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Abstract

This dissertation examines Emmanuel Levinas's Tamudic readings and the hermeneutics
employedto trandatethe Tamud into modern language. Levinasclaimsto be trandating “Hebrew”
into “Greek” by rendering into auniversa, philosophical language (“Greek”) the ethical strucure
of subjectivity (“Hebrew”) within the Talmud. Sincethey invegigae the structure of subjectivity,
extensive use of his philosophical works and the influential works of others are used to anayze his
Talmudic readings.

Chapter OneplacesL evinas sproject against the background of the Tdmud, Judaic tradition,
and projects like Rudolf Bultmann’s New Testament readings and Thorleif Boman's comparative
study of Greek and Hebrew. A brief abstract of Levinas's philoso phy emphasizing his understanding
of the hermeneutics of subjectivity is given. Chapters Two and Three examine Husserl and
Heidegger's formative influences, especidly their hermeneutics of everyday experience, wherein
Levinas locates the essential flaw of Western philosophy, which begins with an already constituted
subjectivity. Although all three view the structure of hermeneuticsas essentially discursive, Levinas
insists that the subject is not the source for these discursive structures, or even for its own
subjectivity. Rather, that source, where any philosophical underganding must start, isthe Other.
L evinas sees exhortations againgt things like “sorcery” and “temptation” as the Talmud s mode of
ressting and restraning subjedivity s natural tendency to seek out its own freedom and power.
Western philosophy, however, actudly tends to either gart from thiscondition or work toward it.
Chapter Four discusses the idea of infinity according to Levinas and Decartes, and its role in
founding consciousness In thisrespect, infinity coincides with theideaof God . Chapter fivelooks

at ethics and its relation to the structure of subjectivity. Levinas reads the Tamud in light of the



ethical dtuation confronting the subject in the encounter with the Other. The Other actudly
establishes subjectivity and its discursive hermeneutical structures, so subjectivity begins and
continuesas an ethica response. The Conclusionlooksat the idea of “messanic palitics,” showing
how L evinas describesthe structure of subjectivity as aunique“chosenness,” revealing itsdiscursive

hermeneutical dructures to be orientating the subject to future ethical responses

Vi



Chapter One

Introduction: Entering the Text

Discoursein Levinas: The Reading of Structure

The work of Emmanuel Levinesisawork of internalized strugdes Fromthe beginning, he
isaphenomenologist operating ceaselesd yto overcomethelimitsof that phil osophical science. And,
in surmounting the ontologies of Husserl and Heidegger, Levinas's thought still bearsthe tracesof
their influence. Furthermore, heisat al times a Jewish thinker indebted to Martin Heidegger yet
repulsed by his Nazi affiliations. He is dso a Western philosopher who comes to dispute the
traditional sance and methodology of Western philosophy. As Jacques Derrida points out in his
essay “Violence and Metgphysics,” Levinas's works attempt to overcome the violence of
metaphysics, but cannot escape the language of metaphysics to achieve this task. It must speak
“Greek,” a metonym for the West, to overcome the violence dore by its own “Greek,” or
philosophicd, language, and it isthereforealogomachy that can “only doitself violence” (“ Violence’
130). Many see Levinas s Otherwise than Being as aresponse to Derrida’ s critique, and within that
work aturn to more singular and unabashedly religious terminology as an interndization of those
ingghts of Derridainto his philosophical project.

Even within hiswriting, Levinas admitsthat there are specters haunting it, as within hisfirst

book, Théorie de I'intuition dans la phénoménologie de Husserl, where he admits that within the

expositionof Huszer!' s phenomenology the influence of Heidegger isto beoftenfdt (xxxiii). Yeas

later,in Totalité et infini, Levinas claimsthat Franz Rosenzweig’ sStern der Erlésung is“awork too

often present in this book to be cited” (Totality 28). Throughout his essays on Judaism and his
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commentaries on the Talmud, Levinas speaks of Mordechai Chouchani, his “prestigious— and
merciless—teacher of exegesisand of Talmud” (“Signature” 291). Littleisknown about Chouchani
beyond the brief mention of his name whenever Levinas discusses certain approaches proper to
Tdmudic tradition. Although these admitted traces of encountersin hisworks are not struggles per
se, they are in a sense recurring discourses with these influences, and thus speak to the overdl
concernwith “discourse’ that seemsto define Levinas' s entire body of work, from his philosophical
writings, to his wide range of essays, and even to his Talmudic readings.

The Talmudic readings speak especially to this notion of continual discourse in Levinas's
works for several reasons. First, they embody for Levinasthe true essence of Judaism, that is, the
obligatory encourter with the Other, which as we will see makes demandson the subject withinthis
encounter in the form of discourse. Second, through their relation to Judaic tradition and thought,
they contribute to afuller understandngof Levinas' s Judaicinfluences withinhisown works. Third,
they are trandations, and as such speak to the problematics of language and discourse to an Other.
Finally, they are Levinas s atempts, as hestates it, to tramnslate “Hebrew” into “ Greek,” or distind
elementsof Judasminto clear, distinct, and universal concepts. “Hebrew” here comes to stand for
the particulars of the encounter with the Other, and “Greek” the universals which canin a sense be
“extraded” fromthese particulars.

Levinas's desre in the Tamudic readings to “trandate” Hebrew into Greek has been
understood by many to mean “trandating Jewish thought into the language of modern times,” as

AnmetteAronowicz saysin her introduction to her volume Nine T dmudic Readings(ix). To say that

Levinassimply krings upon modernity, the Western experience Levinas givesas “Greek,” fragments

of Tamudic wisdom would be to deny the very possibilities he constructs by conscioudy speaking
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within the tension between Hebrew and Greek. In the preface to the Italian trandation of his

collection of Talmudic readingsL’ Au-deladu verset, Levinasisexplicit in hisintentions regarding

the hermeneutics of his Tamudic trandations. Far from belonging “to the literature of religious
archeology or the saga of a private or marginal history,” these Tdmudic readings are extend ons of
hiswork, for asLevinas says,
my work, which is situated in the fullness of the documerts, beliefs and moral
practicesthat characterizethe positive fact of Judaiam—inits empirical and historical
content, whichisconst antly enriched and renewed by the ongoing contributions of the
religious experience, lived, yet unpredictable; bearing exegetic traits, but new—
attemptsto retum to the structures or modalitiesof a giritud that lendsitself to, or
conentsto, or even tendstoward, suchtreatmert. These dructuresor modalitiesare
hi ddenbeneath consciousness, whichisrepr esentative or conceptual, already invested
in the world, and hence absorbed init. They are hidden, but can be discerned by a
phenomenol ogy attentive to the horizons of consciousness, and in this sense (despite
itsuse of biblical and Tamudic documents and formulations) it is a phenomenol ogy
prior to atheology. (“From Ethicsto Exegesis’ 109)
Levinas here states that the real purpose of hiswork is to capture the distinct structures “hidden
beneath consciousness” revealing that his phenomenological roots<ill susainhiswork, evenwithin
the Tamudic readings, despite their being given in a manner wholly observant of Jewish exegetical
traditions. These structures, however, must be captured within a particular instance, and not within
a gereralized or theorized manner; thet is to spesk in a more phenomenological manner, the
structural essence of consciousess must be cgotured in existence.
Levinaswritesin his explication of Husserl'sldeen that “ it isinthe very nature of essence to
require examplesin order to be grasped” (“On Ideas’ 6). Essence or eidos hereis defined as that
“something” which*remainsinvariable, idertical, the necessary basis of the variation itself . . . it has

infinite extensions within‘possibles’™” (5). Apprehension of essencesis given through intuition, the

way in which consciousness encounters its world, a concept which will be explained further in the



4
short discussion of Levinas’sphilosophy. Itisof concern hereto the understanding of eldetic truths
and individual truths for individual truths can be “ envisaged as dngularizations or individuations of
specified essences” (7). Asindividuations of essences, these facts “are determined by the eidetic
truths of their respective regions,” regions being essences of a higher generality. The study of the
essences of these regions is termed by Husserl to be regional eidetics or regiona ontologies. An
elementary understanding of the centra ity of “regiond ontology” to phenomenology isthefirst step
to understanding many philosophers who were influenced by Husserl, from the earliest gructuraligs
likeRoman Jakobson, to phenomenologists like Merleau-Ponty to Sartreto Levinas, and especidly
Heidegger. The modalities of Dasein as “being-in-the-world” (“in-der-Welt-san”) and * being-with,”
(“Mitsein”), or even hisdiscusson of things as “ready-to-hand” (*zuhanden”) or “ present-at-hand”
(“vorhanden”), reflect theinfluence of Husserl' s regional ontologies, though Heidegger comes to
re ect the “edetic’ nature of Husserl’s phenomenology.

This is not to say that Levinas's concern with the Talmud is a concern with religion as a
regional ontology. His concern, again, iswith the structur es“hidden beneath consciousness,” so he
must turn to the foundationof consciousness the inaugural encounter with the other. Levinascomes
to define this event of the other, that origin of consciousness which will not alow itself to be
constituted fully within consciousness, asthe* prephil osophical experience” (* On Jewish Philosophy”
175). As will be shown, this encounter is aso the foundation of religion and of language, the
structures of which cannot be given without the consciousness perceiving them, for Husserl has
shown that consciousness is aways a consciousness “of” something. Thus, it cannot be extracted
from the regions in which it becomes manifest— to do so woud be to meke of it an abstract,

disengaged entity. Levinas's Tamudic readings are a way of engaging the region wheren
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consciousness reveals most clearly the traces of the encounter with the other, and as such are but an
extension of Levinass purpose within his entire work. Bringing his invedigations from his
phil osophical textsto his religious ones does not seemto Levinas to transgress or confuse distinct
areas of thought and experience. Herefusesto “makearadical distindion between the philosophical
implicit and prephil osophical experience (“On Jewish Philosophy” 175).

At this primal level of exigence, consciousness even when it engages only itsalf within the
acts of reflection and understanding, is discourse, for as Levinas repeatedly remarks, each instance
of a phenomenon is aready a discourse (“ Substitution” 85; “L anguage and Proximity” 112). The
present discussion on Levinas's Talmudic readings aims at revealing that this “prephilosophica”
structure, understood to be essentially the structure of discourse, as his philosophical work s have
triedto explain, isthebad sfor the heemeneuticsemp oyed in theTalmudi ¢ readings, determining how
the spedfic tractates foaused upon are read, and how they are interpreted into a“modern” language,
to use Levinas's term Even further, this discursive structureillustrates tha the primary mode of
transcendencefor subjectivity is not founded on knowledge, or even the understanding of being, but
upon ethics, initiated by that primary encounter with the other. Regarding hiswork Totality and
Infinity, Levinas claims that “it presents itself as a defense of subjectivity,” grasping it not at the
“purdy egoid” leve, “but as founded inthe idea of infinity” (Totality 26). This discussion hopesto
show that the same can besaid for Levinas s Talmudic readings, which feature structures of criticism
and oppositiontothe “purely egoist” mode of subjectivity paraleling those found inhis philosophical
works (26).

Levinas does not share the same intellectua fastidiousness about the philosophical and

religious upon which many modern thinkers pride themselves. Although he sees tha, in a way,



6

“religions havelogt their guiding rolein modern consciousness,” religion, therelation to the infinite,
isthe sourcefor philosophy (“ DamagesDueto Fire” 182). That the encounter with theinfinite serves
to found philosophy iseasily seenin the adherenceto the structur es of reason which philosophy clings
to for security and knowl edge— reason as the attempt, as will be made clear, to constitute as present
that which isabsent, for as Levinassays, “rdigion. . . isthe ultimate structure” (Totality 80). Here
religion is seen as referring to the original structure of transcendence, that term not limited to, but
admittedly indicating, that simple act of understanding employed by asuljed to graspwha i sexterior
toit. In addition, Levinas writes that philosophy “is calledinto being by areligion adrift,” adding
that for the mogt part, “religion is always adrift” (182). He as much as admits that philosophy does
not stay locdized; he refuses to see the “radical difference’ made “between philosophy and simple
thought, as though dl philosophies did not derive from non-philosophic sources’ (“ The Youth of
Isad” 122). It is that simple thought within the Talmud, Levinas shows, that caries infinite
meanings. Philosophy, likereligion, isalso ableto tracethings back to their origin, though the latter
will encapsulate the idea of those things within parables and myths. Like philosophy, reigion,
particularly Judaism, can “put it<elf in question, in penetrating beneath its own condition” (Totality
85).

Getting beneath that condition is the goal for Levinas's work, looking through a
phenomenologically guided critique at everyday experience, aswell as at Isragl itself, given through
“its Scripturesandtheir interpretations,” which for Levinas “constitute afigure in which aprimordial
mode of the human is revealed” (“From Ethics to Exegesis’ 110). This mode or “irreducible
structure” isreveded to be thefirst instance of structure, and as such it isthe structure “ upon which

dl the other structures rest” (Totality 79). This structure more formally is simply “the idea of
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Infinity,” again, the veryideawhichinitiates transcendence for the subject (79). Levinaslookstothe
phenomenological method to “open up” expeienceitslf, “allowing redity to gopea initsultimate
structure” (“ Reflections onPhenomenologica ‘ Technique'” 92). Accordingly, the Talmud, through
its discursive practice of interlocution to discover rather than establish meaning, alows for the
architectureof consciousness to reveal itself asit is, either astotaization or asthe embrace of the

ethical.

Levinas, “ Greek,” and the Talmud: The Structure of Reading

The Talmud, therefore, operatesthrough asort of contextualization, much like consciousness
itself, for as Husserl shows, consciousness is aways contingent, always a “consciousness of”
somethingwithinitsworld. Thisstructure, “a-consciousness-of,” isthe onetha Descartescould not
evade, even after withdrawing from his world wholly. Furthermore, under sanding functions only
within aschemathat is contextualized, that is, within a“text” that bears sgns already familiar to the
subject. ldeas 9gnify other ideas, much as words are understood only within reference to ot her
words. For truthto be reveaed, then, proper context must be allowed; for this reason, “the Talmud
is often interested much more in the category than in the event itself about which it speaks’
(“Messanic Texts” 65). It focuses on revealing those structures or modalities existing within
consciousness (“ From Ethics to Exegesis’ 109). But, as Levinas points out, reve ation only occurs
where it is wd comed, where meaning is allowed to exist within its own identity, and not as an
instanceof the Same. Proper “context,” or proper “clearing,” to borrow aHeideggeriannotion, must
be given freelyfor revdation to occur. Phenomenology echoesthe Talmud in asserting that the only

proper context for consciousness is exisence itself. Outsde of exisence, consciousness is only
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alienated from its foundation and thus flattened, abstracted, and counterfeit. Levinas saysthat the
Talmud can exposeitsmeaning “only if one approaches [it] fromthe angle of aconcrete problem or
socia situation” (“Messianic Texts’ 68). Only by beginning with real facts and problems can the
meaning withinthe Tdmud beseen Thus if the Tdmud cannot be considered philosophical, for
Levinas, “its tractates are an eminent sour ce of those experiences from which philosophies derive

their nourishment” (Nine Talmudic Readings4). Again, those experiences can only be obtained in

their truth within the context that calls them into existence, which explains why Levinascan say that
philosophy “preserts itself in the Tamud in the guise of moral tales and adages” (4).

This penchant of Levinas for exhibiting the philosophical or “prephilosophical” within the
Talmud should not indicate that he never attempts to interpret the more pious meanings of those
texts. In fact, he states that in these Talmudic readings he does not “wish to exclude” from his
readings “the religious meaning that guides the reading of the mystic or naive believer, nor the
meaning that atheologian would extract” (“ Mesdanic Texts” 68). Levinasdoesassert, however, that
these readings all center on the idea that these religious meanings are “not only transposabl e into a
philosophical language,” but also direct the reader of these texts to “ philosophical problems” (68).
Headds, “thethought of the Doctorsof the Talmud proceedsfrom ameditation that isradical enough
to satisfy the demands of philosophy. Itisthisrationa meaning which has been the object of our
research’ (68).

The notion of a“ raional meaning” within theTalmudbringsup thefirst reasonfor Levinas's
attempt to trandate the “Helbrew” of the Tdmud into “Greek,” that reason being the clarity and
universalitywhich characterize* Greek” thought and language. To Levinas, the “baseof civilization”

isthe “Reason that the Greek philosopher srevealed to the world” (“The Spinoza Case’ 109). The
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“logic of the Greeks” founded the possibility for “harmony between men” but only conditionally:
“our interlocutor must agreeto speak, and be brought into discourse” (“Monotheismand Language’
178). “I am convinced,” Levinas has written,
that we must have recour seto the med umof full understanding and comprehension,
inwhich dltruthisreflected—that s, to the Greek civilizationand what it engendered,
logos, the coherent discourse of reason. (“Israel and Universalism” 176)
This analyds of what the West inherited from the Greeks shows that Levinas sees within that
inheritance the capacity for justice, for reorienting subjectivity away from transcendence as pure
knowledge and toward transcendence as an ethical command from the other. Greek clarity provides
for universality among those seeking the security and coherence of reason; or, as Levinas says, “a
truth is universal when it applies to every reasonable being” (“A Religion for Adults’ 21). The
Talmud, on theother hand, speaks to the ethicd event founding the very possibility of reason and of
reasonablebeings. Levinas writes that “areligionisuniversal when it isopento all. In this sense,
the Judaismthat links the Divine to the moral hasalways aspired to be universal” (21). Within the
Talmud, Levinas contends, the urgency of Tamudic ethics brings forth this universality, for the
Talmud allows one to penetrate through the contexts and contingencies that enable being to be
brought forth out of nothingness, and capture the underlying structure, the universal structure,
commonto every instanceof being. Suchuniversaliam“hasgreater weight” thantheletter containing
it, waiting “like an explosive, within the letter,” ready to “burst theletter apart” (“ Toward the Other”
28).
One of Levinas's Talmudic readings, “L atraduction de I Ecriture,” or “ the Trarslationof the
Scriptures,” dealsprimarily with the ideaof trandating the scripturesinto Greek. TheMishna, orthe

central part of the Tamudic text or tractate feat uring rabbinica discussion of the Torah, mentions
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after its own brief that the masters have only authorized the translation of the Scriptures into Greek
(“The Trandation of the Scriptures’ 33; “La traduction de I’Ecriture’ 43). The accompanying
Gemara, the commentary added to the Mishna 0 asto “complete” it and often written down beside
it dong its margins, takes the discussion even further, concentrating on the full implications of the
words of the Mishna. These parts of the tractates usually precede the interpretation of Levires,
prefacing his own thoughts, which of course lendsitself most easily to understanding that which he
isinterpreting, but d <0 indicates the Judaic tradition of humility and reverence before the words of
the Talmudic sages Thequedion, Levinas pointsout, iswhether or not such a trans ation profanes
the Scriptures, whether such a trandation loses the “rdigious qudities’ within it, that “spiritual
quality” inherent to its original language (“ Translation” 36). Would the trand ation not “introduce
... theechoesof foreignworlds?’, asksLevinas (36). TheMishnaespousesa“judaisnetraduisible”
accessibletothelanguageof dl nations (“Letraduction” 51). Levinas' sinterpretation pointsout that
the command to trandate the Scriptures kegps to the essentid purpose of the Talmud, to alow the
holy worksto live by its dispersion among a “multiplicity of persons’ (“Trandation” 43). Such a
trandation al 0 keeps to the rature of the Talmud, which is that it “finds dogma digasteful” (43).
For Levinas, “thebooksretain thar meaning inalllanguages,” andto forbid any trangmissionto ot her
peoples, other tongues, isto make of Judaism acult (44). Thereisthe “unalterable Judaism of the
cult,” he adds, and that Judaism “open to modernity’ (44).

This, then, introducesthe second reason for L evinas s desire to translatetheHebrew” of the
Talmud into “Greek,” for we in the modern world are al now in a sense “Greek,” inthat oursis a
world of science, theories, objective knowledge, and, most of all, philosophy, dl of which bear the

trace of Greek origins. Aganand again, Levinasassertsthat “everything hasbeen thought” within
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that small world of the ancient M editerr anean, encompassing Greek knowledge and Judaic wisdom

(Quatre lectures talmudiques 16). However, moderrity has favored the former over the latter, and

the dlegiance to the latter has been misnterpreted by many as the separation from modernity.
Levinas sTalmudic lecturesaim at correcting thosethings. Thus, Levinas sees thetrandation of the
Scripturesinto Greek asaway “for us Jewsto claimour modernity alongside our antiquity older than
al antiquity” (“Trandation” 51). But again, Greek for Levinas is “an inteligibility open to the
unbiased mind” (51). It has the “indigputall e contribution of clarity” giving aunique “privilege” to
the Greek language (53). “ Greek is prose, the prose of commentary, of hermeneutics’ saysLevinas,
“ahermeneuticinterpretation that often usesmetaphors, but also thelanguagethat * demetaphoricizes
metaphors, conceptualizes them, evenif it must always begin anew” (53). Greek has the “order,
clarity, method, [and] desire to move fromthe simple to the complex’ (53). Elsewhere, Levinas has
called Greek a “langue transparente,” one that expresses all in this world that is human, and

une certaine facon pour les mots de s assembler, de sordonner en discours qui

questionne affirmant, qui affirme niant; fagon qui, souslesvocablesdiversdesnations,

a é@é dedinée, a travers continents, a devenir discours univesitaire, discours

universel; tours et détours des signes qui montrent et démontrent.

(“Letraduction” 10)

Even more, Greek has the capacity to break “idoles et tyrannies’ (10). Greek, therefore, has the
advantage of alowing the Torah and the Talmud to continueitslife in themodern world outside of

being atifact or anachronism. Infact, the “trandation” dlows for the “extension of Holy History

universally ” (In the Time of the Nations 3). This is a seemingly simple idea with complex

implications, as will be shown in the final chapter of this discussion, for “holiness’ in much of
Levinas’'s works indicates a sgparateness, an evasion of comprehension. The continuation of Holy

higory here means that the ethical situation conveyed throughout the Talmud allows for one to
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remain outside history, or at least reman attached to it only partially, to be “beyond the State,” like
the indifference shown by the group of Talmudic scholars toward Alexander the Great and his
interrogation of their wisdom, seen in the Talmudic reading “ Au-delade I’ Etat dans I'Etat.”
Levinasisnot alonein hisassessment of thequditiesbelonging to the Greek language. Some
have gone so far as to note similarities which provoke a thesis that one founds the other; usually
scholars point to Hebrew as foundational, but Joseph Y ahuda argues just the opposite, that Hebrew
comesfromGreek. Both schools of thought point to thingslike the al phabet of each, the“ alpha’ [A]
and “beta” [B] corresponding strikingly to the first two letters of the Hebrew alphabet, [X] “adeph”
and[1] “beit.” Yet, Y ahudadoes point out that “ Jewish scholar shavelearned Greek inorder to gain
direct access to t he Septuagint and the work s of Josephus, and the better to understand the Talmud”
(Yahuda6). The most compelling andysd s of the comparative qualities and distinctions between the

two languages has come from Thorlief Boman, whose work Hebrew Thought Compared with Greek

establishes the two as representative of two different approaches to existence. He echoes the
judgmentsL evinas makes about Greek, but he also illustrates those features of Hebrew that Levinas
struggles to make use of and “tranglate” into Greek. Boman reminds us that Hebrew has been
determined to be “dynamic,” while Greek is “datic’ (Boman 19). He elaborates by saying that
Hebrew is obvioudly “dynamic, vigorous, passonate, and sometimes quiteexplosvein kind,” while
Greek is“stdic, peacefu, moderate, and harnonious in kind” (27). But this distinction elicits a
negative response usually, especidly if oneis held to be the ideal while the other the more negative
“fail” for thoseideal qudities. Instead, the two are peers, each grasping adifferent aspect to reality
(27). For example, Hebrew contains many more stative verbs, ones that “designae a condition

(status) which is not fixed and dead but in flux” (33). The verb “to stand,” for instance, always
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designates not the condition of standing, but the completion or cessation of activity. Thus, to be
standing meansthe rising up froma chair, or the compl etion of activity, or even the anticipation of
movement. To use one of Boman's examples, for the Greek, trees standing in a field makes sense,
but for the Hebrew, thisis*albsurd and non-existent” because trees do not have any activity that
comes toward or away from the status of standing (29). Thus, “motionless and fixed being” does
not hold true for the Hebrew, but it is the beginning of perception for the Greek. The common
diginction between being and becoming holds meaning for those who think as the Greeks did, but
forthe Hebrew, such adistinctionis“irrelevant,” becausethetwo were always“ experienced by them
asaunity” (33). Form and matter for the Hebrew unite in gopearance or existence, 9 the two are
never separated as they are for the Gresk, seeninthe“ided” Plaonic formsof Gresk philosophy.
Another distinction that Boman suggestsasrelevart to understanding the Hebrew and Greek
minds is that between psychological and logical, the former representing the Helrew. Often
mistakenly assumedto be “primitive” or “pre-logical,” theHebrew asks not what is objectively true,
but “what is subjectively certain, what isfaithful inthe existential sense” (202). The Greeks express
things universally, as Levines has noted, lending itself to the great achievements in philosophy,
science, and mathematics. Hebrew “achieved most inthefield of religion and morals,” says Boman
(202). Y et, both express “truths” asthey experienceit. “Ina smple and unadorned language,” says
Boman, “the Hebrewwritershavegiven expression to prof ound and meaningful truths,” underscoring
what L evinas suggestsisthe real strength of the Talmud, its alility to expressthetruthsof life as it
is lived in the concrete.  As will be shown, this is the same praise given to phenomenology, the
philosophical and “scientific” gpproach to understanding our existence by going back to the things

themselves. But, to return to the dichotomy of Greek and Hebrew, the Hebrew asks “not what is
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in agreement with impersonal, objective being,” asthe Greek does instead, he aks “what is in
agreement with the facts that are meaningful” for himself (202). The Hebrew, therefore, is* directed
toward events, living, and history” (202). As Levinas has noted, Judaism itself operates on “an
irreducible modality of being present to the world” (“Desacralization and Disenchantment” 153).
Morefully, the Talmud directsunderstanding toward the concrete contingencies of existence, rather
than the concepts and abstract thought that are created from those contingencies, aswith the Greeks.
The Talmud also shows what Boman says of the Hebrew, who “separates the non-essentia and
external fromthe essertial andimportant inorder to find the heart of the matter, and in order, once
having found it, to expressit as briefly and as pointedly as possible” (Boman 203). “Once the point
has been discovered,” he adds, “thereisno purposein setting forth a detailed demonstration with an
extensive development of ideas” (203). Toillugrate hisideas, Bomangives the comparison between
Socrates and an Orthodox Jew. Socrates, once “ seized by a problem,” remains “immobile,” fixed in
contemplation, while the Jew “moves his whole body ceaselessly in deep devotion and ador ation”
(205). “Rest, harmony, composure, and self-control— this is the Greek way; movement, life, deep
emotion, and power— this is the Hebrew way” (205). However, the two ways complement each
other’s approach, for the Greeks “describe reality as being,” while the Hebrews describe it as
“movement” (208). “Reality,” notes Boman, is“ both at the same time; thisis logically impossible,
and yet it is correct” (208).

Supplementing this idea of Hebrew as a language oriented toward the dynamic, Levinas
continualy praises the more discursive qualitites of the Talmud. The Talmud is given to men “who
are on earth and who must act here below,” and so is “entrusted to human discussion”

(“ Desacralization and Disenchantment” 154). Like the Scripturesthemsaves, the Talmud demands
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interpretation, aways awaiting “a hermeneutic” (“On the Jewish Reading of Scriptures’ 115; “For
a place in the Biblg’ 21). The Tdmud, as has been indicated, is actually a commentary on
commentary, containing both the initid Mishna and the Gemara which completes it, the Gemara
usudly printed around the borders of the Mishna. Levinas has said of the relationship between the
two elementsthat the Mishnagainsits fuller sense only by having the Gemara* amplify” things “by
the new quedions itsown questionswill raiseand by the non-spoken meaningsthat will appear inthe
meaning it expresses’ (Desacrdization” 142). Thus, entering thetext isto enter in mediasres, right
in the middle of adiscussion that began beforethe Talmud was opened, and will continue anew every
time that it is opened thereafter. Levinas saysof the Babylonian Tamudists, who wrote down their
argumentations for the Babylonian Talmud upon which Levinas relies for his texts, that these men
were “used to discussion,” and 0 “attacked, asked questions and put thar masters and ther
interlocutors on the spot” (“As Old as the World?' 86). The Talmud does not put forth the Law
without arbitration, and neither does the reader have the only valid interpretation. AsLevinas says,
“thereisawaysasecond opinionin the Tamud,” soit is*content to emphasize theambiguity” of the
problem or vase & hard (“Messianic Texts” 67, 65). In fact, Levinas refers to the Min, the
“technicd” termfortheSadducee, that “Israditewho keepsonly to theletter of thetexts, and refuses
rabbinic exegess’ (“As Old asthe World?’ 81). T he Scriptures necessarily demand such dynamic
interpretation, for they “reproduce what was taught yesterday,” but arealways “read accordng to
tomorrow” (“Contempt for the Torah asldolatry’ 66).

Commonly referred to asabook of “potsand pans,” the Tamud featuresliving men existing
in the form that defines their concrete existence, that of discourse. The second chapter of this gudy

will reveal how thisidea of discourse, how the “language’ created by consciousness in order to
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“read” its world, is the primary model used by phenomenology to illustrate how consciousness
interaaswith itsworld and comesto grasp meaning within it. Both phenomenol ogy and the Taimud
deal with localities, contingencies, the concretewor ld of our existence. The Tamud showshow life

camot be“ miraculously disengaged from the specificity of local problematics’ (In the Time of the

Nations viii). God himsdlf “sgnifies’ only through “human praxis’ in Judaic texts (“Toward the
Other” 14).

Regar ding the Tdmudic readings, L evinas statesthat “ mon effort consi ste toujours adégager
de ce langage théologique des significations qui s adressent alaraison” (“Envers autrui” 33). This
goes with his determination to concern himself with the “pensées de sages et non pas de visons
prophétiques’ (33). Levinasthusisconcerned with thewisdom and not themysticiam of the Talmud.
Infact, hisproject to trandate “Hebrew” into “Greek” can be said to be an attempt to demystify the
Talmud. As Robert Gibbs notes, Levinas praises “Greek’s order, clarity, lack of prgudice, and
methodical power, and he terms it the language of demystification, demythifying, depoetiszing. It
isthe prose of commentary and hermeneutics because it demetamorphosizes metaphors’ (Gibbs 163;
“Trandation” 53). Thislanguage bringsto the discussion the possible relevance of Levinasin the
Tdmudic readings to Rudolf Bultmann’s New Testament and Mythology, wherein he states his
attempt to demythologize the New Tedamert.

Bultmann putsforth his method of demythologizing as a* hermeneutical method,” an answer
to the “vital” need for “an exidential interpretation” of the New Testament, and further, to

Christianity asa whole (Kerygmaand Myth 191; 105). For Bultmann. the bible in generd, and the

New Testament specificaly, presupposesthe mythical view of the world, and buil dsitspresentation

of redemption on the contingenciesof thisworld. But asmodern men, we cannot readily adopt this
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mythical view without compromising ourselvesor sacrificing our intell ect; hesays“no man canadopt
aview of the world by his own volition-it isaready determined for him by his place in history” (3).
Thusthe truthswhich Christianity is built upon should be reinterpreted within modern, andtherefore
existentialist terms. Bultmann' s methodsandterminology hereisvery Heideggerian. For example,
he gatesthat

at every moment [man] isconfronted with an alternative. Either he must immerse
himself in the conaeteworld of nature, and thusinevitably lose hisindividuality, or
he must abandon all s=curity and commit himself urreservedly tothe future, and thus
adone achieve his authentic Being. Is not tha exactly the New Testament
underganding of humanlife? (24-5)
Bultmann readily admitsbut defendshisstraightforwar d appr opriation of Heidegger’ sthought, saying
that those who criticize him for “borrowing Heidegger’ s categories and forcing themuponthe New
Testament,” are infact “blinding their eyesto thereal problem” (25). They should rather be“ startled
that philosophy is saying the same thing as the New Testament and saying it quite independently”
(25).

