarianism-—at least not in Levinas’ sense. But
put more strongly, and to return to the argument that transcendental ethics
works with transcendental phenomenology (the two need each other) we
could not understand alterity at all unless we understand it as that which
one is not. In this way if we are to respect alterity, we must also respect
Being. As Derrida explains:

If to understand Being is to be able to let be (that is, to respect Being in
essence and existence, and to be responsible for one’s respect), then the
understanding of Being always concerns alterity, and par excellence
the alterity of the Other in all its originality: one can have to let be only
that which one is not.*

But we can also trace Derrida’s interrogation of Levinas to a Nietzschean
suspicion of the unhappiness potentially generated by an eschatology with-
out hope for the individual. Although Derrida himself does not interrogate
Levinas from a Nietzschean position, the account I offer here reflects
his deep sympathy for Nietzsche and his suspicion of the ethical more
“generally.” In Levinas, we must constantly remind ourselves of our inevit-
able failure to fulfill our responsibility. We must constantly seek to do more
for the Other. We can never do enough. We do not have much fun in “the
ethical relation.” For Derrida, in other words, nonsatisfaction may well
not be “sublime.” In his later writings, Levinas recognizes that an emphasis
on the good as the beyond to Being can be found within the philo-
sophical “tradition” itself, starting with Plato. But certainly this tradition,
as Nietzsche so brilliantly demonstrates, carries within it its own tremen-
dous violence. We might put it this way: absolute responsibility to the Other
demands that we suppress the Other in our self. It may well be no coincid-
ence that in the later Levinas the phenomenological account of eros is
almost completely absent. To seek to be happy is to fall from the sublime
of nonsatisfaction into the profane. Levinas’ “messianism” then—by which
he means to indicate our “lack of peace” before our responsibility to the
other--seems to be at odds with the striving for happiness. Yet as Benjamin
has argued, even though the profane striving for happiness does work in the
opposite direction of messianic intensity, such striving can be understood
to assist the coming of the messianic kingdom. As Benjamin notes: “For in
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happiness all that is earthly seeks its downfall, and only in good fortune is
its downfall destined to find it.”®

Those of us, then, who have been hopelessly profaned because we cannot
deny our longing to be happy may still cheer ourselves with the knowledge
that our refusal of nonsatisfaction may itself serve to clear the way for
salvation,

Perhaps the near absence of eros in the later Levinas’ description of the
relationship to the body is no better demonstrated than through his choice
of the pregnant woman as the very symbol of a subjectivity burdened with
its responsibility to the Other. For Levinas, the pregnant woman completely
turns her body over to the Other. One can only imagine what Levinas would
say of a woman who enjoyed herself and refused the ensuing burden by
having an abortion. As Derrida shows us, Woman in Levinas is his Other.
Totality and Infinity could not have been written by a woman. In his use of
the feminine to symbolize subjectivity, Levinas, ironically, reinstates a view
of ferninine difference as only the Other to the same. By so doing he
violates his own responsibility to let the Other be in her alterity.

But we can now see another danger—a danger of which Derrida is only
too well aware—inherent in the very effort to name or symbolize what is
different. To risk the name of the law of allegory in action is to potentially
reinstate myth. The danger of myth, of course, is the very erection of the
“there is” that cannot be challenged. Derrida consistently deconstructs
the “there is.” We can see how Levinas’ symbolization of the burdened sub-
ject as the mother perpetuates a myth of feminine identity, and by so doing
reinscribes the rigid sexual difference of Lacan’s Ca. We can, then, read
Derrida’s hesitancy to name the ethical law or impulse of deconstruction as
itself an enactment of the ethical relationship which seeks to deconstruct the
“there is” implicit in myth for the sake of letting otherness be Other.

Vet as Levinas has remarked, this hesitancy takes its toll. Without the risk
of the name, the ethical impulse of deconstruction can easily go unnoticed.
Even so, just as it would be a serious mistake to read Derrida as if he
simply rejected Levinas® project, it would be an error to deny his affirmation
of responsibility. Yet unlike Levinas, he hesitates to name the prescriptive
force that prompts his call. For Levinas we must philosophically attempt to
synchronize the affirmation of the Saying with its negation in the said. Such
a synchronization for Levinas yields a positive, philosophical statement
of the significance of the negation of the present and of representation.
As Levinas explains:

Infinity is beyond the scope of the unity of transcendental apperception,
cannot be assembled into a present, and refuses being recollected. This
negation of the present and of representation finds its positive form
in proximity, responsibility and substitution. This makes it different
from the propositions of negative theology. The refusal of presence is

163



BEYOND LEVINAS

converted into my presence as present, that is, as a hostage delivered
over as a gift to the other.®

Yet to name the beyond, to speak of the remain(s), to formulate a posit-
ive statement of deconstruction, does carry within it the risk of myth and
the reduction of the beyond to more of the same. But I would argue that
we must take that risk because of the inevitability of myth in our time. As
Benjamin reminds us, as long as there is a beggar, there will be myth. Very
simply put, the practice of allegory may not be enough in this troubled
age. By attempting to say what Derrida does I am also naming the ethical
force of deconstruction. In that sense, the arguments I have made take us
beyond Derrida’s own relative silence. Yet attempts at ethical reconstruc-
tion that do not recognize their own implicit appeal to the “there is” are
certainly more of a threat to the ethical relationship as I have defined it than
Derrida’s hesitancy to name the ethical desire that pushes deconstruction
forward. Better to do it even if one thinks one cannot say what one does.
Deconstruction practices the humility that undermines the complacent self-
righteousness that Nietzsche so despised, through the recognition that it can
never fully meet the promise of fidelity to otherness inherent in the ethical
relation it aspires to enact.

So far I have only discussed the relationship of post-structuralism, or
more precisely of deconstruction, to the ethical relation developed in Levinas’
philosophy of alterity. I have yet to take up the question of the relationship
between the philosophy of alterity, the ethical relation, and the law. To do
so I want to return to the opening question of Glas to focus on the other
dimension of the question, what remains of Hegelianism. As I suggested
earlier in this essay, the problem of legal interpretation per se never appears
in Hegel because the ethical has been actualized in history. The ideal of
reciprocal symmetry has made itself “actual” as the concept of right in the
modern state. The realized relations of reciprocity, then, provide us with a
rational limiting principle to guide us in our evaluation of competing legal
interpretations.

For Levinas, as we have seen, Hegel stands accused of violating the Other
by reducing her to the totality of the same. The Other that remains disrupts
Hegelian totality. Infinity cannot be captured by the infinite. Levinas rejects
relations of reciprocity for the synchronization of the Other to the same.
I wish to leave aside the possibility that there is a reading of Hegel that
understands reciprocity as a “diachronic” rather than as a synchronic rela-
tion to otherness—although I think such a reading is certainly possible. But
as 1 have said throughout, we are relying on a conventional reading of
Hegel. It would seem that since Levinas rejects relations of reciprocity as
a violation of the ethical relation, anyone attempting fidelity to the ethical
would have to come up with a post-Hegelian translation of the name of
universal justice. It would seem to follow that we would have to deny the
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ideal of reciprocity completely. This is precisely the conclusion that a number
of writers concerned with the relationship of post-structuralism to justice
have reached.

I obviously disagree with this conclusion since I have advocated the “ideal”
of dialogic reciprocity in the debates on legal interpretation. Yet I also agree
with Levinas and with Derrida that no matter how creatively and sympathet-
ically one reads Hegel, Hegel’s understanding of relations of reciprocity and
mutual recognition does not pay adequate tribute to the Other as Other.
Even so, I continue to defend relations of reciprocity as a guiding “ideal”
within the sphere of law.