Beforethediscussion of thepossiblesmilaritiesbetw een Bultmann sdemythol ogi zing proj ect
and Levinas purpose in his Talmudic readings, certain things should be made clear. First, given
Heidegger's theological trainng and admitted admiraionfor St. Thomas Aquinas one should not
be surprised at the correlations between Heidegger and Christian thought, any more than one should
be surprised at the correlation between Heidegger and Husserl, or even Aristotle. Heidegger's
thought bearsthetrace of dl three, that is, phenomenology, Greek philosophy, and Christianity. As
for Levinas, it is clear that the “Hebrew” within his works stand right beside the “Greek,” and

therefore neither are to be seen as coincidences but as sources of inspiration. He has intensive

training andinteraction with boththe Wegtern tradition and the Judaictraditions. If the Tamud says
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the same thing as philosophy, thet is because bothare given the same voice throughLevinas. Next,
while Bultmam interpretsthe New Testamert philosophically, L evinas engagesthe Talmudto show
what philosophy not reallylacks but falsto see asitstrue foundation. The encounter with the other
iscovered over in its presuppositions concerning subjectivity. Finally, Bultmann canto some degree
becriticized for bringing into Christiantheol ogy an alien stance, that of a Heideggerian existentialism,
yet the same cannot be said of Levinas. Hisreadings of the Talmud asa modern thinker, one who
refusesto sep out of hisidentity as a philosopher in the twentieth century, isinfact in line with
Judaic tradition, for it brings to life the discourse of the Tamud. It in a sense lives throughits
hermeneutics, through the way it speaksto all ages and for Levinas, dl peoples. As Amette
Aronowicz says, Levirnes

clams that the texts always need to be translated into secular language, into the
language of contemporary issues, into thelanguage that grivesto be under stood by
al, into the language of prose and demystification. The very distance we might feel
with respect to these traditional sourcesis, in a sense, againfor these very sources,

for it allows their universal import to manifest itself in yet another of its agpects.
(Aronowicz x)
As was stated earlier, Levinasnever seeks to refuse the religious meanings within the texts
he uses for his Talmudic readings. Indead, he seeks to transmit that meaning into philosophical
discourse, to trandate the “Hebrew” insights into a “ Greek” clarity for the universdization of the
Lawsthat the Talmud demands, and for the sake of keeping the Tdmud vital and relevant to its very
source of inspiration, thet of lifeitself. Thus like Bultmann to some degree, Levinas wants to
demythologize the Tdmud not for the sake of scraping off religious sentiment and superstition, but

to showthat it spesk sthelanguageof modern menif they will but listen. Both Bultmann and L evinas

agree that there is much to be gained from religious texts, but it is quite evident that Levinas's
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philosophical invedigations can be said to parallel his Judaism; one could go so far as to say that his
philosophy generates from the structures of existencethat are inherent to the Talmud, but beneah
the narrow localitiesof concrete existence. Likephenomenology itsdlf, Levinasseeksin hisTalmudic
readings to express universally the truths discovered within life asit is lived in the concree.
Levinas, therefore, eschews the more common forms of academic reading, even criticizing
themfor theviolencethat they dototexts. For example, thereisthe*higorical method” that L evinas
says altersthe “truths tha have givenlifeto Judaism,” turning them into mere “incidents and local

little histories” (“Messianic Texts’ 68). The“lumieresdel’ histoire” cannot be refused, but they are

far from being “sufficient for everything” (Quatre lectures talmudiques 14). The same criticism is
leveled at a scientific “structuralist analysis’ (14). Both for Levinas regard their objects only as
objects for knowledge, and thus, as abstracted entities, cut off from an approach or context which
would give them life and meaning. Instead, Levinas proposesthat the Tamudic texts be respected,
approached as “sincere,” with something meaningful to say to modern life (“ The Youth of Israd”

122). It should be assumed that the “words and representations can be transposed into another
language and into other concepts’ (122). Rather than as a cultural product, or an oddity from a
particular ethnic group, the Tamud should be interpreted according to the rules of its tradition, for
only then doesthe reader of the Talmudassume hisresponsibilitiesto the Tdmud (“Contempt for the
Tdmud’ 62). Levinas says that he assumes within his readings of the Talmud a permanence of the
validity of whaever meanings are contained within the Taimud, and that these meanings are
ultimately communicable and rdevant. The pages expose an extremeattentionto “thereal,” but are

adwaysinlovewith“thepossible’ (Quatrelecturestalmudiques13). Levinasintendsto bringthetexts

back to thar life of polemic and dialogue, where nmultiple but never arbitrary meaningsrise forth
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within every saying (13). Bringing theminto modernlifealowsthemto engageand critiquethat life
by the ethical positions they hold forth. Levinas seems anxious to “shock the faretics for historical
method,” as he saysit, by maintaining the“idea that inspired thinking isathought in which everything
has been thought, even industrial society and modern technocracy” (“Messianic Texts’” 68). Even
the simple “transfer of an ideato another climate .. . . wrests new possibilities from” that idea, and
thus, from the Tamudic textsthemselves (“Toward the Other” 21). Anexamplefromthe Tdmudic
reading “ Desacralization and Disenchantment” illustrates Levinas's willingness to postively and
actively read into eventhemos archaic or anachronistic elements the Talmud. Listing the numerous
puni shmentsresulting in death, such asby stoning, sword, fire, even strangulation, L evinas says that
this list does not suggest a fascination with cruelties, but instead shows the necessity of alanguage
which maintains a difference not only between Good and Evil, but aso between Evils
(“ Désacralisation et Désensorcellement” 94). Thisis set against the more modern viewpoirt which
would lump thingstogether so asto morereadily “ understand” them. Thesethingsmay seem merdy
the indications of piety and respect on Levinas's part, but as will be shown, most of these
“approaches’ pardld thestruct uresof Levinas'sphilosophy. Thingslikethe context that the Talmud
reliesupon, the respect given to “ingpired thought,” or even to the notion of messanism, all bear
traces of Levinas's philosophical invedigations. The method of this discusson of the Tamudic
readingswill be to bring forth the elements of his philosophy first, in order to feat ure the depths and
philosophical resonanceswithin thereadingsof the TAmud. Since only afew aspectsof the overdl
philosophical works can be given at atime, to emphasi ze their unities and structural integrity, a short

introduction to the basics of his philosophy seems necessary.



21

Brief Abstract of Levinas's Philosophical Project

In the preface to his mgjor work Totality and Infinity, Levinas sds forth the exercise of

reason, asit hasbeen conceived and practiced by Wester n philosophy from the Greeks to our present
time, asawar, one waged by the individual thinking subject upon hisworld in order to subdue it and
bring it within his own identity. Reason thus becomes more than a mere activity of structuring the
world exterior to the self— it comes to be the primary way the subject relates to his world. Even
more, reason appears as the “ pure experience of pure being,” establishing an order “from which no
one can keep his digance; nothing henceforth is exterior” (T1 21). Herethen isthe motive behind
Levinas scritique of philosophical subjectivity: to distinguish between a consciousness which seeks
only itself in its encounter with the world, thus rendering dl exteriority as the Same, and a
consciousness which is open to its world, and vigilartly keeps this opening upon the world,
encountering al aterity it holdsforth with asense of ethical responsibility. Theformer modeof being
that, as Levinas says, “shows itself inwar isfixed in the concept of totality,” atotality within which
al things, including individuals, * are reduced to being bearers of forces’ (21). Thus, within atotality
true exteriority canbe said to be ‘occluded,’ for atotdity essentially shuts out aterity by shutting
it within its own identity, absorbing it so that it is no longe exterior. The concept of totdity
characterizes our primary experience of the world, as John Wild states it in hisintroduction to the

Englishtrandation of Totality and I nfinity, as “biased and egocentric,” and as such all knowledge of

our world follows not from an impartial experience of theworld, but from adefinitely biased entering
into the world as a mere extension of the ego. The subject is always in the world “& home with
itself” (12). Cognition is therefore the subject’s grasping of being “out of nothing or reducing it to

nothing, removing fromit itsalterity” (44). In place of thisalterity, the ego sets up its own meaning,
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redefining it essentially by defining it in such a way that it may be perceived. AsLevinas's earliest
influence, Edmund Husserl, has argued, consciousness proceedsthrough modesof intertiorality to
grasp and take hold of objects coming in within its horizon, “intending” the meaning of an object
even before encountering it. Intentionality as an elementary node of consciousness leads to
perception, but only insofar as it confers meaning on those objects perceived , for meaning makes
perception possible (“Meaning and Sense” 36). In short, meaning precedes perception and makes
it possible

The way in which an ego perceives recdls the moddities of language. 1nlanguage, “words
do not refer to contents which they would designate, but first, laterally, to other words™ (36). Like
language, experience isnot “made up of isolated dements” (37). Thethings experienced are always
understood within context of areference to other things, which ultimetely lead back to the “1” that
experiences them and lendsto them objective meaning. Herewe cantrace the circularity that defines
totality, grounded within the ego which remains the fundamental referent for that totality. Meaning
precedesthe datatakenin by the subject and “illuminatesthem,” making them perceptiblein theend
(37). Thustheworld exterior tothe“1” at the center becomes objectified, quantified, soasto become
ultimately “knowable.” Yet, within every alteration of meaning, the “I” remains identical: these
meaningscreated represent the“1” toitself, which“thinks’ or perceivesthese dterations, establishing
atotality which has as its ultimate referent its self. All of this Husserl showed to be completely
necessary for the production of experience; thiscircuitry of varying “I’s” make experience possible
through accumulation, bringing with experience the very posshility of knowledge. T hrough sdlf-
consciousness, “ weidertify oursel vesthrough amultiplicity of temporal phases” (* Substitution” 80).

The“1” canrecdl a pag wherein “I tasted this foodand liked it,” or “I washerebefore, and | know
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the way home.” Thus, the self enclosed within a totality does not move out of its own history,
encountering and envisoning nothing beyond its own world, and encounters the world only as
recurrence of its very own identity.

As Levinas points out, this building up of atotality depends upon the thematization of the
Other, the building of a schema within which the Other is rendered the Same (80). A totality
comprehendsbecause everything init has been goprehended: “ everything is here, everything belongs
to me” (Totality 37). Thusthe“l” isat homewith itsdf, existing or “dwelling” within its world by
maintaining itself within atotaity. And thisdwdling, it mug be gated, is a separation of the ego
fromthe world at large, an encompassing or passing over of exteriority according to the will of the
“1” to persevere withinits own being. When the “I” therefore comes upon exteriority, it recognizes
alack within itself, a recognition that Levinas has termed “hunger.” The ego then moves forward
after recognizing any instance of exteriority as unfamiliar, and seeksto render it familiar; that is it
seeks to instill meaning in the other and make the other the Same. All dterity then must be

thematized according to the “I” which seeks to perceve this dterity, thereby securing its dwelling
within the world. The anxiety over the self s dwelling within a totdity is very important for
understanding the relation that the self haswith itsworld, for as L evinas explains, dwelling depends
upon*“enjoyment,” or “jouissance.” Levinasgivestheterm“enjoyment” to definethesatisfactionthe
“I” enjoys over the multiple “objects’ within its world. As John Wild says, “| take precedence over
the variousobjeds| find around me and. . . | learnto mani pu ateand control them to my advantage”
(Totality 12). The“l,” securewithinitsdwelling, turns aterity into a thematized experience where

only itself is encourtered. Thusthe“1” shuts itself withina totality wherein things become objects

at itsdigposd, and it isfreeto play with them, understand them, grasp them, live off of them, justify
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itself by them—in short, enjoy them, for these objectsalow the“1” to be contained securely, with no
danger of intrusion from the exterior since it will only encounter things which have been interiorized.

Levinas holdsthat this concept of totality “ dominaes Wegern philosophy” (Totality 21). “It
is not by chance,” he says, “that the theoreticd rdation [given as consciousness] has been the
preferred schema of the metaphysical relation” (42). Just asegoism definesthe way inwhich we first
encounter the world, so too does it define the philosophicad approach by which all experience is
understood. Consciousness constructsitsalf through a comprehension of identity givenin temporal
phases; the “1” of the past bears the same identity asthe“l” inboththe present and the future, dways
returning as “the same’ forthe consaousego. Similarly, the phil osophical subjed lays hold of alterity
by means of a Being with which that subject identifiesitsdf. This congtruction of an ontology, like
the temporally defined “1” of consciousness, dlowsexteriority to be grasped “through athird term,
a neutral term, which itself is not a being” (42). This third term, Levinas points out, may be a
“concept thought” by which “the individual that exists abdicates into the general that isthought,” or
it may be* called sensation, in which objective quality and subjective affection are merged,” or it may
finally “appear as Being, so as to diginguishit fromthe existent which thinks it” (42).

The reduction of alterity to amiddle, neutral termassuages theanxi ety referred to earlier that
the subject feds concer ning the security of itstotality against any intrusion from theoutside. Thus
ontology, which alowsfor the comprehension of other beings, promotes afreedomfrom these other
beings, afreedom*tha isthe identificaion of the same,” not allowing the subject to be “dienated by
the other” (42). But to do this exteriority must be effaced by the phil osophical subject. “Western
philosophy has most often beenan ontology,” says Levinas, “areduction of the other to the same by

interpostion of a middle and neutral term that ensures the comprehension of being” (43). Ontology
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istherefore at times a neutrdization of the other, a subsuming of alterity into a theme or an object.
The freedom demanded by the “I” from al intrusion onto the totality which it commands is certral
to the ontological project; freedom then takes its ultimate meaning in the pemanence of the same,
or rather inthe subject’s perseverance inits own being. Freedom then “does not resemble the
capricious spontaneity of free will,” but this same perseverance in being, given asreason (43). For,
intheend, “sovereignreasonknowsonly itself,” and that “nothing other limitsit” (430). D eployment
of this reason or extended identity of the sameisthe sole duty of cognition. Thus, “philosophy is
an egology” (44).

This egology marks West ern philosophy since its beginnings. Socrates indsted on the“ self-
sufficiency of the same,” for he taught “to receive nothing of the Other but what isin me, asthough
fromall éernity | wasin possession of what comes to me from the outside” (44; 43). Philosophers
like Duns Scotus and Ockhamreduced knowledge of the exterior world to the surface intelligible to
Being, and even further, to an intelligibility which enforced incessantly a return to the same.
Descartes embarked upon a philosophical project with his cogito that came to exclude everything
exterior, even the sensbility and cor poredlity of the thinking subject; only what was idertifigble with
the rational, thirking seif could be deamed as intelligible.

Perhaps more pertinent to underdanding philosophy as atotality, and even further, more
relevant to the political and philosophical amosphere of the modern period, are Levinas's critiques
of extensive philosophical systems. Hegelian dialectics obviously sets up athird, neutral term that
rendsfree theother fromits own identity, placing it within an elabor ate system of an identity of the
same. But even more, this system relies on an implicit understanding of the other as either

confirmeationor negation of the same Karl Marx edablishesa synecdoche, “homo faber,” a neutral
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term constructed to bring about justice, but of course committed theinjustice of excluding that which
does not coincide with the elamerts of his system. But the philosopher Levinas concentrates most
of hiscriticismagainst is his former teacher, Martin Heidegger. Within his philosophy, Heidegger
convertsthe “existing of an existent” into pureintdligibility, where the exisent’s “independence is
asurrender in radiation” (45). Here, theindvidual hes “lost its face,” and as become * inseparable
from the comprehenson of Being” (45). Inshort, Levinas says
To afirm the priority of Being over existents is to already decide the essence of
philosophy; it is to subordinate the rdation with someone, who is an existent, (the
ethical relation) to arelation with the Being of existents which, impersonal, permits
the apprehension, the domination of exigents (a relationship of knowing), [and]
subordinates justice to freedom. (45)
“Being,” Levinas says elsawhere, “excludes adl aterity” (“Enigmaand Phenomend’ 74). Ontology
affirms atruth, which should “reconcile persons,” but in fact “exists anonymously,” whichof course
extendsits anonymity to all other individualsunder itsgrasp (Totality 46). Itsuniversality, presented
as impersonal, “isanother inhumanity” (46).

To know ontologicdly then amounts to graging things “out of nothing or reducing it to
nothing, removing it from it its aterity” (44). For objects, the surrender of identity comes through
conceptualization, but for human individuals, they canonly be obtained “by the terror that brings a
free man under the domination of another” (44). Levinas summarizes the ultimate significance of
ontology inthefollowing way:

Thematization and conceptualization, which moreover are inseparable, are not
peace with the other but suppresson or possession of the other. For possession
affirms the other, but within a negation of its independence. “1 think” comes down
to“I can”—toan appropriation of reality. Ontology asfirst philosophy isaphilosophy
of power. (46)

As a philosophy of power, as a philosophy of freedom over the ethical relation with the other,
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ontology is “a philosophy of injustice” (46). This inustice, thispower, is necessary for the “I” to
guarditsdominanceover t he phenomenawith nitsworld, and ensureitsfreedomandseparation from
the world of exteriority. Theonly way of protruding into thistotalityisto put thevery totdity of the
subjectinto question, which can only come about when the other comes within hisown identity, free
fromthe violence of the subject— that is, the other who approaches as truly Other.

For Levinas, the other as Other is the breach of totdity (Totality 104). Our primary
experience of the othe person is not a subgitution of hisidentity for an idea dready given to
perception, but arelation with a being whose identity exceeds comprehernsion. For as Levinas says,
being is exteriority, and as exteriority no concept truly canlay hold of it (294). The relaionwiththe
other isthereforenot ontology (“1sOntology Fundamental?’ 7). Theother alwaysexceedsthe grasp
of the conceptualizaion and comprehension which define totality, and as such it remains completely

and absolutely exterior. The “1” encounters its world, as has been shown, through a gragping of
alterity and recagting it into its own significations. Yet theface of the other isthe s0le instance of
alterity which camot haveits significationgiven to it by another. It in essence exceedsall intentions
to become sgnifiedwithinatotality. In addition, the model of signification as the repetition of the
Same, which operatesby having all 9grs signify the Sdf, now becomes frustrated by the face of the
other because its uniguenessreveal s no other referent for it. 1t agnifiesitsdf alone, and only it can
signify for itself. In fact, its very act of signification overflows its function asasgn. Levinascalls
this exceeding of intentionality, this surplus of being which overflows sgnification, Infinity. As
Infinity, asthe sign which cannot be signified, the face of the othe foilsall atemptsto totdizeit. Its

permanenceinexteriority, in abeing which eludesthe grasp of the thinking subject, immediately puts

the freedom of the egointo question. AsLevinas says, “my freedom does not have the last word; |
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am not aone” (Totality 101). Here, the identity of the Same, which is but a separaing of alterity
fromits own identity by a subject, is overrun, for the society with the other isnot an additionto a
totality but ashatering of a totality.

The face of the other callsthe “1” into question, turning the subject’s will to power and
freedominto awill to responsibility, which isbut an inversion of freedomitsdf. Levinasgoesasfar
as aking “is not the will thus at bottom humility rather thanwill to powe?’ (56). Not a humility
whichwould be a“negation of one’s Self,” but rather an affirmation arising from the respong bility
that the face of the other now ggnifies for theself (56). Levinasshows us with thiscritique of both
philosophy and our primary experiences, that, as T. S. Eliot saysin his Four Quartets,

We had the experience but missed the meaning,
And approach to the meaning restores the experience.

The experience then reveds that ontology asfirst philosophy, that is, the means through which the
ego “knows’ hisworld, isafasdfication of exteriority; ontology occludes exteriority. The relation
with the Other, which isabsolutely ulterior and exterior to the subject, is ethics. Levinas sesup in
opposition to that “first philosophy which idertifies freedom and power” the ethical relation (47).
It is only through the ethical relation that onedoesjustice to the other, tha one dlows the idertity
of the other to remain wholly its own.

The face of the other as a primary experience holds ‘sgnificance,” if | may use the full
implications of thisword, intwo areasthat haunt consciousnessthroughout itsexistence Firstisthat
of religion, a complex idea for Levinas which can only be hinted at here. Sufficeit to say that the
significance of the face, Infinity, revealstha itsidentity comes fromanother order, awholly separate

order than that of the totality set up by the “I.” Another world, Levinas says, like mine but not like
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mine in that it cannot be comprehended. Levinas asks, “In the presence of the other, do we not
respond to an order in which signifyingness remains an irremissabl e disturbance, an utterly bygone
past?’ (253). Such a signifyingness, he adds shows us a beyond, the beyond from which the face
comes Sgnified asa “trace” That is, its signification does bring its meaning present to the “I,” but
immediately el udes the gragp of comprehension; it iscongtantly moving towards and flowing away,
showing apresenceand an absence at the sametime. Theface of the other isthe trace of the infinite.
Elsewhere, Levinas sayswithout reservationthat “religion isthe relation withabeing asabeing” (“Is
Ontology Fundamental?’ 8).

The second areaimportant for understanding the real inpact of the face is that of language.
The face areates transcendence, for its meaning refers to a past and digant order. Furthermore, it
creates sgnificance itsdlf, before any signs can be had by the “I.” Levinas says, “it is not the
med ation of the sign that formssignification, but signification (whose primordial evert isthe faceto
face) that makes the sign function possible” (206). Alsp, the calling into quegion by the face cdls
upon the ego to offer his world over to the other, asa gift and not asan a@tempt at domination or
comprehension. This compulson becomes the compulsion to generdize or universalize, so that
language can become a common world, and can be grasped by another. Language asan exchange,
as an extension of the social relation, commences withthe faceto face. Evenfurther, reponshility
foundsthe goal of reason, not understanding. If this aspect sounds circular, that is because Levinas
attemptsto show that the face to face precedesconsciousness and in fact estallishesit; the very ects
whichmaketotalization possible (separ ation, signification, transcendence, themaization, discourse),

are gifts fromthe infinite and therefore our consciousness camot get “behind” the evert.



Chapter Two

Subijectivity and the Sins of Reading

“Who Is One-Self?”

Emmanuel Levinas's “defense of subjectivity,” as he describes his work in Totalité et
infini, begins with an analysis or de-structuring of subjectivity (26). Necessrily it must include
philosophy because his is actually a critique of philosophy’s trandation of the experiences that
come to define subjectivity. As the structures of subjectivity are dismantled within Levines's
works, so, too, are the structures of philosophy, reveding its foundation: an ego oscillating
between itself and its world, a subject that journeys forth in the interests, the self-intereds, of
freedom and power. Nothing defines where freedom ends and power begnswithin a totality. It
would be more correct to say that they are the didectica poles bet ween which the subject moves
as it areates meaning within a totality, but they do, nevertheless, sustain the ego along the lines
of sdf-interest, its life in “quant-asoi” (“Qui ed soi-méme?’ 82). Exigence within this
modality remains the expresson of a person; alterity becomes reduced to either anonymity or a
sigreture of the self. But there is a mode of suljectivity that precedes the “quant-a-soi,” tha of
“Pour I'autre’; freedom and power have their antecedents in ethics and responsibility. The very
structure of consciousness, thought reflecting on itself, rests on the underlying gructure of
conscience, thought reflecting the other. As Levinas says, the cogito, or “je pense,” is not the
self-generated activity that Western philosophy believesiit to be- it is “socidit€’ (“Mépris de la
Thora” 78).

This definition points to the phenomenologicd formulation of consciousness as dways
being a “consciousness-of " something. The structure of consciousness, even in its most

30
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primordid form, can be reduced always to this concept, even when it is reflecting upon itself, as
in Descartes. Levinas's real philosophical foundations come from his encounter with
phenomenology. In 1928, he entered the University of Freiburg for studies in phenomenology at
the end of Edmund Husserl’s teaching career and at the beginning of Martin Heidegger’s, giving
him the chance to attend lectures and seminars by both. Previously in Strasbourg, he had studied
philosophers like Emle Durkheim and Henri Bergson, but it was the new philosophical

“method’ of phenomenology that inspired him, studying Husserl’s Logische Untersuchungen

and Ideen under Gabrielle Peiffer. Later collaborating with Peiffer, Levinas would give the first

trandation of Husserl’s works into French, the Méditaions catédennes: introduction a la

phénoménologie, in 1931. Around this time Levinas was also publishing numerous essays that

sought to illuminate the phenomenology of both Husserl and Heidegger, later collected in the

1941 work En découvrant |'existence avec Husserl et Heidegger. As will be shown, despite
Levinas's concentration on the phenomenology of Husserl, a this early sage in his
philosophical development he isgiving a more Hadeggerianreading of phenomenology.

Although he sent a great deal of time persondly with Husserl, being invited to his
home on several occasions, Levinas easily took to Heidegger’s teachings and illuminations of
the whole of Wedern philosophy presented in his ledures (Moran 323). Levinas for the most
part agreed with Heidegger’'s criticisms of Husserl, specificaly the latter's transcendental
idealism and abgract egoism. In his philosophy, Heidegger imbued the phenomenological
method with a concern for concrete modes of experience, like being-with-others (Mitsein),
being-towards-death (Sein zum Tode), etc., all of which emphasized the finitude and

transcendence of the individual, explicated through the famous term ‘Dasin’ As Dermot
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Moran notes, Levinas attended Heidegger’s lecture series “Introduction to Philosophy,” where
“Heidegger reected Husserl’s understanding of philosophy as a rigorous science, and saw
philosophy as a way of understanding human transcendence’” (323). For both Levinas and
Heidegger, “human bang-in-the-world is transendence,” that is transcendence of
consciousness and the ego which contains it (323). This comes to be a theme running through
Levinas slaer works, and it isintereging to note tha one of Husserl’s last seminars that Levinas
attended was on intersubjectivity, something for which Levinas later criticizes Husserl as well as
Heidegger; both, for Levinas, inadequately account for the subject’s encounter with and
knowledge of other consciousnesses or “Daseins” But he recognized HusserI’swork for what it
was, anew radical way for uncovering the essentia features of conscious life, giving philosophy
anew foundation for discovery and engagement with life asit is lived in the concrete, and not in

the abdract.

Phenomenology as Radical Philosophy

As Levinas notes in his essay “Sur les ‘ldeen’ de M. E. Hussrl,” phenomenology is
presented by Husserl as the “new science” which is to be the “foundation of the sciences of
nature and mind, logic, psychology, theory of knowledge, and even metaphysics’ (Discovering
3). Thiswas essentialy Husserl’s aim throughout hisworks, to wipe away the naivete of natural
and psychologicd sciences which, aong with many other things, prevent adequate consideration
of experience as it is originally revealed to us. Husserl dso digplays ambivaence regarding the
dominant epistemological theories of his time. As Moran writes, Husser| bridged “two different

worlds” (62). First, he was a unveasity profesor, exemplifying “the ningeenth century
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bourgeois world with its high seriousness solid confidence in science, rationality, and human
progress through knowledge’ (62). But Husserl’s age aso was marked by the destabilizing
effects of an earlier intellectud climate, namely the Enlightenment and the reaction to it in the
early nineteenth century. The time of Husserl was replete with the overly wrought rationalisms
of Hegd and his followes, as well as the podtivism and strict empiricism of the acolytes of
science— al of this in a time of economic, national and cultural upheaval. Moran notes that
while Husserl enjoyed his status as professor and therefore defender of the faith of rationalism,
“he was aso acutely aware of the threat of cultural fragmentation and relativian brought about
by deep uncertainties about the nature and project of reason inthe twentieth century” (62).
Husserl, however, gill held faith in this project, for his phenomenology rested on the
scientific principles of his day, namely that reason can lead man to higher knowledge, and thus
to higher gates. In fact, he never sopped conddering himsdf to be a scientist, even though his

domain was in philosophy. For instance, in his Cartesan Meditations, he praises Descartes for

“reforming philosophy into a science grounded on an absolute foundation,” claiming that
Descartes work, once properly evaluated and explained, entailed a “reformation of al the
sciences,” potentially giving to them a “scientific genuineness’ (Cartesian 1;1;2). All of this of
course, was but part of the journey he was leading to deliver the sciences back into a sure ground
for all knowledge tha of transcendenta subjectivity, that is, the world as it is lived through the
conscious subjed, a redmnot only éandoned by the sciences, but set up as the antithesis of true
science. What cannot be illudrated as a universal principle, or testéble hypotheds does not
receive the mark of authentic knowledge. But for Huserl, subedivity, not a third person

objectivity, would rescue science from the fragmentation and scepticism it created. For Husserl,
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phenomenology would clear the path to this experience, given as it is within that bads for dl
experience, consciousness itself, before knowledge, bdiefs, emotions, et.al. appear and construct
the world before us. Thus phenomenology would be a theory of <ience, or a
Wissenschaftdehre, a science of science, a “rigorous clarificaion of wha essentially belongs to
sysematic knowledge as such” (Moran 60). Phenomenology, therefore, would work to construct
the knowledge, creating a Letztbegrindung, or ultimate grounding, on which the sciences would
remake themsdves so as to avoid error and thus become wheat they were truly meant to be. The
sciences, like dl of philosophy, were caught up in an approach to the world that Husserl called
“natural” or “naive.” As Levinas writes, the natura sciences do attempt to overcome the
“vagueness and gpproximation of the naive experience of perception,” but do not get beyond the
“naturaligic stance in the world (Théorie 9). Furthermore, this “naturalistic philosophy” is
overcome by Husserl with a “new conception of being,” onethat reali zes for philosophy that
intuition, understood as the theoretical act of consciousness that makes objects
present to us, is not only a mode of knowledge among others but is the original
phenomenonwhich makes truth possible. (Théorie xxxvi)
The sciences “make use of a certain number of fundamental notions whose meaning the sciences
themselves do not clarify—for example, memory, space, time, etc. These notions determine the
necessary strucure of different domains of being and constitute their essence” (3). Science can
give us knowledge of the world only insofar as it relates to the assumptions it brings dready to
the things it studies. That is, it can give us cause and effect, unities, estimations, inferences, etc.
according to the natural laws it assumes are everywhere presert, but science as of ye cannot
give the meaning of the experiences which serve as a foundaion for these unities and inferences

(9). Phenomenology, however, by going back to, as Husserl so often puts it, the things
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themselves, by asking what it means tha these objects are given over to consciousness, by
asking “what their transcendence or objectivity means for consciousness, is to inquire at the
same time about the meaning of the bare existence of things’ (Discovering 11). For the only
existence“about which one can reasonably speak,” and thus be sure of, “is the existence whichis
revealed to consciousness” (11). Only within consciousness can the exact modes of being be
revealed and grasped. Therefore, phenomenology leads to a didinct theory of being, or ontology
(Théorie 3).

Part of this new “Husserlian concept of ontology” is the idea that “the structure of being
whichis the object of ontology is not everywhere the same” (3). Diverse and distinct regions of
being are to be discovered through the acts of consciousness which determine them. Thus, being
IS not as it is with the natural standpoirt, that is, an “empty and uniform characteristic
superimposed” on the world (4). And, furthermore, these acts of consciousness are to be
discerned by the objects at which consciousness ains. This leads to the second fundamental
element of Husserl’s philosophy that Levinas claifies and estallishes as a primary feature of
phenomenology: consciousness is always consd ousness-of-something.  Additionally, the modes
of consciousness are not limited to knowledge as it is with the sciences, phenomenology
establishes that al modes are vaid, whether they be understanding, perception, sensation,
emotion, etc. Thus dedre is always dedre of something, sensation is always sensation of
something, anxiety is always anxiety over something, and so on. For Husserl, this “fundamental
property of consciousness” isintentionality (Discovering 13). Levinasiscareful to notethat

it must be clearly understood that intentionality is not a bond between two
psychological states, one of which is the act and the othe the object. Nor isit a

bond between consciousness on one side and the real object on the othe.
Husserl’s grea originality is to see that the ‘relation to the ohjed’ is not
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something inserted between consciousness and the object; it is consciousness

itself. It isthe relation to the object that isthe primitive phenomenon—and not a

subject and an object that would supposedly nove toward one another. (13)
Phenomenology then becomes the “concrete study of different structures of that primitive
phenomenon, the ‘relation to the object,” or intertiorality” (13). It must be noted here that
Husserl’s work attracted Levinas not only because of the new areas it opened up to philosophy
by being concerning solely with lived concrete experience, nor only the criticism of rationalism
and science and identification of a crisisin the West. Most influential on Levinas's own thought
was Husser|’s fundamental assertion that philosophy until then had conceived of the subject in a
naive or naturaligic manrer; it assumed that consdousess is alone, and that the world in which
it lives comes after the fact of its existence. Husserl showed that consciousness cannot be

distinguished from the object at which it is directed. Levinas says “this view exposes the

falseness of thetraditional formulation of the problem of knowledge” (13).

Phenomenology as Radical Method

Perhaps Husserl’ s greatest contribution to philosophy was his phenomenol ogical method,
or more predsely, his method of phenomerological reduction, a method by which one
overcomes the natura or naive stance in the world. It is, according to Levinas, “the method by
which we are going back to concrete man” (Théorie 146). Husser| pointsto Descarteswho in a
way anticipated this clearing avay of things to get to the bare essences of the world surrounding
the thinking subject. Levinas writes: “Instead of pogting the exisence of the world aswe do in
the natural attitude, we are suspending our judgment, as Descartes does when he exercises his

douht with respect to all his assertions’ (146). Huserl points out, though, that Descartes' s doubt
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has about it “the character of a universal negation” (147). Instead, phenomenology begins as a
“presuppositionless science,” ore that beginsin “absolute poverty” (Moran 126). Dermot Moran
writes that though the phenomenologica reduction as Husserl conceived it began as a smple
resistance to preconceived ideas derived from science, philosophy, etc., it came to be
the most radica form of salf-questioning, involving akind of Cartesian overthrow
of al previous assumptions to knowledge, and a questioning of mary of our
‘natural’ intuitions about the nature of our menta processes or the make-up of the
objective world. Nothing [in the reduction] must be taken for granted or assumed
external to the lived experiences themselves asthey are lived. (126)
Piece by piece, things are removed or “bracketed” until dl that is left, according to Husserl, will
be the given mode of consciousness and its intended object. This reduction is necessary to
overcome the natura attitude and its conventions that predetermine experience, obviously, but
the reduction also allows the phenomenologig to isolate the core sructure of subjectivity,
“putting out of action” (ausser Aktion zu setzen) elementswhich prohibit the return or Riickgang
to atranscendental standpoint. At this point the epoche isreached, a term Husserl adapted from
the Greek Sceptics and introduced in Ideen, denoting the moment at which the basic objectifying
acts of consciousness are properly grasped, and become “clear and distinct,” to use the term
Husserl borrows from Decartes.

What the phenomenological reduction does is to move from the empirical, natural ego
and arrive a the transcendental ego, that underlying d ement of consciousness which dlows it to
encounter the world of objects. Two features of this reduction must be explained at this poirt.
First, Husserl holds that whatever features of conscious experience ae reached through the

epoche must be taken as they appear, without judging them as ‘real,” false,” or ‘illusory,” because

what is esential here isthe engagement of the world by consciousess through intentionality,
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that is, the way the transcendent ego transcends itself and discovers meaning in its world.
Second, to some this may sound as if phenomenology betrays itself, by moving from the
conaete to the more nebulous data of consciousness, and that phenomenology here fails as a
‘science’ dnce it flees judgment and precision and embraces the as of ye indeterminate data.
Levinas reminds us that the opposdte a this level of andysisistrue, for “to try to express exactly
the inexact data of perception is to deprive them of their life and concreteness’ (Theory of
Intuition 117). Only by affirming objects as they correspond to abstractions, categories and
deductions are they known, but also at that point they are removed fromtheir initial and primery
grasping by intentionality, and thus are no longer concrete, but abstract. This is a feaure of
phenomenology which Heidegger and Levinas will both adhere to in thar own philosophies, for
what Husserl describes at this point with his method is the grasping of essences, the structures by
which things are given over to intentionality, and that by which the things of the world are first
known. These essences are features of the objective world such as round, hot, fast, red, dark,
etc., and as Levinas says, “it is primarily through those inexact concepts that we determine the
essence of theworld” (117). These essences are cdled by Husser| eide, the Greek word for idea,

and so phenomenology comes to be called by Husserl an “eidetic science.”

Intentionality and the Significance of Being
Levinas sees the role of intentiondity as the distinguishing feature in Husserl’s turn from

the realidic attitude of the Logische Untersuchungen to the transcendental idealism given in

Ideen, a turn in Husserl’s phenomenology that becomes the focal point of critidam from both

Levinas and Heidegger. However, it isaturn that isinevitable. Before thisis elucidated, it must
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be understood just how consciousness comes to be the foundation of the phenomenological
analysis, after everything is “bracketed” out of the way.

In short, the objects of the world remain transcendent, that is, outsde consciousness, for
to properly grasp them, consciousness must transcend itsdf and reach beyond itsdf to become
conscious of that something. However, consciousness itself can become data for consciousness
by becoming its own object of perception. In a way that echoes both Kant and Descartes,
Husserl holds that concomitant with every enpirica act of consciousness is a transcendent
consciousness that can perceave itself withinits own act. For example, when | see a tree, | can
immediately become conscious not only of the tree tha | am percaving, but also of my act of
perceiving the tree. Within this perception, the tree, like any object in the world outside of
consciousness, is said to be transcendent, while my consciousness which perceives itsdf in the
act of perception is said to be immanent. As immanent, it is wholly able to be known and
perceived; only that which lies outside of consciousness cannot be fully known. Husser|l refers
to a table for an example. In perceiving a table, | cannot, because of my existential situation
within time and gpace seeall aspects of the teble. | see the tablein successive acts, and due to
its essernce, it carieswith it a unity so that the successive acts become the sensations or hyletic
dataas Husser| refers to it, of an object in the material world of time and space (even if | were to
creae a wdl of mirrors that allowed me to see all parts of the table | would still not be
perceiving the table as a whole, since | cannot perceive every image a the same time, and the
image in the mirror and the table itself are not the same thing). In Logische, intentionality is
essentidly equated with the fact that all consciousness is consdousness of something, with this

something being totally “concevable outsde of consciousness’ (Théorie 54). As Levinas



40

writes, “immanent analysis of consdousness finds only hyletic data . . . acts, and intentions,
while the correlate of those acts do not belong to consciousness but to the world of objects’ (54).
However, the phenomenological andysis leads inevitably to the “decisive step” Husserl takes in
Ideen to think through the idea of intentionality and see that
the opposition between consciousness and objects makes no sense, and that it isin
consciousness, in intentionality, that one finds the truly concrete and primary
phenomenon which is the ground of the opposition between object and sulject.
(54)
Moreover, Husserl “calls the subjective side of intentionality, the apprehensions (Auffassungen)
which animete the hyletic data, noeses (54). Opposad to them are their correlate, the things of
which consciousness is conscious of, which are called noemata (54). The important movement
here in Husserl’s thought is that the noemata are not identica to the objects of consciousness.
Thus, every act of intertionality is based on a presentaion, or as Levinas says, “representaion
will always be the foundation of all acts” (62). At this point, Levinas distinguishes between
signifying acts and acts of intuition, the term Husserl uses for the act of consciousness which
perceives being as it is tha is comes into contact with being. He says that an intuitive act
reaches its object, while a signifying act only ains at it (65). o, the intentional acts of
consciousness can either be intuitive, as when it contemplates an actual object, or signifying, as
when it contemplates things within memory or imagination within the realm of *“pure thought.”
The difference between them “does not lie in their objects, and the problem of correlating them
isfictitious . . . Pure thought is a modality of life at the same level asthe presence to being” (68).
Within  both acts of intentionality, consciousness transcends itself, only
the intuitive act is given over in perception, while the sgnifying act is given over to

consciousnesswithin refl ection.
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If we know tha perception or irtuition is the only true way by which consciousness
grasps being, the intuitive act isthat which mug be analyzed if we are to seek true knowledge of
being. But the intuitive act necessarily contains transcendent objects, and as was said before,
transcendent objects cannot be known whally, only immanent objects can- yet, the only truly
immanent object is consciousness itsaf. Therefore, phenomenology must withdraw into the
subject through the phenomenological method and reflect, i.e. through signifying acts, the acts of
perception or intuition. As L evinas writes, “it is through reflecting on the act of perception that
we must seek theorigin of thevery notion of being” (72).

The dilemma within phenomenology, as Levinas sees it, is this very “intelledualism” of
Husserl’s concept of intentionality, for it comes to be but an epigemology based on the act of
representation. Objects constituted for consciousness are in fact constituted within
consciousness; as such, consciousness is aways a return to the self, a circuit which
consciousness never moves beyond. As Colin Davis notes, intentionaity marks the element
from which Levinas builds his critiques of Husserl and Heidegger (18-19). It also marks the

point of divergence for Levinas from Husserl’s phenomenology. In La théorie de I'intuition

dans |a phénoménol ogie de Husserl, intuition is the modality of contact with the externa world

for the subject (19). But by En découvrant |’existence avec Hussal et Heidegger, Levinas's own

thought had matured, and had deemed intentionality as the manner by which the subject is sealed
off from the externa world (19). Edith Wyschogrod sees within intentiondity the act of the
representation, and since representation “refuses what is exterior to its own ingant in time,” it
presents a subject solely “attuned to himsalf,” coinciding with his own thought (39). “What is at

stake in Levinas's discussion of intentionality” after La théorie de I'intuition, Davis says, “is the
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ability of consciousness to encounter something other than itsef. |f meaning is entirely given by
the subject rather than found in the world, then consciousness cannot experience, perceive or
learnanything that it did not already contain’ (19).

Levinas notes continually in his earlier works that phenomenology echoes Cartesianism
in its withdrawad into the subject, a positive move in that it is the surest way of going “to the
things themselves,” but he reveals its negative result in restructuring consciousness as a monad:

“L’esprit est une monade,” as Levinas writes (En_découvrant |'existence 80). Since the

“subject’s coexistence with something other” is a “relation of intellection,” the relation becomes
established in sdf-evidence (82). This “idedism” is “best expressed by this positing of the
subject as monad” (82). The subject in Husserl's works is given as an origin, “the place where
everything is answerable for itself” (84). Despite the world's presence and the subject’s
socidity, the inevitability of solitude leads to a removal of the subject from its involvements—
“Precisely as a thought, | am anonad” (84).

Freedom comes to be the “superior force’ in subjectivity for Husserl, dominating thought
“prior to its exercise,” making of consdousness “an aisalute autonomy” (83). Levinas comes to
regard the phenomenology of Husserl as a “philosophy of freedom, accomplished as, and
defined by, consciousness’ (84). Phenomenology as revealed by Husserl answers the need for
an absolute knowledge, but ultimately subordinates this need to “the freedom that expresses the
claim to be an ego and to be, with respect to being, origin” (85). This critique of Levinas, as
Edith Wyschogrod says, is the impulse behind Levinas's turn from Husserl to Heidegger, which
is the turn from an idealism to a more concrete figure of activity, that of Dasein, which engages

in the exigence of Being by engaging in the activities of its own existence (50). Levinas says.
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For Heidegger, my life is not sinply a game that in the final andysis is played for

athought. [. . .] The structure is neither free nor absolute it is no longer entirely

answerable for itself. It is dominated and overwhelmed by history, by its origin,

about which it can do nothing, since it is thrown into the world and this

abandonment marks all its projects and powers.

(84)

Levinas establishes his break with Husserl by opposing the founding of subjectivity in an
existence that ultimately proves itsdf to be one of freedom, idealism, and severance from the
outside world. Heidegger’ s philosophy seemed to hold out for another possbility, for a more
concrete exigence, defined by the activities it undertakes to engage the world. But ultimately,
Levinas comes to see a similar structure to subjectivity operating underneath both philosophies.

Within Heidegger, Levinas will see the other sde of philosophical subjectivity inherent to the

Wed, that of power, the collaborator with freedom in the redm of subjectivity.

Dasein and the Structureof Being

Husserl’s philosophy can be defined by the autonomous subject that grounds his
phenomenological project. His ideas concepts and terms focus on the conclusions drawn from
the exercises of a theoretical ego, free of contingencies, existing a an idealized subject.
Heidegger, on the other hand, sought to redeem phenomenology from this transcendental
idealism by grounding his philosophy in the analyses of a Dasein, literally a “being-there,” a
non-abstract being grounded within the frames of time and space, jus as with everyday existence
itself, as it is lived in the concrete. In short, Heldegger takes Husserl’s philosophy to its full
implications by asserting tha the essence of subjectivity is at dl times a strudure, and not a

pure, autonomous subgance.
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As Pierre Keller has noted in his book, Husserl and Hedegger on Human Experience,

Heidegger worked to “undercut” the “methodological solipsism of Hussal” (111). By doing so,
he hoped to set himself agairst the whole of Western philosophical tradition, particularly the
alienaion of the subject from the objects it perceives and the world in which these objects are
perceived, especialy after the influence of Descartes. Opposed to the traditional modd of
underganding in which a subject confronts an object, Heidegger models under standing on the
idea of “ In-der-Welt-sein,” or “being-in-the-world,” wherein what it is to be human essentially
involves a relation to other entities and in particular the world where such entities are to be found
(112).

As was shown, Husserl's phenomenology up to the time Hadegger puldished his work
Sain und Zeit, despite Husserl’s ambitions to return to the concrete realm of “things themselves,”
is characterized by an idealized solipssm, grounded in an abstract subject whose inner world
lays the groundwork for philosophical invedigation. The content of his invegigations came to
be mere representations condructed by the subject, emanating from his interaction with his
world, yes, but ultimately revealing the separation of the subject from that world. Later, Levinas
will show through his own writings how Husserl’s phenomenology was imbued not so much
with solipssm as much as the possibility of solipsism, as he says in the 1940 essay “ The Work
of Edmund Husserl” (Discovering 85). It is important to note that this was the critique of
Husserl’s work of both Levinas and Heidegger, and that this was thar critique at this particular
time. This “sngpshot” of the philosophical development of all three at this time is given for
severa reaons. First, of course, it shows just how Heidegger’ s philosophy developed from that

of Husserl and why it attracted Levinas as it did. Despite the contentious nature of the



45

relationship to Heidegger in Levinas's works, justified though it is, it belies the actua
concordances between the two. Second, Levinas's works dedling centrally with Husserl and
Heidegger emanate from the work both thinkers had done up to this time; afterwards, it can be
said, whatever resonances Husserl and Heidegger have in Levinas's later works can ill be
traced back to both thinkers’ works made around the time of Sein und Zeit. Third, and most
importantly, Levinas's own thought germinates in part from the milieu of the University of
Freiburg a this time, where he studied under both Husserl and Heldegger, asorbing their
philosophical thought, and from which he launched into his own philosophicd ventures. His
critiques of their works both produced around this time, particularly their shortcomings
regarding the analysis of how the subject encounters dterity, stand aongside Levinas's reaction
to the political atmosphere that grew in Germany in the 1930's especidly the revelaion of
Heidegger’'s support of and affiliations with the National Socidist party, as the earliest and most
substantial and influences on his own philosophical thought, outside of the later embrace, or re-
embrace, of his Jewish heritage and identity. Since the aim here is to elucidate the philosophical
roots of Levinas's critique of subjectivity, the discussion of Heidegger’'s work will be limited to
Sein und Zeit, and will be presented through the lens of Levinas's writings, specificaly his early
essay “Martin Heidegger et I'ontologie,” written in 1932, after his encounter with Heidegger, but
before his departure from Heidegger’ s ontological investigations. This limitaion will also, to
some degree, bring into relief the exact extent of Heidegger’ s influence on Levinas.

The first of these irfluences has already been given, that of Heidegger's turn from
Husser!’ s autonomous substance for explicating subjectivity, that of the transcendental ego or the

theoretical consciousness to a subjectivity seen as a structured evert, more “mundane,” if that
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word iskept true to its etymological root, mundus. This “worldiiness’ refersto the way life is
lived in the concrete, as a “being-in-the-world.” Heidegger in a way leaps in front of Husserl’s
transcendental ego, since consciousness is but a return of the thinking subject to its own actions
of thinking. Heidegger places the foundation of his work in the subject which is just reaching
beyond itself, seeking transcendence in the midst of beng constituted, and not the subject
already condtituted, returning to itsdf so it can sufficiently account for that transcendence.
Levinas givesthe brief higory of this “idedism” in his essay on Martin Heidegger, noting that it
was Descartes who gave to philosophy the method of investigating being as going within a
subjedtivity “enclosed within itself,” searching “within its own interior for dgns of its
conformity with being” (“Martin Heidegger” 12). Thus thought, “in reaching out towards
objeds,” never actudly takes leave of itsdf, “since its objects— conddered as ideas and contents
of thought— are in a certain sense, already within it” (12). After Descartes, the “thinking
substance” will never have to reunite with “extended substance,” for it will “recover that
extended substance within itself” (12). This is for Levinas very important, for his turn to
Heidegger hinges on the problem of transcendence, which subsumes the problem of subjectivity.
The error within idealism’s modd of subjedivity isnot that it is not logically secure for it isto a
great extent. The error lies within the possibility of escaping that subjectivity to encounter the
world within which it is posited; in sum, it is the problem of accounting for subjectivity’s
moment of transcendence. The hermeneutics that Heidegger reveals to be employed by the
subject in its everyday mode of existing accounts for this transcendence, since Dasein's most
fundamental mode of existing is structural. That is, Dasein’s being is never a nebulous

substance or essence; the essence of Dasein is raher “being-in-the-world,” just as Husserl’s
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notion of intentionality gave the essence of consciousness as always a “consciousness of
something.”

Not only does the hermereutic of Dasein revea how the excape from subjectivity is
gained, but it aso reveds how the return to subjectivity becomes possible, through the
understanding of Being Dasen relies upon to make snse of its world and its place within it.
The movement from subjectivity is but a grasping on Daseins part for the sake of
understanding; “returning to itself,” in a way, describes the posshility of its underdanding, of
assmilating whatever encounter with alteity so tha it can be fixed within a marix of
comprehension, assimilated ino a field of reference In short, the retum is the reading of
signification that Dasein employs to create meaning in its world. Here we see the gmilarities
among all three, Husserl, Heidegger, and Levinas regarding the way subjectivity “reads’ its
world. Pardlding the structure of language, the subject’s hermeneuticad means of creating
meaning alows the urknown to become known, and in a certain sense permits access to the
world and the things within it. This “signifiying” feature of the everyday hermeneutic of
existence gives form and content to the chaotic data that the subject takes in, creating
significance where there was none, so that what is externd to the subject can be grasped and
comprehended.

For Husserl, of course, tha means that the data given to consdousess arises from
certain structures that bridge the gap between subject and object, termed noemata. Heidegger

altersthis notion slightly to account for the subject before it transcends itself, saying that Dasein

adways conducts itself “in an understanding of Being” (Being and Time 25). Important is the

diginction that it is through an underganding of Bang, and not a knowledge of Being, for the
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latter would denote the subject as already having returned to itself. Underganding, however,
implies a comprehension of Being before Being can be grasped through knowledge.
Transcendence for Heidegge is a seeking out of Being by a being, and “every seeking gets
guided beforehand by what is sought” (24). The conclusion can only be tha “the meaning of
Being must dready be available to us in some way” (25). The world for Dasein is a “relational
totality,” and within these relations, Dasein “‘signifies to itself” (120). Heidegger holds that
one of the essentia features of Dasein is that it aready lives in an understanding of Being, so
that any meaning it encounters is a priori congtituted to reflect Dasein, and interpreted in terms
of Being.

It isnot too gtrict an interpretation of Sein und Zeit to say that the hermeneutic of Dasen
it contains shows that the fundamentad sructure of Dasein, and therefore of subjectivity in
generd, isthe same asit is for Levinas. the structure of discourse. Heidegger says as much by
pointing out tha Aoyog [logos] means ‘to make manifest,’” allowing something to be seen (56).
This aspect of Aoyog [logos] is Rede or discourse [atodavaoic], for it “les us see omething,”
making it & once “accessible to the other party” (56). Furthermore from this function of
discourse things are seen, giving to Aoyog [logog the “structural form of ouvvOeoig
[syrthesis|” (56). Discursive logos, if it can be cdled that, is not a linking together of
representations but rather a “purely goophanticd sgnification,” a “letting something be seen in
its togetherness [Beisammen] with something— letting it be seen as something” (56). Heidegger
here emphas zes togetherness not to show the unity of objects within the world, but to show how
the meaning of an object in some way is conjoined to other objects, and to Dasain itsdlf, through

reference. Being is that ultimae referent within discourse and within the system of
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sgnifications that Dasein instills within his world to make it meaningful for him. As Levirnas
writes within one of his explications of Heidegger's work, “the understanding of being is the
determining characteidic and the fundamental fact of human existence” (“Martin Heidegger”
15).

Levinas dso dressesthat time makes up the very “fact of being itself,” for it iswithin the
realm of temporality that Dasein lives (12). This idea originates within Husserl’s work,
gpecifically the idea that consciousness creates its own identity out of the perceptions of its
existence. That is, the “I” is tha pole of identity which remains constant throughout the
temporal phases of sensory perception; it is the “I” at the center of perceptions of colors that “I
see,” of sounds that “I hear,” of affective moodsthat “I fed,” and so on. While every other thing
makes itself both present and absent, there yet not fully there, the “1” of conscious identity is
there as it was and will be. In a sense, it is reconstituted from the interpretations of objects that
the subject uses to “read” its world.” Heidegger goes further to reiterate that time, as
tempordity, constitutes the fundamental mode of being for all entities  Within his discussion of
the interpretation of Being itself, temporality operates in the “covering” and “uncovering” that
takes place as Being is manifested to Dasein, pardld to a certain degree the “presence and
absence’ of objects for Husserl, and more importantly, the “diachrony” of sgnification that will
become a central feature of Levinas's work. But to return to the discussion, the essential feature
of time is not a frame in which man exiss not an accident, to borrow from Aristotle; the
temporalizaion of time is “precisay this understanding of being” that Heidegger revedls as the
essence of a person’s being (“Martin Heidegger” 16). Thus Heidegger condructs Dasein, or Da-

sein, literally a “being- there” as rooted in space and time, interpreting things not out of the
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perception of their essences, but out of the horizons of Dasein’s existence from which they
manifest. These horizons make up the concrete structures which make Dasein a “being-within-
the-world.” For Levinas, this is man not in hisidedized form, but in his existential and true

form (17).

Heidegger and thePower of Being

Within the world of structures composed essentially for Dasein, objects are recast to be,
in esence, signs of Dasan. Lewvinas illustrates that Dasein encounters things not s much to
determine what they are, but to determine the manner in which things “encounter Dasein’
(“Martin Heidegger” 18). Levinas aso makes use of the fact, at first pogstively but later in a
more critica fashion, tha Hedegger begins his discusson of the world within which Dasein
exists as one consisting of “tools,” objects which enter into Dasein’s intentional grasp to reveal
their “handlability,” Levinas's translation of Zuhandenheit or “readiness-to-hand” (19). By
emphasizing the ducidation of handlability in Sein und Zeit, Levinas sought to oppose the
notion of representation as the mode of encountering what is externa to the subject. Pointing
once again to Husserl, Levinas saysthat within this representational mode, “the represertation of
what is handled precedes the handling itself” (18). Contrasting that, Heidegger holds that the
handling of objects comes firg, just as understanding comes before knowledge. Objects come
to light through what Heidegger calls “concern,” a reaching towards objects to reved their
structures and posshilities as tools, and therefore as*“signs’: Levinas says that the structure of
handlability is “corstituted by referral,” or as Heidegger refers to it, by “circumspection”

wherein Dasein “reads’ an olject in regards to the world in which the object gppeas, 0 as to
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render it intelligible and meaningfu (19). Therefore, tools are always given “in tandem with
other tools’ (19). Furthermore, the mode of being of tools “entails giving precedence to the
totality of the function in relation to which the tool exists” (19). Having thar identity
determined according to Dasein's field of dgnificaions, tools are wha can be called “ready-to-
hand” Hedegger gives this mode of encountering the world as one in which the objectsfal to
stand out on their own; instead, they are absorbed within the world, standing ready to serve the
function assgned to them. They undergo a*“deseverance,” by which Dasan bringstheminto its

presence, where they are given “directionality” (Beng and Time 138-143). Primary

signification for objects, then, is functionality, or irstrumertality (“Martin Heidegger” 19).

When the tool is damaged, however, it stands out from its previous field of references,
and comes to be “present-at-hand,” a which time it loses the character of being a tool, and
becomes “a dmple presence” (20). “Thus the world is announced,” says Levinas for then the
world is brought forth from its conceament, to use Heidegger's term. As Heidegger says,
equipment moves from a functional mode of concern for Dasein to a “deficient mode of
concern” once equipment announces itself anew, becoming conspicuous, obstinate and obtrusive

(Being and Time 102-3). Being present-at-hand shows a “break in those referentid contexts

which circumspection discovers(105). Yet, the world isnot constituted by the aggregate sum of
tools for Dasein, because a totdity depends on the condition that things “remain in the
background,” and thus do not come forward into perception with their own identity (“Martin
Heidegger” 20). Levinas discusses these dements of transcendence in light of an overdl
discusson of what transcendence is acoording to Hadegger, i.e, “the act of taking leave of

onedf to reach oljects’ (22). He continues by saying tha this basic structure of transcendence
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“conditions the transcendence of aubject to objedt,” calling it an “essentially ecstatic” mode of
being for Dasein (22).

This leve of being, this Being-in-the-world in which oljeds come to Dasein as ready-to-
hand, should be seen as primordial for Dasein, necessary before Dasein can enter into a mode of
introspection or reflection. This is one of the keenest insights Heldegger makes in Being and
Time, due in part, of course, to Husserl’ s demand that phenomenology go to lifeas it islivedin
the concrete. But what Husserl assumed was a consciousness accompanying these acts within
everyday existence, a consciousness accessible by reflection. Heldegger understood that
regar ding things as present-at-hand, which designates a consciousness reflecting on its existence,
assumes a world whose Being has dready been congtituted; yet, Being is not congtituted until it

fdls within the grasp or’concern” of Dasein. In any act of understanding, relations must have

been previoudly disclosed (Being and Time 120). For Heidegger, knowing is a mode of Dasen
founded upon Being-in-the-world, a Being which, “as a basic state, must be Interpreted
beforehand” (90). Within knowing, therefore, “Dasin achieves a new status of Being
[Seinsstand] towards a world which has already been discovered in Dasein itself (90). Thus,
“Even the forgetting of something, in which every relationship of Being towards what one
formerly knew has seemingly been obliterated, must be conceived as a modification of the
primordial Being-in; and this holds for every deluson and for every error” (90).

Heidegger continues this explanaion by saying tha the kind of “dealing” closed to
Dasein is, once again, not knowledge or even “a bare perceptual cognition”; in fact, it is “that
kind of concern which manipulates things and puts them to use” (95). Objects in the world,

before they come to be objects for knowledge, are “smply what gets used, what gets produced,
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and so0 forth” (95). As Levinas says, within ontology, “production is oriented towards the
consumer” (“Martin Hadegge™ 20). This“fundionality’ agpect of Dasein’s primordial mode of
understanding, that of “Beng-in-the-world,” already points to this understanding not only as the
model of transcendence, but also as a model of power, that power which a sulject struggles to
maintain over its world. Levinas mantains even in his ealiest depodtions of Heidegger's
philosophy, before he was ever to critique Heidegger's Sein as a neuter by which the subject
maintains and distributes power, that the concern of readiness-to-hand affirms the being of
objects, determining “the manner in which they encounter Dasein, the manner in which they are”
(18). Because handling does not encounter objects aready known to Dasein, their “handlability”
is never “a simple ‘presence’ on which new property isgrafted,” likea quality (18). This mode
of existence is in a sense rendered for them, by Dasein, which constitutes them as a way of
understanding them, by assigning them reference to the world at large Ultimately, they are
already signs which refer back to Dasein, the fundamentd referent in this “condructed” web of
meaning. Just as tools are lost within the function they serve for Dasein, all things within the
world become occluded, their function and thus their identity given to them by Dasein, so that
they come to sgnify Dasein. Heidegger shows that meaning within the world comes from a

familiarity with the relationships that things in the world have to Dasein (Being and Time 120).

Within this familiarity, “Dasein ‘sgnifies to itself,” creating in essence “the structure of the
world” (120).

Heidegger's andysis of Dasein’s everyday hermeneutics reveals that the urge for power,
the druggle for the subject’s “imperidism of the same” as Levinas cdls it, goes beyond the

layer of underganding entalled within this assgnment of functionality (Totality 87).
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Underneath, and even within, the act of signification are two things the firg of which is
Dasein’s incessant articipation of its own possibilities Dasein's “existence itself is composed of
possibilities,” that is, possibilities of its own modes of Being (“Martin Heidegger” 23). Within
the act of signifying, Dasein, “in a primordial manner . . . gives itself both its Being and its
potentidity-for-Being as something which it is to understand with regard to its Being-in-the-

world” (Being and Time 120). Dasein’s “involvement” in its world isits pre-ordained world of

references that objects make up within its world. In sum, these potentialities are the structures

with regard to Dasein that Hadegge elucidates throughout Being and Time, such as “being-

with,” “in-order-to,” “for-the-sake-of-which,” and so on (120). Dasein encounters things as
events which lend to it posshilities of its own Being; as Levinas explains, these possibilities are
modes of Dasein's “very existence,” for “To-be-in-the-world is to be one's posshilities’
(“Martin Heidegger” 23). Thus, Dasein assumes its power over objects within the world by
predetermining the very relevance or relation of these oljects to its own Being. “Existence,”
says Levinas, “has the appearance of anticipating itself’ (23). It is this anticipation of
possibilities which make understanding, in fact, possiblefor Dasan.

Also within the act of dgnificaion is that more emotive dement, what Levinas calls
“affectivity,” describing the function of moods or states-of-mind that Heidegger sees as
fundamental to the way Dasein becomes gStuated within its world. At one point in his
invedigdion into Heidegger's work, Levinas refers to the ontology being presented as a
“hermereutics of affectivity” (24). For Hedegger, this affectivity, discerned through moods,
discloses Dasein’'s “Being-in-the-world as a whole, and [ makes] it possible first of all to direct

oneself towards something’ (Being and Time 176). Thus, statesof-mind ae not the mere
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indications of the inner condition of Dasein— they determine the way in which Dasein’'s being is
oriented towards its world. This explanation goes far towards indicating how it is that Dasen
comes to understand its world before it can cometo “know” it through reflection. It could be
sad that moods reved the very way in which knowledge of that world is constructed. Only
through moods or states-of-mind, Heidegger shows, are those things which matter to Dasein to
be disclosed, for “a gate-of-mind implies a disclosive submisson to the world” (177). We are
never outside of moods, even when we take leave of a certain mood: “when we master a mood,
we do so by way of a counter-mood” (175). Even more, states-of-mind and instances of
understanding are, for Heidegger and ultimately for Levinas, fundamentally acts of discourse;
both are “existertially equiprimordial” with discourse (172, 203). As acts of discourse, they are
structures, just as consciousness is always a “ consciousness of something,” but even further, they
are openings onto Dasein’s own possihlities. Levinas writes that these moods reveal Dasein to
be always “riveted to its possibilities’ (24). For Dasein, being riveted to its mode of exisence is
also being “thrown” into it; Levinas trandates Heidegger's Geworfenheit for this condition as
“déreliction.” (24). Levinas refers to this throwmess as “the source and foundaion of
afectivity” (24). The reason for this clam becomes clear with his discussion of “angoisse,”
Heidegger's Angst or anxiety, that mode of affectivity which brings Dasein out of itstotality, its
world of “tools” and back into the world as world(30). And it will dso become clear that this
discusson of anguish reveds subjectivity as given through Heidegger's Dasein to be a
formulaion of power, an anxiety, in essence, over its ability to recast the landscape of its world

withinits understanding.
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Dasein within affectivity reveals a “double direction,” for it reflects Husserl’s notion of
intentionality by moving not only toward an object within the world, but also toward itsdf,
turning back to “take stock of itself” (29). At this primal level of understanding, then, Levinas
shows that Dasein aways regards its world within a mode or a structure that continuoudly refers
back to itself. Agan, these are the “potentidities’ of Dasein given earlier which share with the
phenomenological definition of consciousness the feature of being not essences, but everts; that
IS, just as consciousness is structured at al times as a “consciousness of,” the act of
understanding continualy refers the object back to the entity which bringsit into its gaze. This
structure becomes bes comprehended through the notion of “discourse,” or perhaps “language.”
Therein lies the reason for the tendency of both Levinas and Heidegger to refer to the basic
structure of understanding, everyday hermeneutics, as being in essence the source of language
and speech. The sgnificance for the power of the subject, however, comes to the fore when the
act of understanding, again a this fundamental leve, is seen less as an atempt to gan
knowledge and more as the condition of being “thrown’ irnto an indifferent nothingness that is
sgnaled by a world of objects beyond or even a the limits of Dasein's exigence. Within
anguish, Levinas says objects are “indeterminate” reveding an “indifference” that dl objects
have before they are defined by Dasein. Anguish as a way of being presents the smple presence
of things, “the nonimportance, the insignificance, the nothingness’ of objects, but, it also pulls
Dasein “from its digersion into things,” out of its totalized world of tools and functions (30).
As with the broken tool which goes from being ready-to-hand to being present-at-hand, the
world is once again “announced” (20). This announcement, however, puts Dasein immediately

into question. Tha simple presence which stands outsde of Dasein’ sgras, just at the edges of
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its comprehension, comes into presence, but never comes fully into presence, due to its obstinacy
with regard to Dasein. It is beyond, perhaps just beyond, Dasein’s understanding, and as such,
beyond Dasein’'s power. Levinas will come to define this curious feature of signification as
diachrony, and, more importantly, will come to undersand, in a radicaly ethica way, the
content of this*announcement” which puts the subject into question.

Given this “amounced” world, Dasein feels secure, however, only by bang *“dispersed”
among its own world of references and meaning, and thus moves to regain its security by having
this newly announced world refer back to Dasein. It does this by having it “read” in away asa
matrix of Dasan’s own possbilities. Angst, or anguish, as a mode of understanding, divulges
meaning not within the Imple presence of objects, but within their future, that is within terms
of their posshbilities. Heidegger’ s term Entwurf or projection denotes this compulsion of Dasen
to render meaning within an “index of futurity,” or a comng into presence of possibilities (25).
Dasein aways moves “beyond the situation imposed,” and as such, it is “aways dready beyond
itself,” “au dela de soi-méme’ (25). These original words of Levinas are striking in light of the

title of one of Levinas's collections of Tdmudic readings and lectures, L’ au-dela du verset, or

“beyond the verse.” Thiswork, he says, looks beyond the Scriptural verses because they have a
“plain meaning” that is at the same time “enigmatic”; having, therefore, a diachronic structure of

meaning, the Scriptures always point to a meaning that is ever till to come (Beyond the Verse

x). But, once more, to regain its security, its centraity within the world, Dasein creates meaning
in its world which continuoudy refers back to Dasein. In Levinasian terms this is the mode of

transcerdence that is return of the Same to itself, the ontological “model” of the West.