But before we even turn to the question of whether or not we can “recon-
cile” the idea of reciprocity with the philosophy of alterity, we need to
cross a preliminary barrier. We need to answer the argument that every idea
of an appeal to an ideal is an outdated form of foundationalism. Stanley
Fish, for example,® has argued that the very antifoundationalist move of
deconstruction renders an appeal to the ideal obsolete. But I want to suggest
here that Fish is wrong in reaching that conclusion. Of course, we now have
to recognize that we can no longer give a solely retrospective account of the
realized ideal of reciprocity as the concept of the rule of law in the modern
state, as Hegel himself did. For Hegel, the ideal had been made actual and
therefore we could simply remember or recall what was actually “there.”
But it is precisely the full presence of the ideal in the actual that has been
deconstructed in the writings of both Levinas and Derrida. What exactly are
we remembering, then, when we appeal to this ideal as “inherent” in our
legal tradition? If we simply deny altogether that there is anything “there”
to remember, we would again be denying the reality of the outward clash,
the “objective” force of law. Truth may not make itself real, but the law
certainly has the power to do so. To understand both that law demands
interpretation, and that there is no original anteriority that precedes
the interpretative process, does not mean that there is nothing “there” that
constrains us in our “acts” of interpretation. I have already argued that it
is a serious error to read deconstruction as advocating the infinite manipulab-
ility of the text. The “truth” of indeterminacy-—here defined to mean that
without an original anteriority or materiality which we can know as the
outside, there can be no end of the process of interpretation in a definitive
grasp of the object—does not leave us with total freedom of interpretation.
Certainly such an understanding of our relationship to texts is completely
foreign to the work of Jacques Derrida. But at the same time, if there is no
original anteriority that we can just re-call, then it also follows that the
Jaw and legal ideals can never simply be revealed. They are always made. As
de Man reminds us, there is an inevitable moment of “literarity” or of
“fictionality” in legal as well as in political discourse. Legal interpretation as
a re-collective process that is necessarily imperfect always implies a promise
to the future. As we have seen, for Derrida, memory does not engage a past
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that was once fully present. There is no past that is just “there” for us to
recall. When we recall the past, we inevitably remember the future. As
Derrida explains, “memory is the name of what is no longer only a mental
capacity,” oriented toward one of the three modes of the present, the past
present which could be dissociated from the future present. “Memory projects
itself toward the future, and it constitutes the presence of the present.”®
It would, however, be a serious mistake to be scared off the task of legal
interpretation because of the impossibility of uncovering the “true” or “per-
fect” interpretation, uncontaminated by “fictionality.” (Indeed to my mind
much would be gained--and there might be much less name calling—if
we who engaged in this process of legal interpretation whether as justices,
lawyers, or law professors, openly recognized the inevitable moment of
“fictionality” in our work. As I have indicated, such recognition would
not lead us into the pit of nihilism, but only to an accurate understanding
of what the task of interpretation involves.) But to understand that the
recognition of “literarity” in legal interpretation does not prohibit evocation
of ideals—although it certainly does lead to the conclusion that we cannot
prove their truth but only convince others of their rightness—does not
explain the preference for reciprocity, or more importantly for my purposes
here, tell us how we reconcile this ideal with the philosophy of alterity.

I have argued elsewhere for what dialogic reciprocity can give us as a
regulative ideal in legal interpretation.® For my purposes here, however,
I want to defend reciprocity as an “ideal” for legal relations against the
position that reciprocity must be dropped altogether because it cannot be
made adequate to the ethical relation.

The essential point is that although law as a system of classification
is inevitably violative of otherness and of a singularity, reciprocity never-
theless implies a “limit” on the violence permitted in the classificatory
process. Of course, the counterargument is that reciprocity is itself “viol-
ence” to otherness. Therefore why prefer its limit? Why not dream up a
system of classification more faithful to difference even though it, too, will
be unfaithful if translated into a system of law, a system of classification.
The attempt at the direct translation of the “ethical relation” into the sphere
of law, however, misunderstands the central insight of the philosophy of
alterity. The “ethical relation,” even as it is a irremissible necessity, precisely
because the other remain(s), cannot be fully enacted in the world. The eth-
ical relation cannot be actualized because of the “precedence” of otherness
that keeps the infinite beyond the grasp of the subject and of any system
of representation. The power of the call of the Other is precisely that it pulls
us away from our immersion in what is. Even so, the ethical relation should
not be understood as mere utopianism—ithough it promises the hope of
utopianism. The promise of utopianism is that we are not forever fated to
endless repetition of the same. As Levinas explains: “This book [Otherwise
than Being or Beyond Essence] escapes the reproach of utopianism—if
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utopianism is a reproach, if any thought escapes utopianism—Dby recalling
that what took place humanly has never been able to remain closed up in its
site.”% The ethical relation, then, cannot be made actual without the reinsti-
tution of totality and with it the reduction of the Other to the same.

Still, we have not answered the question of how to reconcile reciprocity as
an ideal with Levinas’ critique of Hegel. For Levinas at least, the “fall” into
law (I use the word “fall” here to indicate the “fall” away from the ethical
relation) is inevitable. We a