58

When Levinas locates the essence of ontology in the act of discovering how beings are
revealed, he points to the fact that within the scheme of undestanding, the “principal event” of
existenceis the revdation of beings. Thus, the essence of these beings is the revdation of their
essence (“Reflections on Phenomenologica ‘Technique” 97). Ther essence is defined and
fulfilled by the consciousness which reveals them within its world. More to the point, the
manifestation of beings never comes as a founding event in terms of a new adventure or new
experience by which on€'s orientation to the world can become atered. As Levinas remarks,
within the scheme of knowledge, an object is aways a fact “aready happened and passed
through” (Totality 69). Underneath the acts of knowledge are those affective states which betray
these acts not as the attempt to “record,” but the compulsion to “comprehend” (82). Knowledge
makes use of itself as the mode by which Dasein comes to exert its power over that which may
put it into question, or may jeopardize its freedom. Anxidy is felt not when the world is without
meaning, but without the structures which lend themseves to its comprenenson and authority.
The dread felt when facing such indeterminacy comes precisdly when it is reveded that the
power of the subjed can be put into quegion. Thematization allows for the ego to encounter
itself once again and remain within the security of its world of meaning. Thematization is what
is gained by the unity that Western philosophy imposes upon the objects coming before the
theoretical subject, conssting of those “possihilities” they may hold for their encounter with that
subject. That theme upon which al hinges, the theme of themes, isthe supremacy of the Same.

Levinas noted very early on that one of Heidegger’s contributions was establishing the
unity which philosophy had sought among esences or substances, among the structures of

existence (“Martin Heidegger” 28). Such impulses derive from beings or “existents’ becoming
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inaway “reified” and therefore “accessbleto the contemplaion which seekswha iscommonto
these different structures in order to identify” them with an underlying principle (28). The
“Heideggerian mode of thinking,” which Levinas sought to praise and disseminae in his
adopted country of France saw that the atempt to achieve a “conceptual synthesis” failed to
take into acoount the true nature of how these beings which were to become unified under
knowledge are primarily revealed: in the concrete, lived experience of a Dasein (30). As such,
they have an *essence” which the gragp of knowledge belies, an esseence revealed not in the unity
of reflection, given in the theoretical modd of consciousness, but in the unity of solicitude or
Fursorge. Yet what Levinas reveds throughout his works afte his movement avay from
Heidegger’'s philosophy is that the construction of Being and Dasein had merely asserted the
same structures of unity or totality that had previoudy dominated Western thought, clothing it
not in the garmerts of theoretical knowledge but concrete experience.

For Levinas, the notion of Dasen which “Hedegger puts in place of the soul,
consciousness, or the ego, retains the structure of the same” (“Philosophy and the Idea of
Infinity” 51). Heidegger's ontology didributes a “neuter” that “orders thought and beings,”
giving the world a unity, yes, but aso hadening the will “instead of making it ashamed” (52).
The “moods’ through which Being is revealed exposes this hardened will, showing its
compulgon to recast alterity so that it refleds the Same. Heidegger noted this when he stated
that the “bare mood” of Dasein “discloses the ‘theré more primordially, but correspondingly it

closes it off more subbornly than any not-perceiving (Being and Time 175). The mode of

transcendence can be seen not as a reaching outward but an enclosing within, an extension of

identity to wha comes to refute this identity (Totality 87). Power, which the subject yidds to
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maintain its digance from dterity, sands dongsde freedom, which the subject maintains to
force dterity to yidd to itsidentity. “This imperidism of the same” says L evinas, “is the whole
essence of freedom” (Totality 87). These two aspects of totalization, power and freedom, are but
two sides of a coin, the results of the conatus essendi, the desire a being has to preserve itsdf
within itsown being, anideacoming from Spinoza.

Levines indicates as much when he enphasizes that for Heidegger, transcendence as
“being-ahead-of-onexelf signifies a rdation not to an externa object but to its own posshility of
existing” (“Martin Heidegger” 30). Clarified here is just why Dasein dways embarks on a
return to the same rather than an encounter with the same. A return implies that the subject does
take leave of itsdf, unlike that troubled transcendental ego of Husseal. So, Levinas does not
deny Heidegger' s ability to indicate the true nature of transcendence; Levinas merely eluddates
the content of such an encounter within Heidegger’'s thought, and the affective state which
creates such content, as the continual return to the same, and thus as the efacement of alterity

within everyday hermeneutics.



Chapter Three

Reading: The Possibility of the Other

Phenomenology and the Possibility of the Other

Very early on, Levinas focused much of hiscritique of phenomenology on its dight account
of how the subject encounters others. Inthe essay “MartinHeidegger and Ortology,” L evinas admits
that hisinvestigation, limited by Heidegger’ sownwork, has“not been able to insist on the character
of Dasein by virtue of which it understands other persons, by virtue of which it coexists” (25).
[llustrating that Dasein undersandsitsdf not in terms of its “true persondlity,” but in “terms of the

objectsit handles,” Levinasassertsthat within Being and Time, Dasein “iswhat it does,” seeing itself

“in virtue of the socid roleit professes’ (“Martin Heidegger” 25). Levinas speaks to the notion that
Dasein’s everyday existence is a “falling,” a life lived inauthertically, by noting that everyday
understanding for Dasein emanates from the standpoint of “possibilitiesrelatingtotools’ (25). The
identitiesof tools, therefore, are arecongtitution of their being; Dasein accordingly livesamong these
inaut hentic identities, existing socidly, but among the faceless crowd of das Man, the “they,” which
Levinas gives as either I’ on, “the one,” or “ tout le monde* (25). It would be incorrect to smply
dismissHeidegger’ s notion of the “they” as merely hiscriticismof modernity anditshomogenizaion
of man. That criticismisthere, and directs much of Heidegger' scommentary and anadyses, but it is
founded upon a necessary structure of Dasein’s everydayness, that of Being-ready-to-hand which
makes up the identity of things. Heidegger shows that this modality of reference in essence recads
theworld asore of function. Ineveryday life, even othersareunderst ood as one understands onesdlf,

“intermsof things’ (25). As“fdlen,” Daseinlosesitsdf in thingsand knowsothersonly asinstances
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of things reducing social relaions to a context of things handled in common (25). The identitiesof
others are thus reduced to the posshbilitiesthey hold for Dasein. As such, within thefallen state of
inaut hentic existence, othersnever comeinto their own aut hentic possibilitieswithin Dasein’ sworld.

Heidegger’ s notion of authertic existence, then, would seemto be away out, an opening of
transcendence by which the true encounter with the dterity can come about. If the layers of
inauthenticity are peeled back, and objects, including others, can be seen within the same light they
origindly manifested, then the true form of transcendence can be presented to philosophical
inspedion and understanding. However, as Levinas shows through his sustained critique of
philosophy, the fact that the encounter with othersismadethrough theunity of Seinreveal sontology
to be yet another instanceof themaization, i.e, the casting of tools. Concepts, ideas, even “Being,”
reduce existentsto aneuter state, allowing for their “hand ahility.” “Heideggerian ontology,” writes
Levinas, “subor dinates thereation with others’ to arelation with a neuter, announcing only whet is
previoudy grasped and comprehended; assuch, it“continues to exdt thewill to power” (* Philosophy
and the ldea of Infinity” 52). Exterior things come to surrender their identity through the
generalization, domestication, and finall y, possession that accompani esacts of reason (50) . “Reason,
which reduces the other,” says Levinas, “is appropriation and power” (50).

Both Husserl and Heidegger account for the understanding of others by a sort of
intersubjectivity or empathy. Husser| discusses how an ego can come to know another ego in the

FifthMeditation of hisCartesiansiche Meditationen. Quentin Lauer, well known for hisexplications

of Husserlian phenomenology, admitsthat thisaccount of intersubjectivity is perhgos the weakest
element of Husserl’ s later works. Hemmed in by the logical necessties of having the laws of all

subjectivity discovered within the transcendental ego, Husserl finds himself “obliged to find an
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intentional category comprising some sort of experience of others' experiences,” which he terms
Einfihlung or “empathy” (Lauer 172). Thiscategory, L auer notes, seems forced and created ad hoc
(173). In this mode of intentionality, the other is given first as an object, then, as an objective
correlate, its subjectivity is constituted through the perception of its behavior. It is comprehended
as having the same experiences”| would have if | werethere” (175). From the Fifth Meditation, it
seemsthat Husserl islockedinto the assunptionthat the essences of experiences cannot be modified
except by the sulject itself, and never by other subjects. Thisresultsin asubjectivity that isadways
independent of others, even while constituting them. 1f asubject has experiences, thento experience
another subject is to experience it as having experiences, forming part of one's “intentional life’
without ever having those experiences somehow coincide (Lauer 172). To do that, however, the
other subject must be seen asan*“alter ego,” whichisjust how Husserl refersto this other within the
FifthMeditation. Moreproperly, itisan“alter idem,” for it isan instance of the Same, a modification
of theego’ sidentity to comprehend theintentional object, i.e., the other. Huserl notesthat the other
becomes discovered through the “intentionalities, syntheses, [and] motivations’ of my own

experiences, in a word, becoming “mirrored in my own Ego” (Cartesiansiche Meditationen 94).

While Husserl does admit that the other Ego “makes constitutionally possible anew infinite domain
of what is ‘other,’” antidpating Levinas's depiction of the face-to-face evert as an opening upon
infinity, he does so to show that the world is thus constituted as an “intersubjective sphere of
ownness; a harmony of monads’ (107). In harmony, these monads are but instances of the Same,
condituting atotdity.

InBeing and Time, Heidegger’ sdiscuss on of how Daseinencounters othersundergoesabit

morerigorousddiberation, taking into consideration, of course, that the categorical mode of “Being-
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with-others” is another mode of possihility for Dasein. Others are discussed right beside the
discusson of tools, showing that Heidegger considered seeing another as a tool to be part of an
inauthentic existence. Correctly, he states tha the “kind of Being which belongs to the Dasein of
Others, as we encounter it within-the-world, differs from readiness-to-hand and present-at-hand’

(Beingand Time 154). Despitethis, Heidegger comesto regard the Dasein of othersas*likethevery

Dasein whichfreesthem,” referring to the notion that Dasein 0licits thingsi nto existence or meaning
through itseveryday hermeneutics(154). “ Thusin characterizing the encountering of Others,” writes
Heidegger, “one is again oriented by that Dasein which is in each case one’ sown” (154). Again,
Heidegger does take into consideration the “defident” node of solidtaion that reduces others to
being mere bearers of references to Dasein itself; he notes that others are encountered
“environmentally,” more “in terms of what is ready-to-hand within-the-world,” referring osensibly
to everyday “fallen’” existence (156). But the other cannot escape the formulation of Being that
Dasein initiateswithin its world. Even when a Dasain encounters another Dasain authenticaly, it is
in terms of their both being bound by acommon concern for Dasein; Heidegger refersto thisasthe
“right kind of objectivity,” becauseit “frees the Other in his freedomfor himself’ (159). Just what
mode of liberation isin play heredoes not matter as much asthe notion that unity only occurswithin
the realm of ontology.

Heldegger anticipatesLevinasin a sense by marking the modality of existencethat is*Being-
with” asDasein “for the sake of Others,” denoting astructureto its being that furnishesits solicitude
withrespect to others(160). As*“Being-with,” Heidegger writes, “Dasein ‘is essential ly for the sake
of Otheas” (160). Wemust accept this statement, however, as qualified, for its“Being-with” is but

a shift in its modality. As Levinas shows, Dasein comes into itself only through the contingent
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structures of existence, which harbor not specific others, nor even the Dasein of others. Instead,
these structures are determined no farther than theterms “-with” or “-of.” They accommodate no
being in particular, only Being in general, the world of Dasein writ large. For Levinas, thisclosdy
resemblesthe modality of “ empathy” Husserl formulatedto define theevent of the other coming into
CONSCiousness
Curioudy, the objection to Husserl’s Einfiihlung or “empathy” was voiced by Heidegger

himsdf, who notes that this notion was supposed to provide “thefirst ontological bridge from one's
own subject . . . to the other sulject,” but enpathy, of course, becomespossible only onthe grounds
of a“Being-with” (162). Even further, Heidegger says that the “special hermeneutic of empathy”
cannot account for just how

Being-with-one-another and Dasein' s knowing of itself areled astray and obstructed

by the various posshilities of Being which Dasein itsalf possesses, so that agenuine

‘“understanding’ gets suppressed, and Dasein takes refuge in substitutes. (163)
By noting that affectivity leads sulyectivity “adray,” reference is made to the authentic mode of
existing to which Heidegger believes Dasein as fallen becomesoblivious A distinct note of anxiety
underpins his discussion of thevarious modesof inauthenti c existence which operatein Dasein’slife
among others. Others asdas Man stand asindefinite, dominating, even taking away the trueidentity
of Dasain, disgposing of its” everyday possibilities . . . asthey please’ (164). Being dispersed among
themonly increasestheir power (164). These others, Heidegger notes arenot “definite Others. On
the contrary, any Other canrepresert them” (164).

All of this angst comes toits apogee in the concern Dasein, or at |east Heidegger hinself, has

over an authentic exigence, ore tha can be presented to the consciousness of Dasein and thus
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known. Furthermore, others come into their own identity only through the opening which Being
reveastoit, that is, as Dasan. In sum, Heidegger creaes yet another instanceof intersubjectivity,
a“coexistence” that isa“we prior to the | and the other, aneutral intersubjectivity’ (Totality 67-68).
Otherscometo Dasein proximally, according to Heidegger, but only asan indance of a generalized
idea, Dasein, or more to thepoint, possihilities of— and for—Dasein. Levinaslocaesthis digosition

of Being and Time within the overall predilection of philosophy to substituteideas for persons (88).

Reduced to concepts, things, especially the other person, are rendered inefficadous, diluted to
instances of a neuter state (88). Others then come only through a matrix of impersonal order,
affirming not their ownidentity but alwaysthe supremacy of the same. The possibilitieswhichothers
may have for their own existence are recad as possibilities of the Same, precisely to defer any risk

they may entail for the freedom and power of the subject which encounters them.

Ethicsand the Structures of Transcendence
For Levinas the Tdmud admits its reader into a “mode of thought enamored of justice and

peace”’ asopposed to one obsessed with its very ownfreedom and power (In the Time of the Nations

2). Within it and the existence forged for justice that it espouses comesthe “desire for a peace that
is no longer the repose of a self within itself, no longer mere autonomous self sufficiency” (2).
Opposing the “well-known dialogueof the soul withitself,” itisan “anxious peace,” a“watchfulness
awakened by the Torah” (2). The description“anxious’ hereis a deliberatereference to that anxiety
that nothingness arouses within Dasein Here, though, it isrecast outd de of totali zation to define the
antici pationof theposshilitieswithintheorigind, and originary, structureof consciousness, “for-the-

other.” Thisisthe structure of consciousness, the existential mode, that L evinas defines throughout
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his philosophica works, the one that makes all other modalities even possible. And, most
importantly, thisis the structur e demanded of the readers of the Scriptures.

Very early on, Levinas saw that the proper account of the event of the other asit isreveaed
to consciousness could reorient the understanding philosophy hasof the subject. He saw that it could
leadtothe proper model of transcendence that eluded philosophical thought sinceits beginnings. For
it is“through thephenomenology of the other person,” he once wrote, the there can be“away to get
outside the sulject” (“Reflections on Phenomerological ‘Technique™ 109). Outsde of the subject,
he would be the initid instance of alterity, for he would be beyond the grasp of thematization, and
thus outsde the redm of the Same. Investigating his announcement to consciousness would
determine how intertiorality takes into its grasp something that can be outsde of the subject. This
“other” that L evinastakes up withinhisinvestigations differ sfromthe “other” that philosophy usudly
displays, even within phenomenology. Hisis“the other of moral consciousness” which he claimed
in 1959 to have had “ very bad pressin phenomenol ogy since Heidegger” (109). The other thatwould
find its announcement to consciousness, not in knowledge but in ethics, would be, for Heldegger, das
Man . Thustheother would prevent Dasein fromcoming into an authentic life by governing Dasein,
intimidating Dasein’s own discoveriesthrough the schemaof morality, sincedas Man “ prescribesthe

kind of being of everyday existence” (Being and Time 164). To live authentically, Dasein must

understand itsexistence beyond the redm of good and evil. Only then, it seens, can it adheeto a
morality that “uncovers’ authentic Being properly, without the accumulated crust of inaut henticity.

Heldegger, however, revealsthe limits of hisanalyses, at least within Being and Time, in that

he correctly assumes a subject to be primarily aligned with its worldly existence not through

knowledge but through its affective moods. What comes within Dasein’s grasp is “tempered,” one
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can say, through its states-of-mind: ethos precedes logos within consciousness. Therein lies the
capecity for illusion, disillusion, even judgment, since the fundamental structures of understanding
arefilledin not by knowledgebut by the ego’ ssubjective s atesor moods-things have meaning only
in how they concern the subject. But Heidegger’'s attempt to illuminate the everyday hermeneutics
of understanding, inasmuch as this understanding involves “concern” and “anxiety,” determines
thingsonly after asubject hasbeen congtituted. Dasein, Levinas shows, islate in the game, coming
into itsexistence not to undergandit, but to affirm Dasein’s own power and independencewithin it
and over it— which dready implicates Daseinin the act of slf-reflection and self-knowledge. “The
detour of ideality leadsto acoincidingwith oneself,” Levinaswrites, “to the certainty which remains
the guide and guarantee of the whole spiritua adventureof Being” (“ Substitution” 80). Theaffective
states of Dasein aresubor dinat ed, asareall things, to ontology, theschemewhereinal significations
divulgethemselvesasinstances of asubject’ spossibility. Y et, what could havegiventhe subject even
the notion of “possihility,” of “irfinite possibility’? What could have preceded the self-constituted
subject to announce to it its own identity? What could have issued, in a sense, the command that
subjectivity obeysto continudly announce its identity within itsown undestanding? Even further,
what could have inaugurated the structures of existence if not that first instance of “structure”
announced to the subject? Could this first instance of structur e be that of transcendenceitself? The
answers liein acomportment toward existence such asreveded by Levinas sworks, especidly the
Tdmudic readings. They, like hisphilosophy, are* radically opposed” to the ontology of Heidegger
which* subor dinates the relation with the Other” to itself, “rather than seeing in justice and injustice

aprimordial accessto the Other” (Totality89). This, then, would be amoddity of existence wholly
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aware of, and untroubled by, the fect that ethics precedes it, not as system or even agenda, but as

affective orientation.

Being-for-the-Other
The Talmudic reading of Tractate Chullin 88b-89-a, asksiif existence, if the “feverish adtivity
which manifests and fillsit,” is solely the “expresson of a person” (“Who Is One-Self?’ 112). Is

existence always structured as it is within ontology, “quant-a-soi,” or “asfor-onesdf”? This
particul ar reading, asLevinasadmits, looksto understand the notion of the“freeman” of our modern
livesin order to “distinguish the mamner or mode—trace or promise—of the human‘ as-for-oneself.,’
whichriskslosingitself under theimbroglio of blind forces, tendencies, and necessities” (113). Isthis
distance maintained at some great price? Are our lives “authentically” ours?

The Scripture cited by the TAmud here has Abraham, patriarch of nations, calling himself
“dust and ashes’ (Geresis 18:27). This was uttered, suggests Levinas in the middle of thought
turned toward “I’ autre absolument autre,” or the other that isabsolutely other (* Qui est soi-méme?’
83). Levinasholdsthat this speaksof a“degitutionwhichrevealsglory” (114). Humility, obvioudy,
is not foreign to religious texts, but Abraham’'s is not a simple humility. The context, always
important to the Tamud, for this statement is Abraham imploring the Lord to spare the lives of the
righteousthat arein the city of Sodom. Amazed at hisaudacity to speak beforethe Lord, he qualifies
this act by noting “and yet | ambut dust and ashes’ (Genesis 18:27). As Levinas notes, thisis a
stat ement of self-denial, el evating the humanto another condition, beyond“as-for-onesdlf,” remaining

under the threat of his mortality as someone who thinks of the safekeeping of others’ (“Who Is One-

Sdf?’ 114). Curiously, the Talmudic tractate here notes that Abraham was “rewarded” for this
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utterance with two commandments granted to his grandchildren, the commandment of the “red
heifer” and that of the “wives suspected of misconduct” (114). Both rituals deal with purification:
the ashes of ared, never-yoked heifer being mixed with water to purify it for rituals, and certainwives
suspected of misdeeds by their husbands having to consume temple water mixed with earth as atest
of their purity, theguilty oneswasting avay asa result of their impurity. Levinasreadsthis meaning
in the statement from the Talmud:

Rituas as rewards! . . .[I]n the axiology of the Torah, the mitzvah, the divine

commandment of the Law, [camot be reduced] to an oppressive grip exerted upon

the freedom of the faithful. It signifies, even in its constraining weight, all that the

order of the unique God dready provides for participation in his reign, for divine

proximity and election, and for accession to the rank of the aut hentically human.

(emphasis added) (114-115)

“Rituals’ denote here this participation that being turned fromcare for-oneself to care for-the-other.
In this same chapter of Genesis, Abraham gtsinhistent waiting, eagerly, to care for the other; three
men travel by, and heruns out to give themrest and comfort. That thisistheway the Lord reveds
himsdf to Abraham, “ by the oak of Manre,” pointsto the fuller significance, aswill be shown in the
next chapter, that the other has for subjedivity, sinceit bearsthe full import of the snple act of
transcendence.

For now, however, the structure of subjectivity which the Talmud insistsupon, that of “for-
the-other,” must be made clear by examining what it is not. Levinas refers to the Scriptures for a
critique of subjectivity asit is constituted by Westem thought. The suljed, for the Wes, is being
“ineoriated by its own rature,” wholly “preoccupied with itsdf’(“The Will of God” 60, 65).

Tellingly, philosophy in the West marks itself with the Socratic motto, “ gnothi seauton”— “know

thysdf.” If it has“become the fundamental precept of al Western philosophy,” says Levinas, “this
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is because ultimately the West discover sthe universewithin itself” (* Ethics and Spirit” 10). Where
the Jewish model of subjectivity may come from Abraham in his tent, as Levinas has suggested, the
Weg hasitsOdysseus, whosejourney isbut an adventure of a return (10). This subjectivity is that
of Husserl and Heidegger d<o, for it is pure interiority and radical freedom. Occupying the center
of itsown existence, itspossihilitiesare limited t o instances of itself, persevering withinitsown being
(“Ethics to Exegesis’ 110). Praise for the Judaic texts comes from Levinas because they are
“opposed to the idea that existence is agame,” standing contrary to the “metaphysical tendencies
prevalent today, accordingto whichbeing isplay,” precisely because® one can exist only for himself”

(“Judaism and Revolution” 107, 108, 112). Freedom for the Wed is not free enough, “because it
drags along resgponsbilities” (107-08). But for the Scriptures, “being implies an extreme
seriousness” showing that “we are responsible beyond our commitments” (108). Our commitments,
our responsibilities, are as infinite as our possibilities, because “It is not freedom which defines the
human beng. It is obedience which defines him” (“*And God Created Woman” 166, 167).

An important element to the modality of existence espoused by the Tamudic textsis the
notion of self-denial. More than just agauge of moral fortitude and sacrifice, self-dena adumbrates
the original and originary structure of consciousness preceding all others, making them in fact
possible, that of “being-for-the-other.” This structure echoes the “Being-within-the-world” and
“Being-with-others’ that Heidegger reveds aspart of Dasein’s everyday hermeneutics, which itself
pointsto Husserl’ sformulation of consciousness as always a consciousness of something. It is seen
in Abraham’ s calling hmself “dust and ashes’ in Genesis 18, whichissignificant in itsalf, but, asthe
Talmud records, these words also remind another commentator, referred to as Raba, of Abraham’s

actions during the war in which he fought alongside the Canaanites, givenin Genesis 14. According
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to Levinas, one of the strengths of the Talmud is its determination tha such cross-referencing
deepens the sense of meaning and unity within the Scriptures. To return to Abraham, he saes his
refusal to take part inthe plunder after thevictory, beingthat hefought only to save his nephew Lot,
saying that he will take nothing “from a thread to a sandal drap” as Levinas translates it (“Who Is
One-Self?’ 120). Such self-denid Levinas says “tedtifiesto anew sense of the human inaugurated
very early in Abraham’ slife-thisisthe escdation of disinterestednessin a conflict, the veryidea of
the battle for the Good” (120). It should be noted that Levinasrefersto thisideaof disinterestedness
or “désintéressement” throughout his works, secular and religious, given to denote this sense of
subjectivity realizing not possibilities for-itself but for-the-other.

The model of elf-denial that Levinasfocuses onwithin the Talmud hasitsstrongest stat ement
inthe Talmudic reading “The Y outh of Israel,” which looks at the tractate Nazir, 66aand 66b. This
section of the Talmud discusses the nazirite, described in chapter 6 of the Book of Numbers. Singled
out asonewho doesnot cut hishair, the nazirite“wears’ the “glory of his God” upon hishead (121).
Levinas, of course, reads deeper, saying that he is “convinced” that the “glory of God” on the
nazrite’' s head actually expresses “a demand for justice” in the heart of the nazirite (121). Other
prohibitions for the nazirite include absta ning fromwine or any product of grgpes and fromimpure
contect, such aswith adead body. Death, as L evinas points out, isa particularly Srong proscription
in Judaism, caling it the “grandfather of impurity,” but not one referencing the “realmof the sacred
and profan€’ (123). Irstead, death isimpurity because “it threatens to take away all meaning from
life”; through death “all meaning immediately risks being reduced to absurdity” (123). Levinas
suggests that regarding death leads to contemplation of one's own mortality, instilling the “race to

enjoy the moment, the carpe diem,” whichis but an indulgence in the seff (123). Asfor the wine,
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Levinas points out that it is prohibited because
Drunkenness is illusion, the disappearance of the problem, the end of responsihility,
an artificial enthusiasm, and the nazirite does not wish to be deceived, or to be
relieved of the weight of existence by forgetting Evil and misfortune. (123)

The long hair, he adds, also defeats any sense of self-regard; it is“Anti-narcissisnt’ for it is “away

of being, ‘without a mirror’: to be, without turning toward oneself’ (124).

[lluminating this notion of the nazirite further, Levinas holds it up as the ideal of
disinterestednesswhichis* opposed to the essence of abeing,” reiterating again what theJudaic texts
hold forth as the concept of subjectivity by illustrating what it isnot. It is not the essence that “is
precisely always persistence in essence, the return of essence upon itsdlf, self-consciousness and
complacercy in self” (127). By disavowing the care for himsdf, the nazirite reects “not being
beautiful but looking at oneself being beautiful,” and in so doing rejecting also “ the narcisssmwhich
is self-consciousness, upon whichour Western philosophy and mordity arebuilt” (127). Ultimately,
the nazrite reveals the Tamudic subject as one rejeding “thought thinking itself” (127).

Narcissus seveswdl as the modd of Western subjectivity, and the foil for the nazirite, but
only to apoint. Hedoescometo perceive only himsef, and by doing this he does alienat e himself
fromthe universe asawhole, cloang himself off ina typeof circularity that exposesonly hisaffective
state, whichis adesire more than an anxiety, adesire for the self. But if Narcissus was svept away
by his own beauty, Western man is tempted by something even more commanding, even more

seductive.
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Salvation, Sorcery, and the Western Subject
Though the two may appear to be at oddsfor most, Levinas considered Wester n philosophy
and Chridianity to be quite smilar in their individualigic, ego-centered approach to existing within
theworld. Additionally, both seek “ sd vation’ within exi gence by obtaining and mai ntai ning freedom
fromthisworld. One gets the sense from hismoreinformal writings, such asin Diffidle liberté, that
for Levinas, Christianity and philosophy in the West pardld each other’shistory, in that each moved
fromthe strict adherence to dogma and tradition in the middle ages, toward a focus on individual
visionandvalidation, thedefining quaity of the Enlightenment. Here, Prot estantismand Cartesianism
may best symbolizethat turnto a new role for saubjectivity, one withthe power and responshility to
obtain meaning and salvation from within itself. In an essay titled “Bang a Westerner,” Levinas

recalls the insights of Léon Brunschvicg, who showed in hiswork De la Vraie ed de la Fausse

Conversion, suivi delaQuerdle del’ Atheisme, that the West teaches that “a spiritua life should be

one devoid of egoism,” an egoism which is*a striving for salvation” (47). Brunschvicgrevealsthat
the obsession with sal vation emanates from self-love, “ atrace of natural egoismfromwhich we must
be torn by the religious life” (atd. in “Being aWederner” 48). Salvation, as Brunschvicg says here,
isfor the onewho disregards God as he isandinstead usesGod “for his own ends’ (qtd. in “Being
aWesterner” 48). Levinas addsto this assertion, saying that “the concernfor salvation, even when
it raisesitself above immediate needs and seeks onlyto triumph over death, still stemsfromhiological
self; the biological sdf cannot dispense with mythology and war” (48). Brunschvicg' scritique of the
West appealed to Levinas because it pointed to elementsfroma more distart time still working to
this day, such asthe “irrationaligs of the present day’ who managed to digposeof “the old concepts

and then immediately set about adoring their shadow” (qtd. in*“Being a Westerner” 48).
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Levinasdoen't just focushiscriticism against theideaof persond sadvation on Chrigtianity,
however; at times he uses his critidan to take on more contemporary ideas of religion, as when he
distinguishesthe traditional God of the T orah from the more modern concept of God, thelatter being
one who “dished out prizes, inflicted punishments or pardoned sins— a God who, in his goodness,
treated men like children” (“Loving the T orah more than God” 143). These words are givenin a
discussonof afictionalized account of the Warsaw Ghetto resistance, published inan I sragli journal
and told fromthe perspective of acharacter named Y ossel benY ossd. Yossel ragesagainst the“ God
who hides Hisface,” whichfor Levinas shows the only rational response to his stuation, for the
“adult’s God isrevealed precisdy through thevoid of the child's heaven” (143). No consolation of
the divineis afforded to Y ossel, at least not through “infantile religiousfeeling,” for the “individual
can prevail only through his conscience, which necessarliy involves suffering” (143). Levinas
continues by asking,
But with what lesser demon or strange magician have you therefore filled your
heaven, you who clam that it is empty? And why, under an empty Ky, do you
continue to hope for a good and senside world? (143)
The God who hides hisface, Levinas concludes, isthe onewho “ appeals instead to the full maturity
of the responsible man” (143). The ethical element of Judaism is affirmed for L evinas when Y ossel
proclams that he loves God, but he loves His Torah even more, pointing to thissamereadm of ethics
and responsibility in which the divine makes its presence fdt (144). For Levinas, Judaign is a
“rdigion for aduits” asthe title of ore of his essays suggeds, precisely becauseit
appeals to a humanity devoid of myths— not because the marvellous isrepugnant to
its narrow soul but because myth, albeit sublime, introducesinto the soul that troubled

element, that impureelement of magicand sorcery and that drunkenness of the Sacred
and of war that prolong the animal withinthe civilized. (48)
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The words*“magic and sorcery” here are not to be taken lightly, for they represent within
Levinas yet another instance of the power and freedom of subjectivity which the Talmud opposes.
Oneof his TAmudic readings “ Desacralization and Disenchantment,” feauresan in-depth discussion
of “sorcery,” which for Levinasrepresents not only any affront to the concept of the holy, but also
the modern world and the centrd rde that the Western model of subjectivity plays within its
indiscretions. This particular Talmudic reading begins with Levinas distinguishing between what is
sacred and what is holy. Holinessfor Levinas denotes “separation or purity, the essence without
admixture that can be cdled Spirit” (“ Desacrdization” 141). Thisidea of holiness as separation,
diachronic and therefore infinite separation, becomes important in his discussions of infinity, both
within the Talmudic readings and within his philosophy as awhole. Sacredness, then, would be the
illugon of the holy, an impure essence ascribed to holiness. Sacredness and sorcery are akin, the
|atter being “the mistress of appearance” (141). The sacred, asit isgivenby L evinasherevery briefly,
does not ssem tha distant from sorcery. Truly, the sacred is“the haf light in which the sorcery the
Jewish tradition abhorsflourishes,” for it istha “other side” of things given before us, the “reverse
or obverse of the Real, Nothingness condensed to Mystery, bubbles of Nothing in things” (141).
Here, L evinas references the quotation from Macdbeth he used to preface this reading, the words of
Banqguo as he and Macheth see the three witches that they were talking to disappear before them:
“The earth hath bubbles, as the water has, / And these are of them” (1.3.79). Like abulble sorcery
appearsto be of substance, but it isillusion, intangible and fleeting. What does thesaared haveto
do with sorcery inthissense? In short, Levinas suggedts that designating something as secred isto
assign its meaning as a“mystery,” whichis but a refusal to read meaning here withinthe present as

well aswithin the future. Thisunder standing of the ideaof “nmystery” preventsit from being confused
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with the notion of “enigma,” discussed in the next chapter oninfinity, which briefly is thefeature of
meaning to cond gently dude thegrasp of totality. Interms of diachrony, meaning within mystery
or the sacred is never to come into the concrete world of experience. The sacred, Levinaswrites,
“ador nsitself with the prestigeof prestiges,” but “revelaion,” that act of welcoming meaning which
the Talmud presents as the primary modality of subjectivity, “refuses these bad secrets’
(“Desecralization” 141).

Sorcery within the Talmud, asL evinas shows reveals itself to be the presumptionof the ego,
ametgphor for grasping its continual attempt to assert power over itsworld. If the sacred can be the
arbitrary constitution of limits and definition, even at the expense of ethical regponsibilities, sorcery
is the audacity of claiming to be within the inner sanctum of those sacred mysteries. In the Gemara
whichthis particu ar reading takes up, a Rabbi Akiba notes the simil arity of the expression “you shdl
not let the sorceresslive” from Exodus 22: 18, to that of Exodus 19: 13, which says “Man or beast
must be goned, they shdl cease to live” (144). Such conmparison isquite common to the Talmud,
for as Levinas points out, it reinforcesthe snse of unity anong the Scriptures, and illustrates the
depths of meaning withina verse, or aword even, by itscontinud gopplication to other elements of
the texts. Rabbi Akiba calls upthe context of Exodus 19, where the L ord commands M osesto warn
the Isreelites not to approach Mt. Sinal, the ste of the Reveation of God's commandments, until
permitted, not even to its border— those who presume to do so shal be stoned to death. Here, the
“comparison of texts is instructive,” for it shows that sorcery is not “a foreign phenomenon,” a
paganism or polytheismagainst which Judasm must guard itself, but infad “thetemptation of the

people called to the Revelation” (144, 144-45). Levinas explairs:



78

Sorceryisthe fact of looking beyond what itispossibleto see. Itistogobeyond the
limits within which one must gay when truth approaches not tostop intime. Itisthe
servantswho see more than their mistresses. | am alluding hereto aMidrashinwhich
the servant is proud to have seen the king, whilethe princess. . . had closed her eyes—
but she had been much closer to the maesty of the king by this non-looking than had
the servart who looked. Sorcery isthe curiosity which manifestsitself when the eyes
should be cast down: indiscretion regarding the Diving insengtivity to Mysery;
clarity projected unto something the approachto which requiressome modesty. (145)
Levinas suggests for this last definition the examples of “ certain forms of Freudianism,” “ certain
cdams of sexud educaion which show little concern for the unprecedented language such an
education requires,” “forms of the sexual life,” and the “claims of ‘science for everyone’” (145).
Judging these examples to be reactionary or anti-modern on Levinas s part, which issureto bethe
charge by some whenever rdigious texts are presented, is not as inportant as understanding that
these things are presented as the manifestations of modernity’s demand that al limits be done away
with, often inthe name of anindvidual’s freedom and power. According to L evinas, Rabbi Akiba
seessorcery not as* pagan perverdon,” but as“a perversion of theholy people[the | sradites] itsdf,”
for it resultsnot from “bad influences” but from
the excess of knowledge itself, that whichis beyond what can be borne in truth, the
illugon which derives from the urbearabde truth and which tempts from the very
depths of the truth . . . the perversion of all those able to rise to the true. (145)
Being neither perversity nor “unbridled auriosity,” sorcery “results fromvice” (145).
Levinas|eads this reading up to the “ philosophical problem”: “How is degradation possible?
How can holiness be confused with the sacred and turn into sorcery?’ (146). Furthermore, how is
it that the sacred beguiles, with its “power over human beings’ ? (147). At thispoint, Levinasrefers

to atechnique that only the Talmud could be secure enough to alow: Rabbi Johanan, in the Gemara

accompanying the Mishna featured in this Talmudic reading, remarks that sorcery is called
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“keshafim,” or 1AB¥3, because “it chalenges the Assembly on High,” a phrase containing the letters
13, B, @, and 2 withinit, whichformtheword“keshafim” (137, 147). “A comparison,” saysLevinas,

“which no serious etymology could justify,” but he is intrigued by the idea that “the meaning of
sorcery would be to chdlenge the highest order . . . the diabolica Luciferian no” (147). Sorcery
would therefore be a transgresson of limits, or a refusal to acknowledge limits, which is the
“desacralization of the sacred,” of the truly sacred (for Levinas does reserve the title rather than
wholly dismiss it), and not that which appears as the sacred (147).

The amhiguity of thisterm sacred here must be addressed. Like “mystery,” whichcan mean
the “bubbles of Nothing inthings” or the truly enigmatic and holy, the meaning of the sacred within
this Talmudic reading shares the distinction of terminology throughout all of Levinas' sworks(141).
Words have meaning only within context of other words; calling upon the hermeneutics discussed
earlier, words as Signs are necessary for the meaning of other thingsto become present. AsLevinas
writes of the Talmud, specifically its desire to understand word and verse in the Scriptures by other
words and verses, “context . . . regores the Torah,” promoting “vigilance” and “wakefulness of
thought” (“Beyond the Stae inthe Stae” 100). Thisistrue even for subjedivity. Thestructure of
meaning within Levinas's works is always referential, dways a “welcoming” of transcendence by
creating the “dwelling” within which it can exist within its own identity. Therefore, reading Levinas
inasenserequires not ahandbook of philosophicd definitions, or asolid gragp of abstract terms, but
an openness toward the multiple meanings and ducidations that the experience of the concrete
demands. Such“possbilities’ of the concretewithin experience, within “the Real,” to borrow from
Levinas, explain the event of the faceof the other—the meaning of the other is only had through the

welcoming that it demands. This“reerentid” use of words initigtes aritidam, to be sure, as with
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Dermot Moran, who seems more than impatient with Levinas' s* contradictory assertions’ (Moran
352). What it discloses, infact, is a penetrating consistency in Levinas s thought: he understands
hermeneuticsto be the primary structure of subjectivity, soevery modality of the subject betrays itself
asthe ad of “reading.”

To condude thediscusson of sorcery, Levinas says tha “the nothingness of sorcery inserts
itself into the Real,” which heshows to beanother way of saying that in fact, sorceryis*®the megic”
of “interiorization” (148, 149). Hewritesthat “all isallowed inthe inner life, al isalowed, including
crime” (149). No surpriseto find that Levinas was a longtime reader of Russian novels, especially
Dogoevsky, whose characters Raskolnikov and the “Underground” man surely could be expected
to say that “dl is allowed in the inner life. . . including crime,” but with a sense of triumph and
righteousness (149). Within the redm of interiorization, nothing remains “identical to itself any
longe” (152). For Levinas,

That is what sorcery is. the modern world; nothing is identical to itself; no one is
identicd to himself; nothing getssaid for no word has its own meaning; dl speech is
a magica whisper; no one listens to what you say; everyone suspects behind your
words a hot-said, a conditioning, an ideology. (152)
Opposing this interiority, the tractate featured in “Desacralization and Disenchantment” ends with
Rabbi Eliezer near death; his companions come to him not for consolation or confort, but for one
more lesson on the rituals which make up a substantial part of the Tamud. They ask, “What isthe
law of abdl, ashoemaker’ slast, an amulet, aleather bag containing pearls, and asmall weight?” The
Tamud' s* attachment to questions of theritual ‘to do’ and‘ not to do,’ tedifies” for Levinas, “to a

greatness that is precisely wha bringsincomprehension and scorn upon the Jewishtradition” (156-

157). Levinasemphasizesthat the gpparently inappropriate and untimely in reality characterizesthe
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truly important things for a spiritual, ethical life- for what istalked about around the dying rabbi?
“Eternal destiny? The inner life? Not at all,” saysLevinas (157). Thedetermination of “‘what | must

do’ ismore important than ‘what | am dlowed to hopefor’” (157). The articles mentioned are made
of leather, and can be“ considered receptacles and non-receptacles(157). Asobjectsof leather, they
can become impur e by being in the presenceof the dead, and the sages gathered around him want to
obtain one morediver of knowledgebeforehegoes(157). Levinas says of thissectionof thetradate
that “it is quite aremarkable structuralist analysis’ (157). For the ball, the leather is the container;
the leather inthe pouch of pearlsallows thingsto be suspended; the small weight isprotected by the
leather; and finaly, the shoemaker’ slastiscovered by |eather, not madeof leather (157). All of them,
says Rabbi Eliezer, become impure and must enter into purificaion (158). Such analysis “indicates
acuriosity about formal meaning inthe Rabbi’ scasuigry,” but moreimportantly, it shows*precisdy
what purity is. The care givennot to the unfathomable purity of my intentions but to the objective
rulesof purity” (158). Altogether, it showsthe orientation of subjectivity within Judaismisnot to
interiority, but to exteriority, totheconcrete presence of exist ence itself and not some*“inner world.”
It showswhat L evinas means when he notesthat Judaismrepresents*anirreducible modality of being
present to the world” (153). Being present as such means being opened onto exteriority; closing
onesdf off in essence negates the posshilities of discourse with alterity. As Levinas says of the
Talmud, noting that it livesnot solely off of tradition, but off of discourse among the member sof the
Jewish community, among the sages of the past and the present, and even among the Laws and those
who would enforce them: Levinas remarksthat the “totd interiorization of the Lawsis nothing but
its abolition (“As Old as the World?’ 83). A subjectivity withdrawn into itself is within the “most

intimate intimecy of Being,” which is but to be “thrown into the shordess abysses of interiority”
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(“And God Created Woman” 177). Judaism countersthat with a“humanity,” or auniversality, that

sigrels “the end of interiority, the end of the subject” (167).

Temptation and Opposition

In the West, however, interiority signifies freedom. The Calvinist, for example, separated
himsdf from this world and its consequencesby handing his interior life over to God. Philosophers
like Descartes retreated within the realm of the mind to show that there, existence was rock solid.
Interiority is spiritual life once nurtured, it is redemption. Prior to that freedom and enjoyment,
however, Levinas shows that interiority begnswith the modality of opposition and solitude.

Inthe Tamudic reading “ Beyond the State inthe State,” L evinaslooksat thetractate Tamid
31b-32b, whereAlexander theGrea comesto Talmudic sagesto pose questionsto them. Bordering
on interrogation, Alexander asks them to amswer quegions regarding the creation of the world,
whether darkness or light camefirst, and so on. When he asks about the darkness and the light, the
sages, though patiently answering al of the questions, suddenly fall silent, fearing that Alexander
would attempt to ask “what isabove and what isbelow, what isinterior, what isexterior” (“Beyond
the State” 80). L evinas notes that the sages display hesitation “regarding the non-initiated who
interrogates,” but also saysthat they stop short of indulging Alexander’ s “indolent curiosity” (89).
Also echoing hereisL evinas's criticism of sorcery earlier, asthe lack of restraint and respect, and the
demand for knowledge.

Criticismof suchademand for knowledge comes through in L evinas s explanaionasto how
the Torah can be made impure by hands. “ They aredeclared impurebecause they touch everything,”

he assuresus, “indeed nothing is more mobile, more impertinent, morerestless than the hand” (* For
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a Place in the Bible” 23-24). The Scriptures are made impure because they are “touched by the
impatient, busy hand that is supposedly objective and scientific” (24). Such handling, such grasping,
if that phenomenological term can be given yet another meaning here, isa*“ directness” which* strips
and impoverishesthe Scriptures,” cutting them off in asense”fromthe breath that liveswithinthem”
(24). The hand is just a hand in ritual, of course, but it isaso the concrete realization of that
“impudence of Sirit that sizesa text savagely, without preparation or teacher” (24). Elsewhere,
L evinas proclaims, “Woe to the self-taught!” (“ Toward the Other” 24).

Impatient with the sages answers, or lack thereof, Alexander the Grest demands of them,
“Why do you oppose us?’, usngtheroyd “we,” of course, but also giving wordsto the question that
Western subjectivity has demanded of its world since the beginnings of philosophy (“Beyond the
State” 81). Thesages reply amply that “ Satan is a conqueror” (81). Levinas explainsthat Satanis
“ambiguity itself,” that which “separates thoughts from the cultural context they invoke and from
whichthey come, and mixesideas’ (100). Alexander audaciously commands the sagesto give him
something, since he is “an important man!” (82). Ther “gift” sums up the argument against the
subj ect which demandsk nowledgeand answ ers that suit him; they giveto Alexander a human eyeball,
becauseit “is never satisfied” (82). Levinassaysthat thiseyeball bringsthetractate back to theinitial
questions of Alexander, whichwanted to look beyond the horizons, beyond the limits of heaven and
existence itself. Alexander’sis the look “beyond which no one can go, which goesfrom the Orient
to the Occident, with that look which forever sees more of the graspable than the paradisid dreams
of those who look toward the height [of heaven]” (105).

Looking beyond those limitsonly reved san extension of interiority, a“detour of idedity” as

Levinasrefersto it, a"coinciding with oneself” that becomesthe “guide and guarantee of the whole
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spiritual adventure of Being” (“Substitution” 80). Such an adventure, Levinas assures us, is “not
exactly an adventure It isnever dangerous It isalways a sdf-possession, sovereignty, arche,”
disclosing only what is aready disclosed, “cast in the mold of the known” (80). “For the Wegern
philosophical tradition,” he adds, “all spirituality is consciousness, the thematic exposition of Being,
that is, knowledge’ (80). Levinas comesto call this “adventure,” or at least the desire for such
spiritual adventure, the temptation of temptation. Inthe Tdmudic reading titled “The Temptation
of Temptation,” focusing on a small portion of the Tractate Shabbath, Levinas asserts that “the
temptationof temptation may wdl describe the condition of Western man” (32). First, it denoteshis
“mord attitudes,” for Western man is “for an open life, eager to try everything, to experience
eveything,” and certanly resigned not to havelife 9mply passhim by (32-33). He resolvesnot to
stand within a state of innocence, seeing such a state “ purely negatively asalack’ (33). Chridianity
assuchisthe paradigm of the temptation of temptation, for it “proclamsa dramatic lifeand struggle
with thetempter,” but thereis withinit also * an afinity with thisintimate enemy” (33). To “travel
the universe,” to “traverse the whole to touch the depth of being, is to awaken the ambiguity coiled
inside” that depth (33). Like Odysseus tied to the mast of his ship, Westernman longs for the “song
of the siren” without the dangers of the rocks uponwhich hewould 9nk.(33). Temptation allows for
such ajoumey, for it can “brush past evil, know it without succumbing to it, experience it without
experiencingit, try it without living it” (33). It remainspurein the“mdst of total compromise” (33).
In short, “the temptation of temptation isthe temptation of knowledge” (33).
Levinasdicitsthisjudgmert of the West from a Talmudic excerpt that discussesthe | sraglites
at thefoot of Mount Sinai, specifically Exodus 19:17, which Levinas shortensto “ And they stopped

at the foot of the mountain” (30). This verse showsunderganding of limits, to be sure, but more
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importantly it shows that within the context of the acceptance of the covenart with God. Levinas
makes much use of the fact that, as Rav Simai says in this tractate, the “Israelites committed
themselves to doing before hearing,” (30). An acceptance which is doing before hearing, a
commitment to the ethical laws of the Torah before they are heard and understood, contrasts the
freedom and security that the Ego in the West demands (34). The covenant requires participation
and forbearance the West demands freedom alongsde conplete participation (34). But such
freedom is “atemporary dtuation, an illusory ideal” (34).

L evinasgoesonto declarethat “the temptation of temptation is philosophy,” especidlygiven
that within it, “the ego,” one could say the transcendental ego, “remains independent,” yet never
removed “from what must consume it,” that is, theworld (34). Inthemiddle of “engagement,” the
ego assarts “a continua disengagement” (34). To do that is to “reamain beyond good and evil,”
without ever “sirking into evil” (34). It isto experience the world without committing yoursdf to
it (34). “We want to live dangeroudy,” saysLevinas, “but in security, in the world of truths” (34).
Philosophy is redefined by Levinas along these lines, as “the subordination of any act to the
knowledgethat one may have of that act, knowledgebeing precisely thismercil ess demandto bypass
nothing” (35). Headdsthat “the priority of knowledge isthe temptation of temptation” (35). Inthe
Weg, Levinaswrites, we require “aknowledge completdy tested through our own evidence” (34).

This grasping at an arm’ s disance, this smultaneous approach and escape, isrevealed to be
the injustice that it isonceit “engages’ the other. This act of knowledge “will no longer leave the
other in its otherness but will dwaysincludeit inthe whole’ (35). “From this stems theinability to
recognize the other person asother person,” according to Levinas, other as“outsideal calculation,

asneighbor, asfirst come” (35). For Levinas, the other “marksthe end of my powers’ (Totality 87).
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The freedom of the ego is exposed as “arbitrary” in the light of the other; the freedom of the other
“isasuperiority that comesfromhis very transcendence” (* A Religion for Adults’ 17; Totality 87).
The end of the ego’s powers are indicated by its inability to account for the event of the other, to
placeit within thecontext of its own experiences, for “heoverflowsabsolutely every idea | can have
of hin?" (Totality 87).

Opposed to this“temptation” of the ego, and to the injustice that such temptation requires,
are the Scriptures, as well as the Israelites themselves, whose freedom from slavery in Egypt
trandforms at Mourt Sinai into “the freedom of the Law, engraved in stone . . . a freedom of
responsibilities’ (“Temptation” 37). What this illustratesfor Levinas hereis the “difficult freedom
of being Jewish’ (37). Even further, it shows the paradigm for underganding the subject as
“obligated” beforeit can ever “fredy” choose- itsfreedomis superseded by what precedesit. “That
which must be received in order to make freedom of choice possible,” says Levinas, “cannot have
been chosen, unless after the fact” (37). Reason, the capacity for being present to truth as it is
revealed, and for initiating the realm of meaning, is necessarily conditioned by revelation (37).
Interiority mug have been dhattered for the subject to comprehend the basic structure of
transcendence; the other must have reveaed himself as totally other for there to be any grasping of
alterity, of distance, in fact, of meaning itself, which is but the subject’s ahility to traverse distances
through understanding. As that which initiates meaning, the other “gives’ the posshility of
subjectivity to the ego, by revealing the ego’s existence as necessary for the other’s reveation.
Consciousness, therefore, and the gructure of language by which it abides are gifts from the other.
Better still, they are the concretetextures of the obligation, the debt, to the other. Necessarily, the

subject must configure signs and referents within his world for meaning to appear, like the “being-
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with' structuresof Dasein that Heidegger invedigated. Levinas shows, however, that the primary
sructure of subjectivity is“for-the-other”; it conditions al other structures, making them possible.
All elementsof meaning, structured as*for-the-other,” thusmake the subject “hogage’ tothe other,
aterm Levinas uses, inboth his secular and religious writings, to denote this obligation before even
the condtitution of choice and freedom. We are not free in this world, he says, “not free in the
presence of others and Smply their witnesses. We are thar hostages,” adding that this is a notion
“through which, beyond freedom, the <lf is defined’ (“As Oldasthe World?” 37). The subject, its
“I think,” is never a“ <lf-generated act,” but “sociality” itself (“ Contempt for the Torah asl dolatry”

66). By that socidity which he fredy makes his own, man is given over to the dements of his
existence, “the hostage of the universe,” designating at once “extraordinary dignity” with “unlimited
responghbility” (“ And GodCreaed Womari’ 171). Therealizaionof these obligationscomesthrough
inthe veryact of reading the Torah, with its defense of upright subjectivity and itsillum nationof the
spiritual life as one oriented to exteriority, to alterity. Within the Torah, “Being has a meaning,”

whichis“to realize the Torah . . . The act by which the Israglites accept the Torah is the act which
givesmeaning to reality. To refuse the Torahisto bring being back to nothingness’ (“Temptation”

41).



Chapter Four

Infinity: Beyond Being, Beyond the Text

The Challenge of an Ontological Rever sal
Parole de Dieu, parler aDieu, parler de Dieu et de laparol e de Dieu—Sainte Ecriture,
priere, théologie—, les multiples figures du langage rdigious ont en commun la
prétentionde ne pass'éuiser en références au monde don't setisserat lasignification
desmots, des propositions et desdiscours. Comment ouvrir aulangage lesfrontieres
de laréalité donnéeou nous habitons? ("Du langage religieux" 107).

In the Talmudic reading excerpted above, L evinas asserts that what the multiple expressions
of God have incommon, be they scripture, prayer, or theology, is the clam of inexhaustibility with
reference to aworld from which signification is "woven." A world, that is, of words, propositions
and discourse. In short, religious language testifies to the inexhaustibility of meaning which comes
to signification as though from beyond the horizons of meaning. God, then, comes to be more than
divine preserce; it comes to stand for the very possbility of signification, transcendence, and
discourse, or anything in which meaning cantake place. The word "God," then, can be undersood
more dearly by the term "Infinity," which L evinas uses more consistently and precisely throughout
hisworks. Thetwowords, "God" and"Infinity," express the same concept, which comesto be not
only the mgor player within the drama of signification, but the very author and stage which makes
suchan event possible. For the sakeof analysis, the two should be seen as separate, although L evinas
congantly works tow ard having t hem both become the very same foundation which makestherealm
of the human and the realm of language possible. In fact, these two realmsfor Levinas represent

unique significations of the very same evert. Again, for the sake of the explanation at hand, the two

terms God and | nfinity shdl remain separate, but always parallel, as though they were two sides of

88
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the very samecoin. Forintheend, " Infinity” will cometo betheterm by which dterity isunderstood
inits most fundamertal esseence, and " God" will more clearly be seen asthe conceptualization of the
ethical commandment which the event of alterity announces. God and Infinity, as weshall seg are
both important for tracing out the hermeneutics Levinas initiates to illuminate within the Talmud
those " structuresor modalitiesof a spiritual . . . hidden beneath consciousness. . . already invested
intheworld, and hence absorbed init" ("From Ethicsto Exegesis’ 109). Again, it isahermeneutics
oper ating asa" phenomenol ogy attentive to t he horizons of consciousness. . . aphenomenology prior
to atheology.” (109). Furthermore, the concept of infinity constitutes not just the act of reading
itself, but as will be shown, the significance of the traditional method of reading the Tamud, the
Torah, or even Jewishtradition. Infinity characterizesthe relationship of man to God, and therefore,

of man to man, for it is no longer an impersonal, abstract ideafor Levinas but the very singling out
of consciousness on theinterper sona level, defining Levinassinter pretation of the meaning of Jews
as achosen people. This election denotes not a sense of pride, but ethical responsibility. As such,

the very freedom of the subject within its identity or its totality is displaced, pardleling the exile
withinthe "Holyhistory”" as Levinasputsiit, of the nation of Isragl. Levinaswritesthat the very "fact

of Igael, itsScriptures and ther interpretaions . . . conditute a figure in which a primordial mode
of the humanis revealed, in which, before any theology and outside any mythology, God comes to
the mind." (110). Thus Judaism, which he statesisa"mode of being," isbrought forward withinthe

Talmudic readings to confront philosophy with "the challenge of an ontological reversd” (110).



90

Descartes and the Infinite

The elucidation of the concept of infinity within the works of Levinas, and thus within his
Tdmudic hermeneutic, begins with its more phenomenological structure. From there the concept
moves beyond the philosophical works to become central to Levinass understanding of the act of
reading that he discusseswithin his Tamudic readings, as well asto the very surplus of meaning that
the Tamud bears within itsalf. Understanding both the philosophicd and the hermeneutical use of
the termirfinity by Levinasrequires an understanding of theterm as given in the works of Descartes.

One of Levinass earliest works, donewith his former teacher Gabridle Peiffer, is atrandaioninto

French of Husserl's Cartesianische M editationen, a work Levinas referred to continually when
disaussing the sgnificance of Husserl's philosophy to a predominantly French audience. Though it
could be argued that Levinass motive in this trandation was to apped to France's national and
perhapsmore native predil ectionsfor certain philosophers, it could equally betruethat L evinashoped
to connect phenomenol ogy to philosophy's modern foundations. I nhisessay "The Work of Edmund

Husserl" Levinas clams that in the Cartesianische Meditationen, Husserl shows how

"phenomenology iscloseto Cartesianism,” especialyin its attempt to discover within consciousness
the very foundationsfor absol uteknowledge (81). Both philosophical schools, saysL evinas, proudly
focus on the doubt plaguing philosophy in particular and knowledge in general, meking it the
"fundamental motive" that inducesusto suspend every judgment bearing ontheworld,” until asolid
basis for judgment couldbe had (81). Levinasstates, however, that "only thefirst two of Descartess
meditations count for phenomernology' (81). The reason for this restriction comes through in
Descartess own subjects for these meditations, on thingsthat may be doubted and the nature of the

human mind, respectively. These subjects are of course central to the objectives of both Descartes
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and Hus=erl. Thethird meditationcomes to contempl atethe existence of God, and it isat thispoint
that Descartes, as well as Levinas himself, comes to break avay from and go beyond the line of
thought that phenomenology pursues. Both thinkers go beyond the horizon of meaning revealed
within sulject-olject relationships to pursue the significance of the very act of signification itsef.
Though Levinas follows Descartes in going beyond the horizons of consciousness, beyond the
horizons of meaning as presence, in yet another discusson of Husserl's affinity with Cartesanism,
Levinas shows that Husserl had some recognition of this "something” beyond the given within
consciousness. Levinas quotes Husserl who says tha " cogito as consciousness' is™'the meaning of
thething'itintends," adding that the meaning "exceeds, at each instant, that which at that very instant,
is given as 'explicitly intended.™ (gtd. in "The Ruin of Representation' 115). The exceeding of
meaning meansthat it is"ladenwith a'more' that stretchesbeyond. . . Thisexceeding of theintention
of the intention itsdf, which is inherent in all consciousness, must be considered as essential
[Wesensmoment] to that consciousness' (115). Elsawhere Levinas notesthat "the presence of the
subject to transcendent things is the very defintion of consdousness' (114). Just as he does
throughout most of his writings, Levinaswill take this phenomenological "groundwork™ and make
of it isown. Hewill take thisphenomenological definitionof consciousnessand go beyond the mere
act of transcendence within consciousnessto show that the very first signification, in fact the event
that makesconsciousness transcendence, signification, evenlanguage itsdf possible, isthe subject's
encounter with the idea of infinity.

In a certain sene Descartes asserts the very same foundationd role to the idea of infinity,
claming that the ideas, say, of heat, of objective existence, what have you, must have been placed

within him, for "these ideasdo not depend on my will nor therefore on myself—for they often present
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themselvesto my mind in spiteof my will (Meditations 151). This confession of consciousnessbeing
subject to something from the outside is a confessonthat

if the oy ective reality of any oneof my ideasisof such anatureasclearly to makeme

recognise that it is not in me ether formadly or eminently, and that consequently |

cannot myself be the cause of it, it follows of necessity that | am not alone in the

world, but that there is another being which exids, or which is the cause of the idea.

(154)

Even further, Descartes writes, "had no such anideaexisted in me, | should have had no sufficient
argument to convinceme of the existence of any being beyond myself," adding that "I have made very
careful investigation everywhere and up to the present time have been able to find no other ground"
(154). Descartescomesto conclude that thisbeing could only be God, in that the power to introduce
ideaswithin consciousness before consciousness could detect them is a power outside the realm of
common, finite beings. T he conclusions are that such abeing could only be termed infinite, Snce it
does not seem to insatt itself within the horizons of consciousness after the fact, that is, after time,
will, thought, or even consciousnessitself hasbeen constituted for the subject. Descartes, however,
does not give thisdefintion of the infinite, but only impliesit by asserting that only God could bethe
being with such power over the subjed. He says, "by the name God | understand a substance that
is infinite, eterna, immutable, independent, all-knowing, al-powerful, and by which | mysef and
everything else. . . havebeencreated” (156). "Themorediligently | attend” to these characteristics,
Descartes adds, "the less do they gppear capable of proceeding from me alone”; thus, he concludes,

"God necessarily exists" (156).

It is Descartess conception of infinity given in his Meditations on First Philosophy that is

admitted by Levinas to be the foundation for his own understanding of the idea of infinity. In fact,

Levinas admitsthat the Third Meditation, where Descartes discusss the true grounds for knowing
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God's existence, is"atext | have awaysexploited” (" Transcendenceand Height" 25). Ascan beseen

here, infinity in this third meditation displaces the centrality of the subject within his own

consciousness a"de-centering” if you will. Hesitation to use this term stems from the implications

that the subject is somehow shoved aside, allowing infinity to fully operate independently withinthe

subject. Yetit isnot the powers of the subject which arenow in question within this meditation; in

guedionisthe sour ceof thosepowers. Descart esinfact beginsthe meditation by withdrawingwithin
himsdlf:

| shall now close my eyes, | shdl stop my ears, | shall cal away dl my senses, | shdl

efface even from my thoughts all images of corporeal things or at least (for thet is

hardly possible) | shall esteem them asvain and false; and thus holding converseonly

with myself and consdering my own nature, | shdl try little by little to reach a better

knowledge of and a more familiar acquaintanceship with myself. (Meditations 147)

Elsewhere Descartesaddsthat "were | myself the author of my being, | should doubt nothing and |

should desire nothing, and finally no pefectionwould be ladking to me" (158). Having the power

of perfection, hewould "thus be God" (158). That the subject haspower over hisworld, tothepoint

of alienating from that world, is irrefutable, but that the subject is the very source of this power

cannot be justified. For Descartes, it cannot be justified according to the dictates of reason. For

Levinas, this lack of rational justification brings with it alack of ethical justification. Furthermore,

whereasL evinas brings phil osophyto the po ssiblefoundation of the other rather thanthe subject, that

IS, ethics rather than ontology, he admits tha "the primacy of the moral" in his work does not

correspond to D escartesswork, but that he adheresto "the admirable rhythm of Cartesian thinking,

whichonly rejoinstheworld by passing throughtheideaof the Infinite" (" TranscendenceandHeight"

25). Much the same can be saidabout the "admirable rhythm" of Talmudi ¢ thinking, whichrestsnot
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ontheinfinite, not on God, but on his commards, and thusturnsto aworld to seek out the other and

not the God of the other.

Infinity and the Surplus of Meaning
Althoughthis expression of infinity, that of the ground of consciousness, was important for
Levinas, it was in another aspect of the word emphasized by Descartes one somewhat more
mundane, that cameto influence Levinass philosophy greatly. It isbut atiny diver of thewhole of
the meditations, yet it producesthe loudest echo in Levinass thought. Upon establishing that " God
necessarily exists,” D escartes comes to meditate on the very meaning of the term infinity, saying
| do not comprehend the irfinite, . . . though in God there is aninfinitude of things
which| camnot comprehend, nor possibly even reach in any way by thought; for it is
of the nature of the infinite that my nature, which is finite and limited, cannot
comprehend it. (Descartes 157) (emphasis added)
Levinas returns to this insght of Descartes again and again to emphasize the true gructure of this

event, that of the subject's encounter with alterity inits most primal form. In sum, it is theinability

to contain the idea of infinity within thought, or as Levinas says, "athought thinking beyond what it

isableto contain in the finitude of its cogito” (Of God Who Comesto Mind xiii). Inone of the few
instanceswhere Levinas refers directly in his Talmudic readings to a specific philosopher, Levinas
says that his "awareness" of the "disproportion between the idea and its ideatum” derives from
Descartes (" FromEthicsto Exegesis’ 111). Or to speak intermsof languageand signification, which
arealwaysat the horizons of anydiscussion by L evinas of ethicsor philosophy, significanceoverflows
signification, meaning over flows the thought grasping at it. Phenomenologically, meaning exceeds

intentionality, burstingin upon thetotality established to render meaning intelligible, aneventinwhich
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intention (noesis) shatte's the very dructures (noema) upon which it isbuilt. By throwing into
guedion the subject's abilities t o comprehend meaning, infinity in a sense throws into question the
very idea of the power of the subject, which of courseis the very beginning of ethics.

The thinking subject, t hestarting point for nearly al phenomenological analyses, isthestarting
point for understanding the idea of infinity and its role in experience. This suljective experience
confrontsthe ordinary model of objective experience which typifiestheWes. AsLevinas writesin

Totality and Infinity, "therelation with infinity will have to be gated in terms other than those of

objective experience," adding that this experience with the infinite asthe relation with the autrui, the
absolutely other, or with "wha adways overflowsthought . . . accomplishes experiencein the fullest
sense of theword" (25). The term autrui, as opposed to the term autre, is alternated within any
discussonby Levinaswiththetem infinity. Levinasrderstothe infinite asthe absolutely other, the
other par excellence, for it comes to be seenthrough his discussions, even in the Talmudic readings,
as the rupture of dterity into the totality of the subject ("Toward the Otha™ 16). Suljectivity
condructsitstotality sothat everything within it can begrasped, compr ehended, and known; meaning
precedesthat data so tha data may be known. Agan, using the model of language, things within a
totality bear the signwhichsignifiesthe 1" at the center of that totality, reducing dterity to instances
of the Same. Nothing exterior confronts the subject. The being within totality "exids as a totality,
livesasthough it occupied the center of being and wereitssource, asthough it drew everything from
the hereand now" ("The Ego and the Totality" 25). Thistotdization representsfor Levinas nearly
the whole of Western thought, or at least the Wedern modd of knowledge, which Western
philosophy continudly makes as its foundation. But throughout Levinas's discussons of certan

philosophical works he tendsto emphas zeperhaps an uneasiness at the heart of those philosophical



96

projects, an anxiety revealing that the foundation laid out covers over essentially urknown yet far
from unfamiliar dements of consciousness. The meditations of Descartes have aready been
discussed; at other times, we see reference to Plato's idea of the Good as a realm somehow beyond
yet reverberating within being (Totality 102). Thereis aso discussion of Kant’sand Hegel's notions
concerning idealized reason as beyond finite contingencies, but somehow presupposing the finite,
making this idealized reason an instance of the Same. Within the thought of these philosophers are
the suspicions that fundamental elements of experience remain unstated yet recrudescent, foiling
attemptsto comprehend them and place themwithin asystemof knowledge, but dwaysmakingtheir
presence known. They are often given, as in Descartes, for example, as things, which cannot be
known fully but certainly never discounted as necessary to experience. Levinas comesto cal these
elements"”prephilosophical experiences,” borrowing the term from Alphonse deWael hens, indicating
that they are the foundations that makes philosophy possible, but somehow excluded within the
Western tendency to totdize. For Levinas, philosophy must start with the analysis of these
"prephilosophical experiences.” I nfact, he refusesto truly distinguish between the two ("On Jewish
Philosophy" 175). In the West, philosophical experience comes to see the model of knowledge as
the model of subjectivity. In part this limitation explains Levinas's adherence to phenomenology
because it bears a respect for the full range of consciousness, be it emotions, imagination, etc.
However, Levinas admitsthat within his works he emphasizesintelligibility or signification, rather
than knowledge, saying that the latter "tends to be construed asasimplelack™ (175). Withintotdity,
the subject recognizes exteriority as a lack, for it does not yet bear the sujed's samp of
representation. Levines thus defines knowledge along the same lines as materid needs, being

demanding yet wholly satiable. In Totality and Infinity, Levinas regards desire as coming from
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transcendence, theinsatiable movement out from atot ality towards the other who can never function
asa"need" for the subject.

The other entersinto totdity through the "event” of the face, theonly "sign” within atotality
which beer sits own ggnification. Assuch, it dudesthegrasp of the subject; however, this isnot to
suggest that the other approaches the subject without meaning, for it comes across the digance of
atotality bearing itsown meaning. Inshort, itssignification is transcendence, the movement across
distances between the subject and the elements of its existence, the rupture of immanence, the
shattering of totality. In terms of Husserl's phenomenology, the meaning accompanying the face
exceeds the grasp of intentionality, especialy in light of the fact that intentionality implies an
adequation of idea to object, or a familiarity with objectsas they appear to consciousness But, as
Levinaswrites, "to think the infinite thetranscendent, the Sranger, ishence not to think an olyect”
(49). Therelation with the other inthis prephilosophical realm "cond s in wanting to comprehend
him, but this relation overflows comprehension' ("Is Ontology Fundamental?' 6). A distance
therefore appears. "the distance that separates ideatum and idea here constitutes the content of the
ideatum itself* (Totality 49). This separation of the content of ideatum from the idea that seeksto
contain it represent sto the subject, of course, the idea of transcendence. Y, it also representsthe
notion of infinity in the way that Levinas disausses it, as an eluding of intentionality, both an
overflowing and an escape from the grasp of intentionality. Infinity stands as the resistance of the
other to the order of the Same. It is produced inthat event whee "aseparated bang fixedinits
identity, the same, the |, nonetheless containsin itself what it can neither contain nor receive soldy

by virtue of hisown identity” (27). Herewereturn to theidea of the infiniteinDescartesasinsertion
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into the finite, afoundaionfor experience coming from beyond the finitude of the subject, and thus
a questioning of the source of its powers.

Up to this point, the idea of infinity has been discussed in terms of the face of the other that
breachestotality. Thisis the necessary background for undergand ng thefull implicationsof infinity
and wha it presents to the subject. Levines strives to implicate within his discussions the full range
of the experience of infinity; one coud dare to say that the encounter with infinity is the true
commencement of the human. Again, the term infinity is used here to designate the reverber ations
within consciousness of the rupture of totality. This totality, however, reveds itself to be the
reverberations of the encounter with the infinite as the wholly other. As the phenomenological
analyses of Husserl shows, forms or structures precede the content; Levinas inverts this idea
somewhat when he saysthat inintentionality "meaning precedesthe data" ("M eaning and Sense' 37).
Just as thought paallds the dructure of language, meaning or significations come across to
consciousness as metaphor, a"reference to absence,” in that meaning refersto a beyond-the-given:
"the absencet o which the metgphor |eads would thennot be another given but still to come or already
pag” (36). This"still to come or already pag, " aswe will see comes to define what L evinas refers
toasthe"trace" of signification, aso given with theterm "diachrony," apresence coinciding with an
absence, a coming into being that is already eluding the grasp of intentionality. But to returntothe
ideaof meaning, L evinas assertsthat it is meaning as metaphor that makes perception possible (36).
Of course, this sounds like the earlier discussion of totality in that it is a world, one could say, of
order, or of ordered being. The other would then comeinto thistotality bearingitsown signification,
and infact, eluding the grasp of intentionality aswell asoverflowing it. Thusthe conclusion becomes

that, as EdthWyschogrod has stat ed, "t he separ ated self isat least historically prior tothe discovery
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of theinfinite" (The Problemof Ethical M etaphysics 237). " Separated self" here refersto the subject
asone eparaed from the givenof existence, "thrown" into it, to borrow fromHeidegger who refers
to Geworfenheit to designae the moddity that Dasein finds itself primordally, that of
in-der-Welt-san, or aready being within the world. Thisthrownness is seen in Levinass discusson

of the ego in Totality and Infinity as enjoyment or jouissance within its separation or atheism. He

writes that
One can call atheian this separation so complete that the separated being maintains
itself in existence dl by itsdf, without participating in the Being from which it is
separated [. . .] One lives outside of God, at home with oneself; one is an I, an
egoism. The soul, the dimenson of the psychic, being an accomplishment of
separation, isnaturally atheist. (Totality 58)

One of the morepowerful essaysL evinaswroteis"Loving the TorahMore Than God," which
praises the message within the anonymous fictional work, "Yossd, son of Yossd Rakover from
Tarnopoal, speaksto God." Asthe narrator isin hisfinal hours during the Warsaw Ghetto uprising,
he "offers ushisfina thoughts" Levinaswrites, thoughtsin which, though fictional, "every one of
us who survived recognizes his own life in astonishment” (142 ). Yossd saysthat the inexplicable
suffering he has wit nessed seems to confirm that the world is without God, and that manisthe sole
measure of Good and Evil. Levinas claimsthat this is"the sanest reaction” for those whose previous
experience of the divine wasone who dished out rewards and punishments, a God who "treated men
likechildren" (143). Levinassaysthat "thetruepat hthat leadsto the one God must be walked inpart
without God. True monotheism isduty bound to answer the legitimate demands of atheism' (143).

God isrevealed, Levinas adds, "through the void of the child's heaven,” being the precise "moment

when God retiresfrom the world and hidesHis face" (143).
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It would seem that this essay, which merely touches upon aheism as an exhaustion of
illusions, has no bearing upon the more philosophical atheism discussed before, that of atheism as
separ ation. Both uses oftheterm, however, are given as necessary foundations for the true discovery
of the divine. The former definition of atheismis seenin the confesson of Yossd, the narrator who
proudly proclaims something whichisthe"whole of the Torah," according to Levinas(144). "I love
him" says Y ossel of God, "but | love even morehisTorah . . . even if | were deceived by him and
becamedisillusioned, | should nevertheless observe theprecepts of the Torah™ (144). Levinaspraises
this because, as he says, "iritudity is offered up not through a tangibe subgance, but through
absence" (145). To befair, Levinas inthisinstance refers to God'sabsence asthe commandment to
deal ethically with other men and not some mysterious spirit, but the correlation of God's absence
with metgphor cannot be avoided anymore than the correlation between the sgnification of the
infinite and the signification of the face of the other can be avoided. In sum, that is why Levinas
refusesto truly separatethetwo (after all, he hassaid "the am of the signified by the signifier is not
the only way to signify”) ("On the Jewish Reading of the Sariptures’ 110). The absence of God
within this context, which is aways aongside the presence of the other, corresponds to the
absence/presence structure of the metaphor, which means literally a"carrying beyond,” again given
asthe "trace" or "diachrony" within signification. Levinaswritesinthe Tamudic reading "T he Will
of God and the Power of Humanity" that signification essentially is metaphor, with its "strange
fecundity of the intelligible, . . . asif the sense of athought were carried— meta-phor— beyond theend
which limits the intention of the speaker” (69). Signification is the movement accompanying
transcendence, but if that signification signifies the Same, asit does within atotality, transcendence

in effect isclosed off. True signification, on the other hand, istrue transcendence, true dealings with
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others as others, dlowing for their "original signification” as others. This is to say not just that
dealings with others has the significance of a substitution, of dealing ethically with the other rather
than with a "holy spirit"; it is also to say that such dealings have a meaning that extends or carries
beyond the mere presence of the other who faces the subject. As Levinas says repeatedly in his
works, religion inessence isthe ethical rdation withthe other (*IsOntology Fundamental?* 8).

To returnto the previous discussion, the idea that atheiam leadsto God, to the discovery of
the Infinite, is again taken to meanthat atheism or the separaion of the subed ishistorically prior
to thisdiscovery. But investigating in detail the ramifications of the "prephilosophical experiences’
that Levinas analyzes shows that the infinite, or theevent in whichthe subject encountersthe infinite,
isinfact prior tothe separated sdf. |1t cannot be said to be "historically” so, because, inasense, the
encounter withtheinfinite whi chthe face of the other expressesis anevent tha consciousness cannot

get behind, consaousness'sencounter with the other is the antecedent to consciousess itself.

The Oedipal Blindness of Philosophy

Is this notion not impossible, or at least paradoxica? Yes, but only insofar as philosophy
looksat it, that is, with an eye towards establishing relations between things as between causes and
effects, between thingsthat are wholly independent and totalized, between things that can be known
before they are truly encountered. Levinas putsforth this paradox as a challenge to the ontological
model of subjectivity, as a "reversd of the gnoseological schema" recognized as inherent to
philosophy ("Meaning and Serse" 39). It is to place the ehical commandment as prior to

philosophy's commandment to "know thyself."
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All of the structur esby whichthe subject comesto know itsworld, thoseof sign, signification,
transcendence, meaning, and even the interiorization that defines its subjedivity, show the trace of
the infinite. Beforethe face of the other can be seen assomething givento the subject that eludeshis
grasp, "thewhol e of being hasto be produced in order to illuminatethegiven" (39). That is, aworld
of sgnshasto have been created for any sign to intrude upon the sulject. Meaning hasto have been
constructed as a structure before the infinite can overflow intentionality with its own meaning.
Separation has to have occurred before the face can interrupt the subject's existence and mark it as
separated. The subject must find itself thrown into a world before that world is shattered by the
encounter with the irfinte.

Thestructuresof intentionality were previously givenutilizing the model of language. Objects
are grasped by the subject and rendered meaningful by the subject's endowing them with a
signification that leads back to the "I" at the heart of atotality. In short, objects signify the subject
that perceives them by pointing horizontally to other experiencesthat the sulject has had, letting
things become intelligible by becoming familiar. Levinas points out, however, that language
presupposes plur dity (Totality 73). Language also "implies transcendence, radical separation," and
the act of dgnification. Signification dways insists upon antecedents, the infinite is that ant ecedent
whichconsciousnesscannot get behind or even beyond. For thefaceto bear signification, the subject
must already be "reading" his world, encountering things through exegess, but the face is actudly
the firgt instance of asign that can be "read" by the subject; the face inaugurates signification, and
thus"teaches" exegesis. Levinas saysthat speech or language”isateaching” (Totality98). Theface
must essentially be "read" as a sign among many other signs, but for the subject to have become

"literate," it must have encounter ed the faceof the other that establishes sgnification which renders
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thingsintelligibe. The act of signification comesto be the trace that the other leaves within the
subject. Yet, it isonlythrough signification that the face can remain wholly exterior to the grasp of
intentionality, in that signification expresses a separation and atrarscendence. The freedomthat the
"I" diglays by its separation is but an echo of the other who remairs free from the grag of
intentionality. Furthermore, for an object to have meaning, it must be edablished as an essence, but
essence becomes established solely through the face of the other because the face brings with it a
surplus of meaning. Behind this lies the fact that for the face to appear as a phenomenon which
carriesthis surplus of meaning, and which frustrates theintentional grasp of the subject, the structure
of phenomema must already be established, yet as Levinas points out, "the appearing of the
phenomenonis already discourse,” albeit adiscourse between the subject and the world into which
it isthrown ("Substitution” 85). Findly, the structure of identity that the self relieson to render his
world meaningful and his totality intelligible, comes from the encounter with the other who first
establishes identity by signifying only itself, with no reference to the 1" facing it. Thus separation
is learned from the separateness of alterity. The advent of the other producesthe very concept of
"individual," creating the"essentidization" of the individual that groundsthe act of dgnificaionfrom
whichthe "I" makes his world intelligible Signification asdiscourse isthe response of the subject
to something absolutely foreign, demanding exegess. All of the operations by which the "™ within
atotality canexperiencethebreach of that totality in short "make experience possibe” (*“Meaning and
Sense" 39). IntheTalmudic reading "And God Created Woman," Levinasrefersto Psalm 139, and
trandatesverse 13BN V12 1)ADM N9 MIP NARDD" inapeculiar way. Othershave
trandated the verse as "for thou hast possessed my reins. thou hast covered me in my mother's

womb," (King James Holy Bible), "for thou hast formed my reins; thou hast knit me together in my
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mother's womb," (Jerusalem Bible, M. Friedlander) or "for thou has made my heart; thou hast
accepted me from my mother's womb" (George Lamsa's Holy Bible). Levinas, however, transates
the verse to read "It was you who created my conscience Y ou fashioned me from my mother's
womb" (emphasisadded) (167).

Within the drama of signification, "the spectator is an actor,” and the "work of cognition”
actualy begins on the unseen side of being, "from behind the object, in the backstage of being"
("Meaning and Sense" 39). "Sight," writesLevinas, "isnot reducibleto thewelcoming of a spectacle;
it a the same time operates in the midst of the spedtacle it welcomes™ (39). "Expresson,” whichthe
face of the other revealsfor the firg time to theego, "wholly devol ves from a thought antecedert to
it" (40). The other "is serse primordially, for he gives senseto expression itself, for it isonly by him
that aphenomenon asameaning is, of itsdlf, introduced into being” (52). Thefaceof theother could
be said in its vey fird instance to remind thesubject, liketheinfinitein Descartes, that itisnot itself
the source of its own powers. Or as Levinas says, "consciousness loses its first place” (54). "l am
not the mere origin of myself," he writes, "but | am disturbed by the Other" ("Substitution” 94).
Philosophy makes the mistake of beginning with the subject, the "I" that thinks, and thus its
foundation is shaky at best. It proceedsfrom an illuminated world, but failsto ask exactly how this
world came to be thrown from darkness into the light. Consdousness has been "grasped by
philosophersin its moment of return, whichis taken for its very birth' ("Meaning and Sense" 55).
AsLevinas says, "we gill reason as though the ego had been present at the creation of the world and
asthough theworld, henceforth in itscharge, had issued from anact of freewill" ("Substitution™ 93).
He points out that "it is for this [presumption that al begins with the sulject] that Scripture

reproaches Job. N o doubt he could have understood his misfortunes had they been theresult of his
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faults' (93). Job, it should be pointed out, sees his suffering not only as a per sonal wrong emanating
from the hands of God, but also an injustice, an impediment to his freedom. He cannot control the
manner in which the divine visits upon his existence or entersinto hisworld; he is not the source of
its revelation, and his piety does nothingto defineor limit it. Philosophy, therefore, islike Oedipus,
boldly ignorant of itstrue beginnings. AsOedipus comesto Thebes unawarethat heisbut returning
to his beginnings, philosophy comes to the subject not realizing that the discovery merely retraces
steps. lronically, Teiresias tells his interrogator Oedipus, "Know yourself, Oedipus,” echoing the
motto "gnothi seauton” at the Temple of Ddphi, taken up by Socrates and nearly the whole of
philosophy (Oedipus 337). Oedipuss reply of "man” to theriddle of the Sphinx marks mas both

clever andimpetuous. Friedrich Nietzsche saysin The Birthof Tragedy that Oedipus sol ves the very

riddle of nature with this reply, and it is Nietzsche's contention that philosophy aso "solves' the
riddles of nature with the same response, by having the world of nature in a sense "reflect” the
subject. Curiously, once Oedipus recognizes hisblindnessto the true mygeries behind hisexistence,
he reacts to his situation no longer with outrage or self-pity, but with an ethical turn, an upright sense
of obligation to others, to his family and to Thebes, by stting hishouse in order and resolving to
follow divine fae which he had urknowingly disregarded before. Thisethical turn and embrace of
the obligation toward the other isthe reorientation Levinas prescribesfor subjectivity, to st it on
surer groundings, oriented ethicdly rather than ontologically. He writes, "to say that subjectivity
begins in the person, that the person begins in freedom, that freedom is the primary causdity, isto

blind one<elf to the secret of the self and its relation to the past” (" Substitution” 94).
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Reading the Infinite in the Talmud: The Form of Transcendence

Transcendencereveds to the subject that hisworld, histotality, has been breached. Thisthen
isthe primordid form of transcendence: therupture of alterity withinthe order of theSame. Interms
of the infinite, it is the overflow of signification within a dgrifier, or more propely, the inahility of
the signifier to containsigrification. Levinas's model of subjectivity would have this fissure or this
overflow preserved as an opening on to the infinite, on to the endless sources of meanings that
transcendence brings with it upon the subject. The subject, in a sense, bears within it the same
structure of "trace" or "diachrony,” if the later termisnot to be limited to the mere simultaneous
presence of different modes of duration, that is, of a future at once coming into the present, yet
eluding the gability of immanence. Structuresdenotingthe movement of time dready affirmaworld
into which the subject isthrown; L evinaspoints to theunderlying structure upon whichthis sense of
duration isfounded, though hemust uselanguageand conceptswhich by their nature already assume
this duration. In short, duration is experience, but Levinas looks to the Taimud to illuminate, like
phenomenology does, those events or structures which make experience possible.

For this reason, Levinas seeksto draw out within the Talmud instances which point to these
eventsor gructures, for the Tdmud and the mode of subjectivity it espouses cone to uncover these
things, as if they were buried under history or forgotten by the individual. One of these structures
that Levinasreturnstoagainand againinhis Tdmudic readingsisthat of exegesis especially onetha
elidts"infinite" meanings. Many times he refersto the proper study of the Talmud as a"soliciting”
of multiple meaningsfrom the text. At times he affirms that it is the particular quality of religious
works to overwhelm the reader with significations. In the essay "On the Jewish Reading of

Scriptures,” Levinas writes that midrash, the exposition of meaning from the texts, completes the
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Torah andthe Talmud by showing that a text cortains more than it bears within its words, aquality
of religious texts he calls "ingired” (109). The type of reading that exeged srequires shows that a
certain verse or satement being commented upon
exceedswhat it originaly wants to say; that what it is capable of saying goes beyond
what it wants to say; that it contains more than it contains; that perhaps an
inexhaugtible surplus of meaning remains locked in the syntactic structures of the
sentence, in its word-groups, its actual words, phonemes and letters, in dl this
maeriality of the saying which is potentially sgnifying dl the time. Exegesiswould
come to free, in these signs, a bewitched significance that smoulders beneath the
characters or coils up in al this literature of letters. (109)
Midrash comes to be the "ability to force open the secret of transcendence,” its secret being that it
cannot be contained within the subject, but like the vigtation of theother, callsout to the subject to
be addressed. "Interpretation,” Levinas writes, "essentially involves this ad of soliciting without
whichwhat is not said, inherent in the texture of the statement, would be extinguished beneath the
weight of the texts and sink into theletters (110). The corrdation to theethical demand fromthe
other, the demand that Levinas saysisthebeginning of discourse, resoundsthroughout the Tamudic
readings, as if the Tdmud were this other, as if the text "faced" the reader and gave the cry, as
Levinasputsit, "interpret me'("Sur laphilosophie juive" 199). This entreaty, coming from the text,
comesto the reader with an ehical demand to allow for its own meaning, meaning that comes from
beyond itself, signifying beyond the text. What this suggests is that the book, "before becoming a
document,” represents a"modality by whichwhat issad laysitsdf opento exegesis, [and] callsfor
it," showing that meaning "immobilized" in the writing "already tears the texture in which it isheld"
(110). Robert Bernasconi refers to this as "Levinasian hermeneutics,” ore tha shows the act of

reading as revealing "the ethical Saying at work within the Said of the text" (qtd. in Critchley 31).

Summing up Levinass view, Simon Critchley saysthat through the act of exegess "the passage to
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transcendence is produced, the transcendence of the Other" (Critchley 31). Levinas has said of
exegess that "it isin exegeds- interpolating itself between the obvious and the non-inmediate
meaning, but which teaches- that the passage to transcendenceis produced” (qtd. in Critchley 56).
This interpolation between the obvious and the non-immediate corregponds bath to the gructure of
diachrony withinmeaningitself, and to the infinity of meaning that transcendencerevedswithinitsdf.
Both structures are necessary to Levinas's reading of infinity within the Talmud.

Critchley's explication of a general hermeneutics within Levinassworksarein context of his

argument for an ethicd understanding of the act of deconstructive reading, given in hisbook The

Ethics of Decondruction. In short, Critchley argues that deconstruction is in practice a double
reading, giving in essencetwo layersof meaning, thefirst being themoredominant inter pretation, and
the second giving a reading that destabilizes the stability of the dominant interpretation (26). This
destabilization in fact comes from the very amhiguities and contradictions emanating from the text
itself. The goal, as Critchey seesit, is to "locate a point of otherness® within the text and then
"decondruct"” the conceptuality that the reading of atext relies upon, al from the position of that
alterity (26). The re-orientaion of thetext to the other of thetext isbut the desire to have the text
say that which it isunable to say (29). For Critchley, this opening up of atext to itsother isethicd,
for it is the attempt to break the "ethical Saying" fromthetext's "ontological Said" (30). Levinass
hermeneutics, therefore, can be said to be a deconstructive reading on one hand, but on the other
hand, and especidly within his Taimudic readings, it issignificantly something more. For the model
of reading herethat Critchley workswith, and the one that Derrida himself assumes, isthat of anmore
ontological or philosophical modd. Specifically, it isthephilosophical subjed of the West that reads

textshere, just as he reads the"signs" of hisworld, making of them a"presence" and of the meaning
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of thetext a"stable" interpretation. The subject that readsthe Talmud properly, however, isnot this
philosophical subject; it is the subject that Jewish tradition, specificaly the Talmud, calls for and
engenders.

In the Talmudic reading "Au-dela de |'Etat dans I'Etat," or "Beyond the State in the State,"
Levinasrefersto the Torah asthe object whose "incessant study™ createsavigilance of thought which
"seeksthe abslute,” and thus is the very "wakefulness of thought” (69100). Such wakefulnessis
needed for "la multiplicité des sgnifications” which coexig within the Tdmud, in pat for those
meaningsto come forward from the readings of the Talmud, but also for the reading subject which
the Talmud creates, to remain open to alterity, keeping him "awake" ("Terre promise” 130). For
Levinas, boththe Talmud and the Torah have a "surplus of truth," anability to signify beyond what
isgiven plainly within the text ("Méprisdela Thora" 74). "Laparole de Dieu," he writes, has more
"dimensions of meaning" than logicd structure allows for, asif logic, or at least logical trandation,
in some way commits "treason” by creating "closure”’ ("A l'image de Dieu" 186). Levinas in fact
arguesthat it would be betrayal of these holy works and the traditionsthey have founded to lendto
themasingle or dominant interpretation; Judaismdemands continual reinter pretation and renewal of
the traditional texts through constart reading. Thus the ambiguities or possibilities that the reader
of the Talmud brings to that book do not destabilize or deconstruct meaning as much as they fulfill
it.

Levinasbringsup "certain mamnersof reading” in hisessay "Delalecture juive des Ecritures,”
whereherefersto "le pluralisme caractéristique de la penséerabbinique,” a characteristic that isnot
contradictory to the Revelation, but in essence "lavie méme" of thewords of God (125). Hefocuses

on this pluralistic aspect of rabbinical hermeneutics rather than giving an inventory of the entire
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tradition, but he does refe to one traditional gance in particular, "le fameux quatre niveaux de
lecture” (125). Given intheacronym©9719, "pardes’ or orchard, thefour levelsare OV 9, " pesha™
or plain meaning, ¥, "remez"or allusive meaning, ©I7, "derash”or sollicited meaning, and 1O,
"sod" or secret meaning. Even the form of the Talmud's pages reveds the plurdity of Jewish
tradition: the page centersaround aMishnah or aparticular excerpt fromthe Ora Law. Surrounding
this is a Gemara, or discussion and interpretation of the Mishnah by specific rabbinical scholars,
adways named s0 asto refuse anonymity of interpretation of the Talmud, animportart element to
Jewishtraditionfor Levines. Entering the text of the Talmud, therefore, isto enter into adiscourse,
into a Saying rather than a Said. Levinas refers again and again to the Talmud as living throughiits
constant renewal, through "une incessante exégése— et exégese de cette exégése” (71). His own
Tdmudic readings suggest this"exegessof exegesis' by incduding the Talmudicextract initsentirety,
then by didedicdly moving between his own readings and those of the former scholars and
commentatorsrecorded aongside the original extract from the Torah. The multiplicity of meanings
shows that the traditiond texts alow for perpetual exegesis because they have the distinction of
containing more than they contain, that distinction Levinas calls "inguiré" ("De la lecture juive des
Ecritures’ 135, 136, 137). Hewrites:

Inspiration: sens autre qui perce sous le sensimmeédiat du vouloir-dire, sens autre
fasant dgne a un entendement qui écoute au-dda de ce qui est entendu, a la
conscienceextréme, a la conscience réveillée. (137)
L evinas supplements this definition of inspiration by referring to the meaning arisng from beneath
the immediate meaning as a voice of another, taking hold of it as a result of this resonance and

organizing its content. Furthermore,
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Le message comme message évellle 'écoute a l'intelligible irrécusable, au sens des
sens, au visage del'autre homme. L'évell est précisément cette proximitéd'autrui. Le
message comme dans safagon d'éveiller est lamodalité, le << comment >> mémede
I'éthique qui dérange I'ordre éabli de I'é&re menant, impénitent, son train d'étre.
(136-37).
In afootnote to the above excerpt, Levinas says that ethics is possible only under a "traumaisme”
where presenceisdisturbed by the other (138). Within thisawakening tha the act of reading enacts
inthe subject, we have, Levinassays, "la figure originelle de I'au-dd a" freed from dl mythology of
transcendence as coming from "arriere-mondes” (138).

In the Talmudic reading "M é&oris de la Thoracommeidolétrie," the dudlity of the Saying and
the Said that Levinas puts forward in Autre quétre finds a parallel with the discussion of the Torah
and idolatry, thelatter of which is defined in one manner as cults, ideologies, fads, or even "grandes
passions’ (70). What these all share incommon, however, is"quelque femeture secréte del'ame,”
aclosing of the heart that is content with any "fétiche symbole ou représentation pris pour concepts'
(70). With this statement Levinas reveals idolatry and the fixation on concepts, which marks
philosophy aswell as other things as arisng fromthe same"femeture” of the subject to the outside,
to alterity, and to transcendence. Levinas goeseven further and saysthat the Torahitself isthe"livre
de I'anti-idolatrie, contradictoire absolu de l'idolatrie” (70). The Torah itself is the antithes s of
idolatry by its very nature as abook. Levinas statesthat the Torah, and by extension the Talmud,
preserves against idolatry by its essence as "Livre," that is through its writing which calls for "la
lecturepermanente,” or constant interpretation and reinterpretation (70-71). Asabook that isever
cdling for exegeds, it is “étranger atout engagement aveugle qui e croirait vertueux a cause de sa

farmeé ou entétement” (71). Opposed to a modality of being closed off to transcendence, reading

hereisgivenasan analysiswhosefree discussion isalways current (71). And, assuch, it isatradition



112

arising from the past, but kept constantly dive, always relevant, always as Saying freed from the Said,
freed from history. The Tamud for Levinas seemsto be "in love with the possible," so it demands
that a reader recall it to its life of dialogue and polemic, where "les sens multiples— mais non

arbitraires— se lévent et bourdonnent dans chaque dire”" (Quatre |ectures talmudiques 13).

There are other levels in which this notion of a multiplicity of meaning operates, of course,
animportant one being the very nature of Hebrew syntax. Context and consonantsfor certainwords
arevery important, for they designate the vowel sounds, nikkud, added to pronouncethem (vocdic
dots are added to Hebrew letters to designate vowels, a more recent convention in Hebrew). For
example, the word >)T "degee” as in D> )T, "degee yam'" designates ‘ocean fid'; the same two
lettersintheword 12T, however, are pronounced "dagah," which means 'fishing reserves.' Levinas
refersto this quality of Hebrew inthe essay "La Revdation dansla tradition juive,” where he notes
that throughout the tradition there is a compulsion to go beyond the obvious meaning of words.
Althoughthe plain meaning is vaid on one leve, it is not always easy to establish by going back to
the origina textsfor confirmation, so onanother levd aword may be an opening onto another word,
and thus another world of meaning. By going back to the origind, one entersinto "l'érange ou la
mystérieuseambiguité ou lapolysémie' that " lasyntaxe héoraique" demands(161). In Hebrew syntax
the reader sees words coexist rather than subordinate to each other (161). This search for a buried
meaning, for a meaning that arises only to an active awaeness of context and suggestion, is for
Levinascharacteristic of an exegesisspecifictothe Jewishtradition of reading Scripture (161). Such
anexeged s as has beenstated, forcesa modality that is never closed off to transcendenceinitshasic

form of signification, as the infinite impress of meaning upon a signifier. As Levinas says,
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Paun verset, pas un mot de I'Ancien Testament— |u de lecture religieuse, lu en guise
de Révélation— qui ne sertrouvre sur tout un monde d'abord insoupconné et qui
enveloppe le lisible. (161-62)
"Révéation” in this cortext refas to transcendence, the coming of infinity to the subject, or
signification exceeding the grasp of the subject/reader of Scripture. Levinas distinguishesin this same
essay between "religious reading” and reading for philology or historical criticism; elsawhere he

criticizesthe more"modern” modes of reading which seek their own purposes or meanings, asin the

introduction to Quatre lectures talmudiques where he refers to historical or structural analysis (14).

He comments that one cannot refuse "les lumieres de I'histoire” ; however, these illuminations "ne
suffisert pas atout” (14).

Some examples here will illustrate just how Levinas reveals through the language itsdlf the
multiplidty of meaning withinthe Talmud. | nthe reading entitled " Terre promise ou terre permise,”
Levinastakes up a Talmudic extrac of two pagesfromthe tractate Sotah, pp. 34b-35a, devoted to
the narrative concerning the men chosen to explore the land of Canaan, promised to the Israglites.
When they retum, they declare that the Israelites will not be able to either enter or live in the
promised land. It is fertile but it is a land that killsor devours, by grinding down the inhabitants
(117). Also, they report, the land is aready inhabited and guarded by men too strong for the
Israelites (117). The explorers, however, are dissembling, in an effort to keep the Igaelitesfrom
entering Canaan, an ethical decision asL evinaswill point out. Levinas claims tha he will not speak
directly on thisstory, only onthe Talmudic commentary, but truth be told, his owninterpretation of
the commentary reveds the degper and ethica meaning behind the explorer's actions. As he says,
"nousarriverons peut-étre atrouver danslagrande peur desexplorateurs desangoi ssesqui hous sont

plusfamilieres' (118). He assertsthat the agonizing the explorers display isactually familiar to us,
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and shows how Jewish thought has, through its higory, cometo know "tousles scrupules et tousles
remords" even those concerning the most sacred of Jewish rights, asin the case of land promised by
God (118). Thetractae focuses on one verse from the Torah, Deuteronomy 1: 22, specifically the
words "That they may explorethe land for us* (Lamsa sHoly Bible). The Talmud recordsthat Rav
Hiya bar Abba says that the explorers sought out the shame of the land, reading "veyachprou" or
D5V as'explore,’ which isfollowed by hisreference to | saiah 24:23: "T he moon will be ashamed
("vechapra" or 15) and the sun will be confounded” (119). Levinaspointsout that the similarities
between the words are allowed to influence the reading of the text, for he says "le deuxieme sens
déteint sur le premier," adding that from Rav Hiya bar Abba's reading, those who explore the land
will be covering it in shame: "l'intention des explorateurs n'était donc pas honnéte' (120). The
explorers, Levinas concludes, decide in advance to "shame" the land 0 the Israglites will not enter
intoit. Thisexegesis, he says, is"sollicitation du texte, Sil en existe" (120). But it isalso the attempt
to animate the text by "des correspondances et des échos’ (120). He notes that when a Talmudist
commentson a biblica text and refers to another biblical text, the context of the quotation must be
considered, for it is a question of associating one "paysage hiblique" with another through this
juxtaposition, extracting the "parfum secret™ of the first passage (120). Returning to Rav Hiya bar
Abbas"sollicitation" of the text, thedouble meaning isborn out by thefull reading that L evinasgives,
for the explorerswent into Canaanto find it aready occupied; to movethe Israelitesin would be an
injusticeto those already occupyingthe land. Thus, theedidsof God arequestionedwhenthey come
up againgt the ethics of the Talmud: "il est plus fort que Lui, le droit vital desindigenes est plusfort

gue le droit moral d'un Dieu universd" (143). Thus, thisreading showsthat, according to Levinas,
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the acceptance of the Torah isacceptance of universal justice, evento the point of questioning the
commandments of God (140).

Inasimilarvein, Levinasmakesuse of multiplesignificationswithinthe Tamudin hisreading
entitled "Vieux commele monde?’, from the tractate Sanhedrin, pp. 36b-37a. In this excerpt, Rav
Zeramakes reference to Genesis 27:27, where Jacob deceives his father Isaac, blind in his old age,
by donning his brother Esau's clothes, which smell like the fields in which he hunts (Lamsa' s Holy
Bible). Theline contains the words"the smell of my son is the smell of a field which the Lord has
blessed,” and Rav Zerasays "Il ne faut pas lire begadev (ses vétements), mais bogdav (ses rebelles)
(Lamsa sHoly Bible 27.27; "Vieux comme le monde?' 153). Zeradoes not yoke the readingsof the
word too violently here for both arespelledin Hebrew as????. Levinas echoesthis suggestion of
Rav Zera, adding that what Isaiah smellsis the generations of rebelswho, like him, would rebel
against the Law, adding that thiswasbut "encens' to thenose of Isaac (181). For Levinasthismeans
that "lesmoinsdignes d'entreles|sradlitessont pleins de mérite commelagrenaderegorgedegrains'
(181).

Not every question of semartics that Levinas brings up within his Talmudic readings are an
"opening” on a world of meaning; a times he restricts meaning so asto lend more fiddity in his
readingsto the original texts, at times putting into question the Talmud'scommentary on the original
verses fromthe Torah. This, of course, isin line with the assertion shared by Levinas with many
Tdmudic scholars that reading the Talmud involves polemics, interrogation, free association, and
even creativity. Here, though, is seen the defense of a tradition, that is, a clarification made by
returning to the original texts degite custom. He makesthe case for example, inthe reading "Et

Dieu créalafemme" for histrandation of yetzer, >23. The reading is from the tractate Berakhot,
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p.61a, and focuses on Geness 2:7, where God makes man. Rav Nahman asks jug why the word
"made" or yetzer, 1’22, hastwo yods, the leter ">"; usually, if doubled it represents a vocalizaion
of yod as'yd or 'yayee,' asin garbayeem, D>>19), meaning "socks." Nahman concludesthat the
double yod meansthat God created two inclinationsin man, bad and good (122). Levinasadmitsthat
he translates" deux penchants" accord ng to custom, but yetzer actualy means” creature” (127). He
pointsto Isaiah 29:6, whichhe reads as "L a créature (yetser) a dit au Créateur, il n‘arien compris,”
adding that "il est ici évident queyetzer ne signifie pas penchant mais créature” (127). Levinas goes
on to say that in making one creature, God creates two; not a reference to man and woman, asis
usudly suggested, but actually signifying a rupture in the depth of man that defines him, two
tendenciesthat pull against each othe: "Laconscience et laliberté défineraient 'nomme : laraison"
(128).

Another levd of multiple meaning functioning within the Talmud comes through in what
Levinas calls the paradigmatic method, wherein a concrete example resonates with multiple
dimensions of meaning. Levinas even uggests that themultiplicity of understanding possible within
the reading of the Tdmud comes not from ambiguity, but "de larichesse inépuisable des dimensions
innombrables du concret” ("La volonté du del" 17). Maybe, Levinas conjectures, "nos concepts
occidenteaux" detach themselves prematurely: " Oh, l'impatiencedu concept” (17). Inorder to obtan
any meaning from the Talmud that speaks to contemporary times, despite its antiquated language,
the reader must patiently admit the peculiarities of the text within their own proper universe ("De la
lecture juive des Ecritures' 127). Impatience with these particulars keeps the Talmud in a sense
"imprisoned" within anachronisms and local features of its own language; as within totalization,

meaning becomes " occluded,” shut out by being shut in within either literal meaning or generalized
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concepts. Instead, words signified through the concr ete are actualy enriched with meanings by the
very multiplicity of their concrete aspects (127). For Levinas,

C'est ce que nous appeons moddité paradigmatique de la réflexion talmudique : les
notions restent constamment en communicationsavec les exermples ouy retournent,
alors qu'elles auraient di sen conterter comme de tremplins pour sélever a la
généralisation, ou éclairent la pensee qui scrute par la lumiére secréte des mondes
cachésouisolésou dlefaitirruption ; et, alafois, ce monde enchasseé ou perdu dans
lessignes sillumine par la pensée qui lui vient du dehors ou de l'autre bout du canon,
révélant ses possibles qui attendaient I'exégése, immobilisés, en quelque fagon, dans
les lettres. (127)
These "notions” which keep in constant "communication” or discourse with the concrete examples
that deliver themunto the reader, escape the grag of generdizationand thematization, asifthey were
likethe faces of multiple others, concretely realized yet permeating that concreteness with infinite
significations. This would suggest a certain irony accorded to the roles of generalization and
concr eteness, or to thematization and singularity; the former, not the latter, inhibits signification by
effacing its entrance into a world of meaning, that is, through the concrete. Generdization, by
refusing the irruption of immanence, closesoff transcendence; generalization never comesasdterity,
as 'autre, but alwaysas the return of the Same to the Same.
With this paradigmatic method, which he calls "un procédé théorétique pour comprendre le
Réel," Levinas traces Talmudic discourse through its numerous paths and flights, always returning
to examples, developing new concepts from these examples, only to set out again through readings
toward new directions ("Lavolonté du cid" 18). Thisisnot to suggest that the paradigm focused
upon somehow separates from the idea or concept it generates, as if it were pure symbol, never

signifying itself. He doesrefer to this paradigmatic method as a way of exploring the multiple

possibilities of dgnifying within a concrete olject freed fromitshistory, which would suggest that
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he attempts to universalize the Talmud at the expense of historical context (Quatre lectures
talmudiques 21). Theparadigmatic method, it should be noted, isin line with that "rabbinical mode"
of midrash, which, according to Levinas, "sollicite laletttre du texte pour, par-ddale sens obvie, le
sens caché et adlusif" ("<<A limage de Dieu>>" 185). In the Tamudic reading "Envers autrui,"
Levinas makesit clear that in his paradigmatic method, ideas are never separae from the examples

"qui les suggere mais qui lesfixe" ("Envers autrui” 48). In the introduction to his Quatre lectures

talmudiques he states that the significance of the Talmud comes from those "signes' whose
"materialité" are borrowed from the Scriptures (16). Thus, when "les docteurs du Tamud" battle
each other over meanings through reference to hiblical verse, they do so not out of appeal to
authority, but to a context which permitsthe elevation of the debat e and the perception of the true
significance of the data given: "Le transfert d'une idée dans un autre climat— et qui est son climat
origine— lui arrache de nouveaux possibles’ ("Envers autrui*48). ldeasthen are prevented from
becoming fixed through aconceptudization that "é&eindrait bien des &incelles qui dansent ous le
regard braqué sur le Réel" (48).

One example of this "paradigmatic” reading comes actually from Levinass mysterious
instructor in the Talmud, Mordechai Chouchani, of whom very little was known. What Levinas
reveds about this "prestigious magter” is restricted to scant reference to proper exegetical methods
or attitudes; Levinas claims that Chouchani rendered it impossble to read the Tamud in a purdy

dogmatic or theological way (Quatre lectures talmudiques 22). Instead, Chouchani provided the

grounds for the hermeneutical freedom required for a reading which keeps the Tdmudic discourse

alive withinthe present. But Levinascredits one aspect of his hermeneuticsdirectly to his mentor,
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Chouchani: whenever the Talmud mentions "Isragl," one should read it as"humanity” ("Judaisme et
révolution” 18).

To read theword "Isragl” sinply as"un groupe ethnique particulier" that is accomplishing an
incompar able destiny would be to narrow the generdity announced within the particular Tamudic
passageinwhichitis found (18). Insum, it would beto restrict the example that the people of Isragl
represent to historical or even mythological significance, separaing the sgnfromthe full range of
significance that it bears. Isragl's acceptance of the Law within the Torah comes to represent, as
Levinasreiterates throughout his Talmudic readings humanity at the height of itsresponsibilitiesand
self-consciousness. "Tousleshommes,” hewrites, "sont d'lsraél” ("L es dommages causés par lefeu"
171). Jewish"election” expresses an acknow ledgment of an incont estable summons ("Larévdation
dans la tradition juive" 172). The nation of | sragl's status of being chosen among the nations
represents, then, not provincidism and pride, but the inahility to evade ethica responsibility; itsexile
and diaspora w hich ends with the messiah's entrance into history, shows that the end of humanity's
responghbilities which mark the messianic time of peace, is always coming, always a possibility, yet
never arriving, marking the infinite capacity of the Other to call upon the self. Understanding the
Talmud in this way allows for Levinas's readings to reveal and define those "prephil osophical”
experiences he sees within the whole of Hebraic experience. He saysof the very dementsof Israd,
its history, itstraditions, its Scriptures and their interpretations, that they all "constituent unefigure
ou se montre un mode primord al de I'humain et ou, avant toute théologie et en dehors de toute
mythologie, Dieu vient al'idée” ("DeI'éthique al'exégése™ 127-28). It represents, he adds, the"défi

d'un retournement ontologique!" (128).



120

This paradigmatic method of his Tdmudic reading has its parallels within Levinass
philosophy, it could be argued, for hisadher ence to the phenomenological method demongrateshis
desireto obtain the universals of life by exhibiting the concrete elements of experience within his
analyss. Thereare other examples, of course, such as his focus onthe "visage' of the other, rather
than just ageneral ideaof otherness. Themeanng that the face bringswithinsubjectivity, "Thou shdl
not kill," is a paradigm for preserving the idertity and dignity of the other person ("Méprisde la
Thoracomne idolétrie” 76). Whether the prominence of the concretein his philosophy devel oped
fromhisJudaism, or the concrete became certral inhis Talmudic readingsthrough hisencounter with
phenomenology, is debatable, but no doubt the two "worlds" of Levinas correspond, and at times,
certainy interact and informeach other.

Again, what mark sthe paradigmatic method isthe underlying structure of transcendence, the
presence of the concrete which smultaneoudy disrupt s and escapes the immanence of subjectivity.
The "visag€' of the concrete actudly 9gndsan opennesstoward infinite Sgnification, or perhaps it
should be said, towardtheggnification of infinity. Levinashas referredtothisparadigmaticsinterms
of symbolism, but not one imposing mere conventional elements upon the flesh of the symbol, nor

one restricting meaning to the symbolizing function of one aspect of the concrete (Quatre lectures

talmudiques 19). "L achair concréte du symbole," Levinas writes, "ne sétiole pas sous lerevét ement
symboliguequ'une convertion ou une circonstance lui préte” (20). Talmudic commentary hasdways
tolerated the enrichment of thesynmbol through the concrete (20). Like phenomenol ogy, the Talmud
can only be understood by beginning with life itself, as it is lived in the concrete, in the way tha
meaning presents itsalf to consciousness (20). Most importantly, though, and in paradoxical terms

Levinas gives to describe the complexities of dgnification, the concrete flesh of the symbol gives
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literd meaning, which sgnifies completely, but thisis not yet the sgnified, for this signified dways

remains 'yet-to-be-sought' (19).

Reading God in the Talmud: The Content of Transcendence

Asthisinvestigation into the paradigmatic method reveal s, the ability of the concretetocome
asfully present, fully signifying, yet remain absent from the grasp of intention which would make it
fully signified, announces the same enigma of infinity which manifests in what Levinas calls
"diachrony."” Essentially the same concept he calls"trace" in hisearlier works, diachrony represents
this duality withinsignification, of absenceand presence, of past and presert, of present and future,
of appearance and withdrawal ,—all "read" within signification simultaneously. But even defining it
this way may seem incorr ect; as Jill Robbins notes, the trace "escapes not only phenomenal presence
but the very conceptual opposition between presence and absence,” remaining in Levinass thought

"outside the presence/absence dyad” (Altered Reading 28). Fully signifying yet not signifying

completdy, the most accurate thing to say is perhaps that diachrony is not present in signification,
but simply "read" within signification.

Diachrony isnot limited by L evinas to specific aspeds of hiswork; theterm appearsanytime
he discusses the event of signification, sometimeswithout referring to the termdirectly. Defining it,
therefore, requires often the examples used to denote the structure of transcendence marked by
diachrony, be it the face of the other or the context of the Tamud. In any case, diachrony
accompanies or perhaps fulfillsthe event of alterity: "the signified is of another order than thegiven,”

"never a complete presence” within the given ("Meaning and Sense”" 42; Totality and Infinity 96).

In the presence of the autrui, the "I" responds to "an 'order' in which signifyingness remains an
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irremissible distur bance, an utterly bygone past”; "suchisthe signifyingness of atrace,”" Levinas says,
"atrace signifiesoutside of every intertion™ ("M eaning and Sense' 60-61). Asdisturbance, itiscalled
"miracle” one that isa"dérangement del'ordre," coming into the order of the Same asalterity, which
is"lastructure - ou ladé-structure - de latranscendance' ("La voluntedu ciel” 34). Such irruption
reveds the "Noncoincidence" and "dispossession” of alterity, as when the face of the other "enters

our world from an absolutely foreign sphere” (Of God Who Comesto Mind xiv). Plainy defined,

"diachronyistherefusal of conjunction, the nontotalizaldeand, inthissense, irfinite," which"signifies
beyond being" ("Essenceand Disinterestedness” 118; "Meaning and Sense” 61).

This staunch dterity doesnot result from the "residue of presence,” asif albsence was former
presence, for that would be a trace which signals a former conjunction of signification and sign
("Essence and Disinterestedness’ 118). Diachrony presents a rupture within time and space. The
infiniterevealsinadiachrony the coming of a world which never ceasescoming ("M éprisdelaThora
commeidolétrie” 72). Withinhis" Jewish" writings, Levinaswill cometo alignthis diachronic notion
of diverging movements of time with the notion of messanism as we shall see in the last chapter.
Theinfinite cannot erter into thepresent because the present istoo smallto containit ("Larévélation
dans la tradition juive" 173). Within the order of the subject, the other's presence "conggs in
divesting hinmself of the form whichdoes aready manifest him' ("Meaning and Sense" 53). Theface
of this other isthisconcrete irruption into order, yet a so the "detachment from its form in the midst
of the production of its form" (53).

The paradoxes and contradictions given to suggest the content of diachrony point to the
notion that diachrony or the trace "signifies beyond being” ("Meaning and Sense" 61). This"beyond

being" is central to much of Levinass thought, designating the move of transcendence aswell asthe
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significationof thelnfinite, or God. Philosophical discoursefor L evinascannot properly include God,
for onceit does, "as soonas he isconceived," God becomes" situated within'bang'smove™ (" God
and Philosophy" 130). But the Infinite reveds itself to be duding presence while simultaneoudy
coming into itsown ggnification. Levinaswritesthat "this divergency perhagps deserves the name
glory," a name that also represents diachrony in some of hisworks, especially when the ethicad
"haght" of the Infinite is to be stressed ("Essence and Disinterestedness’ 118). The sign which
properly bearsthissignification istheface of the other, registering a "persona order” that is"beyond
being” ("Meaning and Sense”’ 61). Importantly, the other does not come from beyond being in the
formof God, and neither does God make of the other hisavatar. The other shows that thereisa
"beyond" of my order, that this order can be disupted and breached by meaning which comes from
beyond. It would be ina sense'too early in the gane' to say 'that which breaches my own order is
yet another order, simply outsdeof my own' That would beto already comprehend the beyond of
my order. At thelevd of experience tha Levinas ams his analydsat, theirruption of transcendence
comes before consciousness can edablish itsdlf as the source of its own order, before evenits own
self-knowledge.

More proper to thisdiachronic notionof transcendence, L evinas says" beyond beingisaThird
Person” (61). Not that society isdiscovered through the other, but that t hereisapossibility of athird
direction, onethat escapesthe"bipolar play of immanence and transcendence” (61). Itisthird person
becauseitissimply beyond first person. The other as second person shows disruption, whilethevery
fact that it bringssignificationthat exceedsthegrasp of intentionality, overflowing and exceeding the

face of the other which faces me, reveas a beyond of order in the abstract, beyond even the
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concreteness of the other'sexidence. Diachrony istheinsertion of spaceand timewhich sgnifiesthis
beyond, and gives birth to the notion of essence ("Meanng and Sense" 62-63).

The beyond or "nonpresence” of theinfiniteis"not afigure of negativetheology” for Levinas,
for al negative attributes that point to a beyond of essence become positive within the ethical
respond hilityit commandsfrom the subject (" Essenceand Disinterestedness’ 118). God'swithdrawal
from presence and hence the stasis of bang, is not a"non-connaissance” or "non-knowledge" but
man'sobligation regarding all other men (*Lenom deDieu d'apresquelquestextestal mudiques” 153).
Additiondly, Levinas disavows any claim to any theology, or even what he calls theosophy, seeking
the meaning of the word outside of any theological syssem (" Jeunessedl srad” 72). Throughout his
Tdmudic readings, Levinas stressesthat his referenceto theword " God" has specific meaningsand
contexts. The term names a mode of being or a beyond of being rather than aquiddity or essence
("D'aprésquelquestextestalmudiques' 148). Theology, however, deals with God as a quiddity that
can be known, as an essence that can be fully signified aspresence. Levinassays of his ownefforts
within the Tamudic readings that he seeks to go beyond the theological language, to liberae from
this language "sgnifications qui S'adressant a laraison," in asearch for "une théo-logique,” arational

way to speak of God ("Enversautrui” 33; L'au-deladu verset 11). Levinasisat al times seeking a

meaning for what can be termed God, something which no negative theology or hyperbolic
proposition can fill with meaning ("Exigeant judaisme’ 20). He guards against what within the
Tamudwould passfor information regar ding thelifeof God, for “unethéosophie” (32). Levinassees
theosophy as "la négation méme de la philosophie," and his struggle to trandate "Hebrew" into
"Greek" demands a hermeneutic proper to this task ("Latentation de latentation” 71). Thus, he

dams that in his commertaries "le mot Dieu sera rare": "Il exprime la notion la plus claire
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religieusement; philosophiquement, la plus obscure qui soit” (70). Thenotion expressed by God can
become clearer, Levinas says, only through the Talmud's descriptions of the ethical situations of the
human, rather than ontological situationsof the divine (70-71).

The meaning of God, then, comes through in the structure of transcendence; to borrow
Levinassterms, God isnot onlythe Other par excellence, but transcendence par excelence. Hesays
of the Scroll of Esther that therein"le nomde Dieu n'est pas prononce,” but there God's presenceis
expressed through His absence ("La traduction de I'Ecriture’ 57). The infinite as God "reads"
through the diachrony of signification, appearing yet euding presence, and likea "trace," effacing its
very own signification. The idea of effacement is certral to Judac concern over the very name of
God, as Levinas details in the essay "Le nom de Dieu d'aprés quelques textes tamudiques.” The
writing of the sacred names of God (only afew are sanctioned as Holy) cannot be erased or effaced;
the document which has even the first letter degraded in some way must be buried like adead body.
But there are exceptions, one of which deals with the ritua concerning a woman suspected of
adultery. During part of the ritual, the priest speaks these words and writes them down, which are
along these lines. "if someone besides your husband has lain with you, may the Lord make of you a
subject of imprecation™ (153). The priest will then efface themwith "leseaux améres” (153). Levinas
says here that the Talmud "affirme une idée nouvelle: I'effacement du Nom est la réconciliation des
humairs' (153). Another exampleisgiven, this time of King David who digsto discover the source
or water necessary for future libations. The water rises impetuously, threatening to flood the
universe. David receivesthe advice that, to obtain harmony between man and wife, he must efface
the name of God with the water: "A plus forte raison cela doit se faire pour obtenir la paix dans

I'Univers' (153). Levinas then asksif the transcendence of the name of God, compared to every
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thematization, does not itsdf become effacement, and if this very effacement is not itself the
commandment “qui N oblige al’ &ard de I' autre honme?’ (153).

This, then, isthe driveto interpret the name or appearance of God inthe Talmud for Levinas—
to seewithinthe Talmud only the effacement of God's transcendence, so that what actually appears
is the ethical situation given through the other: "La transcendance de Dieu, C'est son effacement
méme., maisqui housobligea I'égard deshommes' (154). Within rabbinical thought, L evinas points
out, the term holiness evokes above all els separation, asin the word " Absolute," absolved from
presencein amanner of speaking (" D'apres quelques textestalmudiques”147-48). Inthe Tadmudic
reading "La volonté du ciel et le pouvoir des hommes," Levinas refers to the Talmud as the place
where"|'épiphaniede Dieuinvoquée dans I'apparition d'un visage humain” (37). Thereinthe face of
the other, "la différence irréductibe” of the beyond enters between what is given and undersood
within my world, and what under this order absents itself, "inquiéte et éveill€" (36).

Levinas, asfar as he can, remains true to hisword, using the word "Dieu” very carefully, and
inthesamevein asthe Tamud-"effacing" it, or disinvestingit by investing it only inthe ethica event
of other. Inthereading "Latranscendancede Dieu,” which deals withjudiciary sanctions, the court
of the Sanhedrinitself appears as the locus of transcendence, atranscendence whichliesat the very
heart of its decisons, atranscendence which is"le pénétration du divin dans le monde a traversle
prophéisme humain’ (38). The"prophetism," aswill beshownin thenext chapter, comestodescribe
the individua'sreading of the sacred texts, adiscour se bearing meaning from its encounter with the
text. Thecourt'scorfiguraionisitself testament tothe underlying structure of transcendence; formed
as a semi-circle of men, men face each other, an "assemblée de visages' where discour se cannot be

interrupted nor turned into "dialectique impersonnelle” ("Vieux comme le monde?' 155). Levinas
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says of thisfeaturethat no one ever saw the back of anyone else; curiously, the onlyreference Levinas
makesin his reading to the appearance of God to the eyesisthe back of God, seen by Moses, the
prophet with the most direct contact with God ("LaRévéation dans latradition juive" 174). What
he saw was only the back of God, the knots on the back of his neck formed by the straps of the
phylacteries (174). Even the semi-circle formation is elucidated by Levinas. those who sit on the
court remain open to the outsde world, as if closing off the Sarhedrin order of justice to
transcendence would be the end of that justice ("Vieux comme le monde?* 155).

God marnifests withinthe concrete event of the face because man is theirruption of God into
being or the explosion of being toward God ("La Révélation dans la tradition juive" 172). Man
smply is "le lieu ou passe la transcendance” (175). As the instance of subjectivity, through its
possibilities of lisgening and thus obeying, man is himsalf the rupture of immanence (174). Agan,
God does not come into a subject inthe face of theother; the other is not avaar. God simply "vient
al'idée," or "comesto mind," through the event of the other because as infinity, He is the surplus of
meaning, the order from which this meaning comes to the concrete event of the face that eludes
intentionality. Asalterity par excellence, Heisthe Third Personthat disruptstotality, signifiedwithin
the face but never comingto be fully signified.

The singularity of the subject comes from its diachronic structure eucidated earlier— the
subject is always the bearer of another subject ("Et Dieu créalafemme” 133). Assuch, it is "étre
sousleregard sans sommeil de Dieu,” as L evinasremarksfrom the Tal mudic reading from which Rav
Jeremiah ben Eleazar's commentary on Psalm 139, part of which reads "From the beginning to the

end, thou knowest me, O Lord, for thou hast formed and laid thy hand upon me" (King James Holy

Bible, Psalms 139:5). Keeping faithful to the tradition of Talmudic reading which callsfor contexts
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of all hiblical quotations to be considered, Levinas reads beyond the citation of verse 5 from the
Tdmudic extract "Et Dieu créalafemme,” noting that the verses go on to say "Tu me serres depres
derriere et devant et tu poses sur moi tamain™ (131). He saysof Eleazar's reading that it showsthe
subject to be aways at the hands of God, unable to escape his gaze (131). God's presence in this
passage signifies "étre assiégé par Dieu ou obsédé par Dieu. Obsesson ressentie comme une
éledion” (131). Humanity therefore shows that "tout est ouvert,” open to transcendence, even the
inner world of subjectivity itself, as Descartess third meditation reveds. "Vous étes toujours a
découvert!" (132).

The content of this primordial form of transcendence, a transcendence that antecedes
consciousness, and therefore knowledgeand power, is ethical: " Tu ne tueras poirt,” — thou shall not
kill. "N'est-ce pas |3, travers le visage d'autrui, la signifiance méme de la parole de Dieu, inouie
signifiance du Transcendant qui d'emblée me concerne et méveille?' asks Levinas ("De I'éthique a
I'éxegese” 129). Thiscommandment, rat her than narr ation (which, obviously, would render the other
as Same, the Saying into a Said), congtitutes the first movement toward human understanding, and
thus, the beginning of language ("L a Révéation dansla tradition juive' 144). Bursting in upon the
immanence of subjectivity, the infinite operaes asthe supreme form of alteity, the giving over of
meaning from outside subjectivity. Astheface, that conaeteevent which does not give itself over
to thematization, aterity pierces through the walls of order, and in diachrony presents and absents
itself, giving to the subject the surplusof signification, yet eluding the grasp of intentionality. As
such, initsoverflowing of signification that standsalongd deitsevasion of comprehension, it assumes
its role in the drama of signification, and demands that the subject not erase or efface its identity,

givenby Levinas in the parad gmetic statement "Tu netueraspoirt.” If we return to the probl ems of
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ideal transcendentalism that L evinas analyzesin Husserl, the suly ect must in essencegive himself over
to the events within hisworld, that is, produce hisown sgnsso asto "read” the experiences of his
ownworld. Where Husser| would give this, unwittingly, asaseaed off world that reflectssolely the
ego, L evinas givesthe hermeneutic necessary for "reading"” this dterity brought t o the subject by the
other as"substitution.” It mug be gressed tha for subjectivity to "read" hisworld, according to the
theory of language and the phenomenological theory of hermeneutics being investigated here, the
subject must give himself over to the structures of experiencein hisworld. He must endow meanings
whichreflect himself if heisto truly "read" these experiences. Therefore, dl experiences point to
other experiences, just aslanguagerefersto itself laterallyinstead of along the finite messure of time.
The subject mugt, it must be concluded, substitute previous experience within the ingance of a new
experience, al thewhiledifferentiating between them nonetheless. Thiswouldnot meanthat | Smply
replace the identity of the other with my own; | respond to the other's irruption of being by
substituting myself, my experience, for thisevent. Andwhat experience could possiblyfulfillthisrole,
when no experience precedes this event of the other? Here again, as with the formaion of
consciousness, we are at an impasse. The event of the other isthe one that consci ousness camot get
behind. It doesnot obey thedictatesof duration, history, place, time-it ispre-experientid. It isthat
original instanceof diachrony that seemsto echo throughout every act of signification. Subgitution
here means that in this primordid event, the subject refersto the experience of itself as a distinct,
unique event, that is, as subjectivity, to recognize the uniqueness of the other. But the subject's
recogrition of itself as amode of subjectivity is consciousness, whidh, as has been shown, itself refers
to the evert of the other. Substitution, like consciousness, reveals itsdf to be 'after the event,’ and

thusnot theorignof itself. Hence, before it can functionin part asrecognition of an experience, and
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thus as a mode of knowing, it reveals itself to be obligated to the other. | amobligated, indeht to
the other, before | am even a consciousness— ethics precedes ontology.

Subjectivity betrays its own beginnings within the other, but it also shows the necessary
separation and freedom of its creation. It would seem that the opposite hol dstrue, that consciousness
as indebted is somehow dependert. Yet, as Descartes's meditation announces, the absence of the
Infinite shows not only its freedom, but my own: the freedomto interpret my world as wholly my
own. Sepaation and freedom, thoughtheyrefer totwo different notions, areinseparablehere. One
implies the other. Without separation and freedom, transcendence could not take place, for
dependencywould meanthat meaning, essence, representation, and signification coul d not exist: these
thingsonly occur acrossdistance, traver sng acrossthe chasms that separ ate beingswithin their own
being. Infinity could not exig, for it would be one-dimendond, anonymous, and in itself not free.
Hermeneutics, that is, reading, the mode of being Levinas shows as necessary to existence and

experience, requires multiple dimensions, subjectivity and uniqueness, but mos of dl, freedom.



Chapter Five

Ethicsand Reading: Before Being, Before the Text

The Risk of Subjectivity

At this poirt, it should beasked, could the hermeneutical freedomwithin Levinas' s readings,
the multiplicity of meaningsto bereleased through all readings, theinfinite significationsthat Levinas
sees within the Talmud and the Torah, perhaps lead not to ethica exegesis but to irresponsble
subjectivism? What prevents the latter from occurring, and what defines them both? Is not the
philosophical work of Levinas, with its critique of the transcendental idealism of Husserl and the
reign of the subject throughout the whole of Western philosophy— is this not now undermined by
Levinas shermeneutics which putsforth the freedom of subjectivity as necessaryto any truereading
of the Scriptures?

Levinaesis acutely aware of such arisk, but notes that such arisk is necessary to gain access
to truth (“Revelation” 134). To begin, subjectivity marks the unique place or “terrain” where
“exteriority can appear” (133). As subjectivity, as a“unique ‘of itsdlf,’” it is the break out of the
nothingness of the il y a, the “there is’ that marks anonymous existence before any instance of
consciousness, pure existence without the context of consciousness to make of it asignificant event
(133). Furthermore, it is the unique individual that the Torah reveds as the place wherein
transcendence, or revelation, can takeplace, wheretheword “ coming from elsewhere, fromoutside,”
can dwell in him who receives it (133). Levinas saysthat the human isthat “to whom the word is
said,” as well as that “through whom there is Revelation” (145). He is the “place through which

transcendence passes, even if he can be described as‘ being-there’ or Dasein” (145). Assuch a

131
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“place,” Levinas suggeststhat “the whole status of subjectivity and reason must perhapsbe revised’
(145). That, perhgps, defines Levinas's works reasonably wdl. But, to continue, revelaion, or
transcendence, isthe call to the unique self- not to anonymous “Being,” but to the unique individual
that breaches thethematization of “essence.” It mug be noted that God in the Scriptures, when he
speaks, speaks directly to individuals, who laer address the nations as a whole once the revelation
has been received and givenfull meaning. AsL evinas says, revelation is this*“ calling to the unique,”
making it the “significance particular to the signifying of the Revelation” (133). Ironicdly, the full
impad of thisideais that the multiplicity of persons reading the Scriptureslocatesthe multiplicity of
meaningswithin those Scriptures Thevery multiplicity of personsisthe“condition for the plenitude”
of meanings within the Holy texts, “asif every person, through his uniqueness, were the guarantee
of the revelaion of aunique aspect of truth, and some of its points would never have been revealed
if some people had been absent from mankind” (133). Not that truth is anonymous, but rather, “it
Isto suggest that thetotality of the true iscondituted from the contributionof multiple people” that
the“voiceof Revelation” is“inflected” by eachindividua who welcomesit into significance (133-34).
In short, “the multiplicity of irreducible people is necessary to the dimersions of meaning; the
multiple meanings are multiple people’ (134). Thismakes it possible not only for the Word to have
the infinite number of meanings, but dso for the “same truth” to traverse the span of time and place
and find its signification within new contexts (134). AsLevinas points out, the Law iscarried by the
Ark, and as such, is always “conditioned to be moved,” unattached to any particular place or time,
yet true for all times (“ Révélation” 163).

Midrash, the “exposition of meaning,” the forcing open of the “secret of transcendence,”

unlocks the multiplicity inherent to the Scriptures but these screts are unique for every act of
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Midrash (“On the Jewish Reading of Scriptures’ 108). Levinassaysthat Jewish tradition tracesback
to the Revelation at Sinai”dl that will besaid in the way of expositions and lessons, objections and
guestions,” in fact, the “entire future accumulation of study of the Torah from the Decalogue to our
owntime,” including the questions asked hy children in school (“ Contempt for the Torah asl dolatry”
65). InhisTalmudic reading “Le pacte,” Levinas gives this notion more concretely in the peculiar
arithmetic of the numerous dimensions of meaning associated with the pact of the Covenant. The
tractate Sotah 37a-37b that the reading features notes that with each commandment from the
Decalogue there were “abenediction in general and a benediction in particular, likewisea cursein
general and a curse in paticular” (“The Pad” 68). In addition, there are four duties for each
commandment, giving sixteen dimensions of meaning for each commandmert. Also, the Talmud
notes that things were smilar at Sinai and a M oab, bringing “forty-eight covenants in comection
with each commandment” (68). Further on, it is recorded in the Talmud tha “thereis not asingle
precept written in the Torah” which dd not also havethese forty-eight covenants(68). Along with
this isthe number of Isradlitesat Sinal, 603,550 (83). Thenunber of | sradites timesthe number of
covenantsis 28,970,470, just to finish out the example. The mogt important thing is that thisisnot
an infinite number: it denotes that in “every act of the Covenant more than six hundred thousand
personal acts of responsibility are outlined” (84). This shows the L aw of the Covenant not to be“an
impersond abstraction of a judicial att,” but instead as proof of “living links with al of those who
adopt the Law” (84). Levinasaddsto thisnumber the saventy languagesthat the Torah lays claim
tointhe future, showing that “the Torah belongsto usal” (84). ThisTalmudic arithmetic showsthe
pact between each member of humanity to the other, yet it also servesto illustrate that the Scriptures

have an infinitemulti plicity of meanings, but each one of thosemean ngsisaccountedfor, uniqueand
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necessary for itsfulfillment as Revelation. Therefore, every interpretation hasbeen accounted for in
the Holy Higory of the Torah. Such readingsflow from people*in thar uniqueness, each person
cgpable of extracting from the signs meanings which each time are inimitable” (“On the Jewish
Reading of Scriptures’ 110). Thisreveadsthat one of the protedions against subjectivity inherert to
the Scriptures is that it already contains any meaning ascribed to it, finite yet inexhaugible
sgnificationswhichit bringsforth. Thisalsoindicates the*ethica” element to reading the Scriptures
in that these texts bring to the individua their own unique identity or signification, paraleling the
identity of the other that eludesthe grasp of totalization. Levinas remarks numerous timesthat the
Torah deniesthe thematizaion of being because being is violence, and here we see one dimens on of
such resisance: the Torah asinspired, and inspiring, textsresststotalization, and demands exegesis

inofar as it demands that the reader welcome its significations as it would wd come the other.

A Tradition of Renewal and Anti-ldolatry

This then leads usto confront the second way in which the Sariptures are protected from
subjectivity, that of tradition. It would seem that for Judaism, “Revelation is | eft to the arbitrariness
of subjective fantages,” sinceit continues without “doctrinal authority,” leaving every letter of the
Torah exposedto arbitration fromeveryindvidual (“ Revelation” 134). However, the cdl to exegess
isa“call to the person in his historical uniqueness,” making of course signification possible, but also
bringing every interpretaioninto ahisorica unity (134). Despitetherisk of subjectivity, (onecould
say in the face of such subjectivity), the various readings have kept aremarkable sense of unity given
the diaspora of the Jewish readers over time and place. The various readings of the Torah that the

Tamud records span certuries and continents, though of course not every reading or interpretation
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hasbeen documented. Eventhough theScripturesallow for awiderange of inter pretations, eachone
carriestheresponsibility of respectfully observing thosethat havecome beforeit. Traditiona reading
of the Scriptures discriminates beween a “personal originality brought to the reading,” and the* pure
play of fantasy of amateurs,” even of “charlatans’ (135). This distinction isbrought about through
the “necessary reference of the subjective to the historica continuity of the reading, and by the
tradition of commentaries tha cannot beignored under the pretext tha inspirations come to you
directly from the text” (135). Levinasaddsthat any “renewal” of meaning, aterm he borrows from
rabbinicaltradition, “ camot avoid thesereerences,” simply for the reason that those variousreadings
are part of the meaning that come to the individual (135). AsLevinas notes, all readings are a way
of “seeking the unsaid hidden within the said” (“ The Nationsand the Presence of Israel” 94). The
unsaid andthe said arevery important yet very complex terms for Levinas sworks, especially inhis

second major philosophical work, Otherwise than Being, but here they at least indicate that the

potential for meaning, the unsaid, doesnot just reside within the secred textsthemsdves, but within
the variousread ngs that accompany themovertime, thus giving tothema“ permanentrenewa” (“As
Old asthe World?’ 79). Itisthe way that the Scriptures recognize the unigue individuality of each
reader, of asserting “the very plurality of the people as an unavoidable moment of the signification
of meaning . . . so that the infinite richness of what it does not say can be said or that the meaning of
what it does say can be ‘renewed ” (“ On the Jewish Reading” 110).
Suchatraditionisultimatd y open-ended, openedtoward exteriorityinaway, for it “ does not
imposeits conclusions,” but demands anaccount of “what it sweepsalong” (“ Revelation” 136-37).
Traditionfor the Jewish Scriptures doesnot designat e adeadening of meaning by dogma; in fact, the

Law “lives through the multiplicity of person,” and therefore “finds dogma distasteful” (“The
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Translation of the Scripture” 43). Levinas even points out theterm “Min” in one of the Tdmudic
readings, “Min” being the remfor the Sadducee, “the I sraelite who keepsonly to the letter of the
textsandr efusesrabbinic exegess’ (“As Old asthe World?’ 81). T hefundamentalization of thetext
would beitsdeath, sinceit livesnot by totdization but by opening the individua uptoinfinitereams
of meaning through the Tdmudic diaectic, its“open-ended discussion” (“Revelation” 139). Read
grictly by theletter, itslessonswould become mereidolatry. Levinaswritesthat theTorah* protects
itself from evertual idolatry” by the renewal “through congant exegesis- and exegesis of that
exegesis’ (“Contenpt for the Torah as Idolatry” 59). Levinas even reers to the Torah as “the
antithegsof idolatry . . . the book of anti-idolatry” (58). By its very essence as abook, says L evinas,
the Tamud wads off idolatry “by its very writing, signifying precisely prescription and by the
permanent reading it calls for . . .interpretation and reinterpretation (58). Thus, it isaso as a book
“foreignto any blind commitment that might think itself virtuous because of its decisiveness and
stubbornness’ (58). A book not opentodiscussonand extensonthrough the act of discoursewould
not bealivingtext asthe Scriptures are, and it would be but a collection of “histories and anecdotes’
(65). The*prophecy of persons and the geniusof a people,” aswel as their “messagefor dl,” would
be silent and distant (65).

Another important element to the notion of tradition, which is so important in keeping the
Torah existing as a living text, is touched upon by Hans-Georg Gadamer in his discussion of the

legitimacy of authority in Truth and Method. Gadamer claimsthat to do “justice to man’s finite,

historical mode of being,” the notion of “legitimate prgudices’ must be taken up (Truthand M ethod

246). He pointsto the enlightenment for discrediting prejudice as a“ sourceof error,” as Descartes

puts it in his Meditations. “Overhastiness” may result in the erroneous application of reason,
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according to Descartes, but “authority,” or tradition, leads one to refuseto even use reason (246).
This, as Gadamer points out, is theroot of the antithes s between reason and authority, the latter
being regarded as a*“ false prejudice” taken without refl ection or examination (246). Asaresult, the
Reformationgaveriseto a“flouri shing hermeneutics” designed to “teachthe right use of reason’ for
fully understanding religioustexts, as well asto “safeguard t he reasonable meaning of atext against
al” (246). However, as Gadamer says, there came a curious double gandard with the authority of
reason:
That the prejudices tha determine what | think are dueto my own narrowness of
vision is a judgment that is made from the stardpoint of their dissolution and
ilumnation and holds only of unjustified prejudices. If, contrariwise there are
justified prejudices productive of knowledge, thenwe areback with theproblem of
authority. (247)
Reasonworksagainst that whichisunreasonalle, e.g., illusion and “unjustified prejudice,” but against
something that is reasonable, say “judtified preudices,” reason can only assert itself as yet another
authority, demanding that it be taken into account beforeall judgments and steps toward knowledge.
The real problem isthat the way authority and tradition has come to be regarded as aresult of the
revolutions of the enlightenment. It has been assumed that authority and tradition meant “blind
obedience” for the individua, “but this isnot the essence of authority” as Gadamer pointsout (248).
Authority is basad “not on the subjection and abdication of reason, but on recognition and
knowledge,” a knowledge, Gadamer adds, “that the other is superior to onesdf in judgment and
insght and tha for this reason hisjudgment takes precedence, i.e, it haspriority over one's own
(248). Mog of the time this subjection is due not to the fact that the individual is subsumed under

an extension of power, as many would believe, and therefore coerced into recognizing authority;

rather, it is due to the fact that authority “cannot actually be bestowed, but isacquired and must be
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acquired, if someore el isto lay claimto it” (248). Authority hinges upon “recognition,” and is
therefore “an act of reason itself, which, aware of its ownlimitations, acceptsthat others have better
understanding” (248). The recognition of authority ultimately pertains not to obedience, but to
knowledge, and is thus an act of freedom and reason, one that acknowledges that there is another
who has “a wider view of things and is better informed” (248). Finally, Gadamer’s investigation
reveds that tradition is “constantly an element of freedom and of history itself,” concluding that
tradition pers &s not becauseof “the inertia of what once exiged,” but becauseof the free choice of
those who recognizeitsauthority and knowledge (250). Tradition“needs to be affirmed, embraced,
cultivated,” because it is in essence “preservation,” which, of course, is an “act of reason” (250).
Evenin the face of revolution and dramatic shifts, “far more of the old is preserved,” than is ever
taken into account, combining “with the new to create a new value” (250).

Gadamer’ s assessment of tradition more than complement s the approach of Levinas to the
sacred texts. Theyinfad seemto share thejudgment tha reason does acoept its limitations, and
recognizes that it is not the end of all discourse, but the certainly the begiming. But thereis also a
warmer regard from both for authority and tradition, in that they both see the relatiionship of the
individual to tradition as one based on reasonable choice. Thedogmaof authority and traditiondoes
not come into criticism here precisely because the individual who would accept that tradition and
authority holding such dogmaw ould not be coerced or forced beyond hiswill. Hiswould be afree
choice, stemming from reason and reflection. This choice, however, isfundamentdly achoice of
deferment of the sdlf; in thelanguage of Levinas, | let the other speak fully and have authority onthe
matter at hand, out of a recognition that he contains more than | can. The other hasthat wider range

of view, and more knowledge than | can bring. All of this is done not out of power, or self-
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abnegating obeisance, but out of recognition, a knowledge of the situation, and an identification of
height between us. Thisis much the same way that Levinas seesthe student of the Talmud, asone
who approachesthe Talmud not asarelic but as an authority, asabody of knowledge. Hewritesthat
“One who interpretsthe Torah inasense contrary to the traditional rules of conduct takes the Torah
asaproduct of culture available for intellectud jousting mat ches, drawing room amusement, ‘purdy
theoreticd’ views devoid of responsibility” (“Contempt” 62). Such a*“grasping” of meaning isthe
complete opposite of the reader of the Talmud who, likethe individual who chooses the knowledge
of authority, allows himsdlf to be put into question, and comesto it accepting that it has something
worthy to say. Also, the approach to authority and tradition registers a desire to go beyond one's
givenstate, to acquire either knowledgeor experience whichwould bring to oneself morethan could
be gained done. As Levinas has said of the reader of the Scriptures that he seeks out the
“possibilities and ri ks of a thought transcending the gven” (“ The Translationof the Scripture” 51).
Findly, the transmission of the multiplicity of meanings by the traditional reading of the sacred texts
iswholly an ethical act, for in essenceit is preservation, aguarding of the past to make surethat the
present does not close itself off to the fulness of signification. It isaway of preserving the Saying
within the Said, away of recognizing that meaning comes from beyond, transcending the given of the
context into which it enters, whichisthe un queness of the subject. Levinassays of languageand the
book arising fromlanguage, that they are* phenomenol ogy, the ‘staging’ inwhich the abstract ismade

concrete” (Beyond the Verse xii).
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The Subject of the Book

Levines holds that “writing is dways prescriptive and ethicad,” because in its primal form,
writing and language, Derrida’ s distinction aside, are the echoes of the initial contadt with infinity
(xii). Theyresorate with the*Word of God which commands meand vows me to the other,” aword
that is “holy writing before being sacred text” (xii). Such aword, never reconstituted in the present
yet always heard asif it coud neve enter into the past, foundsthe “brezk, in thebeing that | am, of
my good conscience of beng-there. | hear it as my allegiance to the other” (xii). It immediately
initiates the self-questioning that underlies dl reason, disrupts the “ self-care” whichis “ essential to
the esse of beings” (xi). It is the foundation of subjectivity, forming its primal, transcendental
structure. Levinasconcludes, “My condition— or my uncondition— ismy relationto books. Itisthe
very movement-towards-God” (Xii).

Languagefor Levinasreveals tha subjectivity isat al timesthe coordination with the other.
As he has said of Husser|’s philosophy, “the presence of the subject to transcendentd thingsisthe
very definition of consciousness’ (“The Ruin of Representation” 114). “The reader,” says Levinas
of the student of the Talmud, “is a saribe,” being the location where meaning can be insaribed into
the concreenessof existence (“Revelation” 133). This defintion of the reader, he adds, “provides
uswith thefirg indication of what wemight call the‘status of the Revelation: its word coming from
elsewhere, from outside, and smultaneously dwelling in the person who receives it” (133).
Accordingly, the subject, as far as it ismarked by the diachrony of the irfinite, continually asks of
the past meanings contained within the Torah “questions based on what the Torah will mean
tomorrow” (“Contempt” 66). Thisis yet another way of understanding that the subject welcomes

meaning into itsgazeby “ reading” the possibil iti es presented toit, but where Heidegger asserted that
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these possibilities signified a“being-with’ sructure, Levinas putsforth these possbilities as dways
signifiying“for-the-other,” future possibilities, yes, but only so asto welcome meaning. Levinas sees
the structural similarities operating within the hermeneutics employed for reading atext aswithin the
hermeneutics that engage the other. Thus the relationship between the ego and the other isasit is
between reader and text: not a“dogmatic legislation” of meaning in one direction, but the movement
of “reciprocal exchange,” whichfor the subject means substitution (“For aPlacein the Bide” 20).
Identity and meaning come into the present, bursting in, overt hrowing any attempts at totalization,
yet what keeps them always anew is the adumbration of future possible meanings. With this, the
subject is beholden to the other, to the outside , to the fount of meaning and signification which is
alterity; he is hostage to the other, and therefore, to transcendence itself. Consciousnessis but the
ever continuing answer to the demand for hermeneutics from exteriority. Levinas aks, “is not
reading away of inhabiting?’ inferring that the book is“aformof living space” (“Revelation” 130).

It isin this sense, too, that Israd is a peopleof the Book, and that itsrelation to the
Revelaion is unique of its kind. Its actual land is based on the Revelation. Its
nostalgia for theland isfed ontexts. It derivesnothing from belonging in some way
to a particular piece of sil. (130)
As a people of the Book, the Isradlites take up the individual as the locus of transcendence and
therefore of meaning. Herewe come upon another element of Levinas' scontention with Heidegger
who repeatedly praised the common volk of the land. Edith Wyschogrod indicates that L evinas saw
the correlation between the hermeneutics of the neuter Sein that Ha degger focused his works upon
and the “call of Hood and soil” that Heidegger saw as a mode of authertic existence (Wyschogrod

15). “Theinjunction to heed the voice of being,” she writes, “opened for Levinasthe possibility for

human exisgence to be lived as pagan existence” (15). As he says, the feature of “peasant
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enrootedness’ isnot authentic being, but an existence which orients all signification toward its own
“placeinthe aun, itsground, its site’ (“Philosophy and the Idea of Infinity” 52). Isragl, for Levinas,
managesto stay beyond the realm of blood and soil by existing within Holy History, the messianic

time that welcomes God'’ s arrival into human higory, which is but the regn of justice and ethics.

Ethics and Revelation: The Responsible Reader

L evinasremarks again and again that the meaning of the Scripturesrequires not the whol e of
tradition aone, but the uniqueness of the individua reader who engages that tradition, for the
individua isthe location of Revelation. He writesthat the “ extra-ordinary structure of the inspired
textsif the Holy Scripturesiseven moreremarkable inthat their reader is called upon not only inthe
good common sense of him beng open to ‘information,” but in the inimitable- and logically

imperceptible—uniqueness of his person, and, asit were, of hisown genius’ (Beyond the Verse xiii).

The reade of the Scripturesisthe “unique ‘terrain’ in which exteriority can appear” (“Revelation”

133). “The Revelation as cdling to the unique within me is the significance particular to the
signifying of the Revelation,” saysL evinas, showing that “ every person, through hisuniqueness,” can
be said to be the “ guarartee of the revelation of aunique agpect of truth” (133). It would suggest
even further that “ some of its points would never have been revealed if some people had been absent
frommankind” (133). Truth, however, isfar from anonynous, asthe Talmud attests withitscatalog
of namesandtitles. To the contrary, “ itisto suggest that the totality of the trueis congituted from
the contribution of multiple people: the uniqueness of each act of listening carrying the secret of the
text” (133). Yet, how isthis exactly tied to ethics? Is it that one has aresponsibility to welcome

meaning, or does the structure of ethical reading originate earlier?
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Levines puts forth the simple yet profound thesis that “the breakup of essence is ethics,”
where essencerecd s thethematization or totalization of meaning that transformsthe Other into the

Same (Otherwise than Being 14). “This breakup of essence’ Levinas cdls a“ breakup of idertity,”

a“changing of being into signification” which isbut “subgtitution, isthe sulject’ ssubjectivity orits
subjedtionto everything, its susceptibility, its vulnerability, that is itssensibility” (14). Subjectivity
asexposure, asthe smultaneousreceiving and giving of signification, asoriginating intranscendence—
this shows to Levinas that “ Goodness gives to subjectivity its irreducible signification” (18). The
opposite, then, would be the evil of aienating oneself by alienating signification from the evert which
signifiesit, or in other words, to reduce the meaning of the other to the Same. It would be the
transgression of the basic commandment, “ T hou shalt not kill.” As Levines has stated, the other is
the only thing inmy world | can murder, which means that the other bearsits own meaning which |

am regponsiblefor, being that | mysdf amthe beare of another subject. Thus | amhogage, but a
hostage of free, reasonable choice- or, of anethical choice. Assuch, my responsibilityisinfinitesince
it is infinitely signified— like Jonah, | can find no corner of the earth wheran | may hide: “We are
straightaway within being” (“Reflections on Phenomenol ogical ‘Technique™” 97). Sgnificationisthe
“responsibility of thehostage,” and “infiniteresponghility” (147). Thus, “my very unigueness liesin
the responghility for the other man” (“Revelation” 142). My obedience comes through the
“impossibility of shying away; through it my ‘sdf’ isunique” (142). “To befreg” writesLevinas“is
to do only wha no one else can do in my place. To obey the Most-High is to be free” (142).
Regponghility means separation, and separation means a “reveasal of the essance of being”

(“Temptation” 49). The subject is never merely “for-itself,” but by its very essence as a separated

consciousnessitis“for others’ (*AsOld astheWorld?’ 85). The hisory of thel sraditesreflectsthis
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strange structure of suljectivity, its gift of infinite giving, itsritual and return of free expresson and
signification, for the history of Isradl in a sense“beginswith an act of liberation,” but before Israel
can be welcomed into its promised land, it must accept the covenant with God at Sinai.

The covenant with God appears as the concrete redlization of the initial “pact” that
subjectivity haswith the other. Levinas comparesthe subject to the “difficult freedom” which isthat
“freedomof the Law . . . afreedom of responsibilities’ (“ Temptation” 37). “Theteaching, whichthe
Torah is,” says Levinas, “cannot come to the human being as areault of achoice. That which must
be receved in order to make freedom of choice possible camnot have been chosen, unless after the
fact” (37). That “teaching” which the Torah recallsis the intiation into one’'s own coNsciousness
from transcendence itself, concretely realized, and realized in the only way possible, through the
other. Levinasasks, “Wouldn't Revelaionbe precisely areminder of this consent prior to freedom
and non-freedom?’ (37). Thus, Revelation conditions Reason; the unique identity of the other
signifiesinitself the unqueness of the sulject whichit confronts (37). Thisthen is the messagein
Levinas sstatement that “ themeaning of being, the meaning of creation, isto realizethe Torah”: not
that the T orah should define one’ sexistence after thefact, but that what defines exigence also defines
the Torah (41). That “act by which the I sraglites accept the Torah is the act whichgivesmeaning to
reality” (41). Inthe Talmudic reading “The Temptation of Temptation,” Levinas givesthe content
and significance of this act of acceptance by the Israelites asafoil for the freedom and “ adventure”
of being whi chdefinesthe sulject for the West. The Talmudic tractate, Shabbath 88ato 88b, records
the ingght of Rav Simai, who says that whenthe Israd ites rece ved their covenant, “600, 000 angels
came down and attached two crowns to each Israglite, one for the doing, the other for the hearing

(30). The order, doing before hearing, is not accidertal, for it signfies something deeper. Levinas
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notes that the “Jewish tradition has taken pleasure” in inverting the“normal order, where hearing
precedes doing” (42). Levinasrefersto Martin Buber’ s explanation of this statement as saying that
the Israglitesmust “doin order to undergand” (42). But Levinas claimsthat “we mug ook further,”
for the question is not to transform action into a mode of underganding but to praise a mode of
knowing, which reveal s the deep structure of subjedivity,” tha structure represented by the notion
of “Temimut,” or 1> 7N, which may mean either imocence, or unanimity, but Levinas gains a
deeper meaning from the word because of the context in which it appears in the featured Tamudic
tractae (42). Hedoesso to illugtratethat the “apparently upsde-down order is, on the contrary,
fundamentd” (42). Temimut showsthe*integrity” that “expressesitself inthe* Wewill do’ preceding
the *We will hear’” (43). It shows that the “adherence to the good” can only come before any
“choicebetween good and evil’ (43). Thusan integrity to the allegance to the good comesbefore
any choice can be made between good and evil- imocence and integrity defines the subject for
Levinas. “Thisadherence,” he continues,
is incompatibde with any position beyond or aove the good, whether it be the
immoralismof aesthetes or politiciansor the supra-moralism of thereligious, al that
moral extraterritoriality opened up by the temptation of temptation. Thisundoubtedly
indicates that the doing which is at stake here is not Smply praxis as opposed to
theory but a way of actualizing without beginning with the possible, of knowing
without examining, of placing onesel f beyond violence without thisbeing the privilege
of afreechoice. A pact with good would exist, preceding the aternative of good and
evil. (43)
Edith Wyschogrod has argued in asimilar way the contention between Levinasand Heldegger. She
saysthat LevinasviewsHeidegger’' s notion of being is constituted ol ely by power (Wyschogrod 13).
Thus, “Being is the power of being” (13).

If thisisthe case, power must be defined in a way other than by reference to the adt,
for when potentiality passesinto act, itsexisence isits realization; it losesinexistence
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the very power that made it apossibility. Levinasarguesfrom the premisethat power
belongs to potentiality and not to act. Act can never express the power of beng,
since act is itself aloss of power, the power of potentiality. (13-14)

This gets to the heart of the juncture between philosophy and religion for Levinas, for once
potentidity passes into act, into signification, power shiftsto the subject. Descartes's investigations
into the very idea of infinity bear this out, for he touches uponthe fact that he may doubt anything,
even the exisence of God himsdf, because the power of the subject is so nearly infinite it seems as
though it were actualy the source for thoseinfinite posshilities. Levinas says of the subject that it
is“an origin and commencement, apower” (Totality 281). However, as Descarteshasto admit, he
camnot essentialy get beyond the power of subjectivity to expose the origin of that power, showing
to him that heisnot the sour ce for that power or for those possibilities. Oncepotertidity passesinto
act, the subject holds forth the red power for sgnification, but within reflection, within
consciousness, he thematizes the very potentiaity heislooking back upon. Asthematized, it isno
longer infinite in possibility. Hereis the matter of the Saying and of the Said, the former being that
potentiality, the latter being tha act which assumes its power through signification. Levinas writes

that “the correlation of the saying and the said, that is, the subordination of the saying to thesaid, to

the linguistic and to ontology, is the price that manfedation demands’ (Otherwise than Being 6).

“Language,” he explains, “permits usto utter, beit by betrayal, thisoutside of being, this ex-ception
to being, as though being's other were an event of being” (6). Thus, the notion of Temimut shows
that doing before hearing correspondsto the potentiality of meaning, theinfinite, that the subject must
welcome into manifestation, “ substituting” itself in orde that the significationcan be“read” “Inits
being,” saysL evinas, “ subjectivity undoesessence| asthematizationor ontology] by subgtituting itsaf

foranother” (13). Thiswelcoming, this substituting, keepssuch potential intact only within an ethical
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stance by the subject, that “ uprightness’ that isthe“ movement toward the other which doesnot come

back to its point of origin” (“ Temptation” 48).

Separation and Transcendence: The Redemption of Language

Inasmuch as Levinas directs his critique at the subjectivity of the West, hiswork, especidly
his Tamudic readings, stresses its singularity as the pivotal role in the drama of signification.
Signification asit isrevealed by Levinas can be rightly called a drama because itsprincipal function
isnot as has been asserted, that of representation. Instead, it comesto be seen within Levinas as the
way by which consciousness comes to know and accept itself, to function within its world, and to
gainmeaning in nore than just the gnoseological dmension. In his earliest writings, such as those
on the works of Heidegger and Husserl, he claims that “Dasein must authentically possessitself in
order that it may belog” within the fallenness of everyday, inauthentic being (“Martin Heidegger”
25). Smilarly, the subject must have been founded by transcendencefor it to have logt itself within
its own totality. Transcendencein a way discovers the individual, actualizes him through his own
conaete existence. Man is “the irruption of God into being,” yet aso the “explosion of being
towards God”; in any instance, he is the “rupture of being which produces the act of giving”
(“Revdation” 142). Thisinimitable locationof the break of being that isthe subject helps definethe
idea of “election” that Levinas seeswithin the Talmud. On the surface it is that the Jews are the
chosen people, but Levinas shows that it dso denotesthe “great responsbilities’ that come with the
ethical commands of the Torah- election denotes tha “indisputable summons which gives lifeto
ethics’ (142). It asorevealsthat the summons singles out the individual by making him responsible

(142). His"exit from bang” hgppens before he can choose to do anything, for the * exit from being”
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occursonly where thereis choice freedom, and separation (“ Temptation” 49). “Thepersonal form
of being,” says Levinas that “ego-ness,” ishbut the “destruction of the crug of being” (49). Yet,
freedomisnot the originfor the suljed: “ To say that the person begins in freedom, that freedomis
the first causdity and that the first causeisnobody, is to close on€'s eyes to the secret of the ego”
(49). Furthermore, the subject is “obligated before all commitment” (“The Name of God” 125).
Obedienceisthe very defining element of the conscious (* And God Created Woman” 166). To even
assumethat the*prior dliance” with the other is“freely chosen” isto reason “ as though the ego had
witnessed the creation of the world,” as though “the world had emerged out of its free will”
(“Temptation” 49). Levinasdismissesthisasthe” presumptuousness of the philosopher,” and points
to the story of Job as the “reproach” that the Torah makes of such totaization (49). Revelaionis
commandment, which subjugates thelistener, yet to even havethe idea of Irfinity, “it is necessaryto
exist as separated” (Totality 79). Levinasseamsto have led the investigation into subjectivity irnto
an impasse, but aswasgiven ealier, this istrue only if the idea of subjectivity is recuperat ed within
language; the impasse comes only when one triesto get behind the origin of the subject. But, andthis
is the real issue at the heart of dedion, our freedom obligaes us to remain within the act of
sgnification, and forever remain just beyond that potentiality, that infinite, which inauguraesthe act.
“ Separation and transcendence’ unite to “form the fabric of being it<elf,” according to Levinas, but
they “first come together” in the act of discourse (Totality 81).

Levinas gives many definitions of Revelation, the event of transcendence, and one of those
definitions is discourse (Totality 77). He daboraes by saying tha “in order to welcomerevdation
a being got for this role of interlocutor, a separated being, is required” (77). As discourse, itisa

“constant hermeneutics of the Word” (“Revelation” 138). Levinas' s philosophical works lay things
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out more directly concerning thereal function of language within the act of transcendence. For
example, we are told that discourse “isthe production of meaning,” and “an original relation with
exterior being” (66). Discourse isthustheway by which meaningisproduced, by its being “said and
taught by presence” (66). Presence, of cour se, impliesaseparation sincedistanceistraversed by the
subject by bringing thingsinto its presence, into its grasp. Language, which is for Levinasanother
way to talk about discourse, “maintainsthe other” throughits“expressivefunction” (73). Precisely
by indituting arelation to that whichis exterior, that which is separate, language and discourse make
possible “therevelation of theotha” (73). They makethingslikeuniversality and generality possible;
suchthingsare necessary for languageand discourseto makethingspresent, to tr averse distance, and
to alow meaning to transcend and burst into being in the first place. Language, discourse, and we
can add at thispoint, consciousnessitsdf, al presupposeaplurality, amultiplicity awaiting the giving
of meaning fromthe discursive subject (73). Eventhe cogito, long hdd asthemark of dienaionfor
the subject in the West, the bare “I thirk,” is “sociaity’ (* Contempt for the Torah” 66). Hence,
whenever subjedivityis“lost” within itstotality, or whenever Daseinis“lost” withinits fdlenworld
of everyday Being, it islost within language, and thus lost among its own signs of redemption. But
the language does not engage itself within a true notion of discourse; it is marking out only familiar
territory, setting forth on a constant return to the Same, enjoining in anadventure that risks nothing
but the temptation of temptation. For it is the very structure of language itself which bears the
redemption of language. As consciousness, phenomenology has taught, the subject is created by
language; and as L evinas reveals, the subject is thus alwaysthe bearer of yet another subject. The
conduson is that the call for exegesis that the Torah commands is but the echo of the ethical

command from the other, signified through the face, “ Thou shalt not kill,” which, it must be repeated,
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denotes the welcoming of meaning from the other, letting him stand within his own identity. As

Levinas writes, “regonsibility” is but the “essenceof language’ (“ Toward the Other” 21).

Reason and Vigilance: Reading Ethicsas* For-the-Other”

Levinas is perhaps so readily associated with ethics that not much is made of the sound,
logical principles upon which they are based, asif his notion of ethics were but the deus ex machina
proposed at the end of a philosophical discussion to redeam the thinker fromthe impasse to which
hislogic had led hm—asynthesis of disparate tendencies, a determination tha the redemptionof our
falen, finiteworld liesin thefuture, or within theindividua evenif hebut withdraws into himself, and
soon. Itwould seem, then, that ethicsisbut the ecstatic state oneisforced to enter onceit isrealized
just how desperate our situation really is. But this is very much like the mistaken notions of the
enlightenment that Gadamer invedigated, the onesthat condemned the allegiance with tradition and
authority as a forswearing of individual reason. But as was shown by Gadamer, such a choiceis
reasonable, free and, ultimately, responsible. Very much the same could be said for the act of
transcendenceas Levinasregards it. He seeksto “justify” thisnotion, saying that “the opennessto
transcendence, as it appears in ethics, does nat mean the loss of rationality, that which gives
significance to meaning’ (“Revelation” 148). Here he discusses the project of “rationd theology,”
a “theology of being where the rationa is equated with the identity of the Same, suggested by the
firmness or pogtivity of the firmground beneah the sun” (148). Asterrafirma rationality belongs
moreto that “ ontol ogical adventure” L evinascriti cizes throughout hisworks. (148). “The notion of
subjectivity coinciding with the identity of the Same and its rationality,” he adds, “meant the

connection with the world’s diversity and the unity of an order which left nothing outside’ (148).
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Thiswas*an order produced or reproduced by the supreme act of Syrthesis’ (148). Opposedto this
would be the “ passive subject,” which “in the heteronomy of itsresponsibility for the other,” seems
wholly irrational and, more importantly, incongruous to the unity of the rationally founded world
(148). That subject which would not “retumn toitself, which does not join up againin order to settle,
triumphantly, into the absolute repose of the earth beneath the vault of heaven, is unfavourably
treated asaproduct of Romantic subjectivism’ (148-49). Lacking the ease and reposeof rationdity,
such a subject would seem to be “a privation— a pure insufficiency of identity, a mark of self-
inequality” (149).

However, L evinas speculates onwhether or not “Revdation does not precisely restore the
thought of inequality, difference, and irreducible alterity which is ‘uncontainalde’ in gnoseological
intentionality; the thought whichisnot knowledge but which, overflowing knowledge, is inrelation
with the Infinite or God” (149). This would mean that “intentionality, in its noetic and noematic
correlation. . . isnot, on the contrary, an insufficient psyche, one that ismoreinpoverishedthanthe
guestion which, in its purity, is directed towards theother” (149). He concludes by reflecting even
further on revel aionas discourse, onwhether or not such “ seeking, desire, and quedioning, far from
carrying within themselves the emptiness of need, are not the explogonof the*moreintheless that
Descartes called theidea of the Infinite, a psyche that is more awake thanthe psycheof intertiorality
and the knowledgeadequateto itsobject” (149). These words parallel what L evinas has said about
reason consisting “not in securing for man a foundation and powers,” as it does in the reign of the
Same within atotality; instead, it existsto put man “inquegion,” and even further, “inviting him to
justice” (Totality 88). “Revelation,” asit is put forth within the Scriptures, accordingto Levinas, is

not simply the will of God revealing itself to individuals, but more the echo of the primary encounter
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with the infinite, for it “denounces the figure of the Same and of knowledge in their clamto bethe
only place of signification” (“Revelation” 150). Not exigting puredy withinoneselfisthe modality of
ethics being discussed here, one that can occur only through an “ awakening by the Other” (150).
Awakening or vigilance comes to denote the ethical modality of existing that the Torah demands,
whether it seeks out interpretation or justice. It isthat mode of being of Abraham, eagerly seeking
out the stranger andwelcoming him into his tent, which sgnificantly, is always described as open on
all sides.

Geness 18, to which this image of Abraham refers, shows Abraham welcoming three
strangers passing by. Curioudly, just before rushing out to wash their feet and offer them rest,
Abrahambegsthe Lord, “passnot away, | pray thee” (Gen. 18:3). Thiswould be enough, it seems,
to support Levinas sclaim that God is known through thestranger, but the verses go on to have the
Lord proclamthat Abraham“shal surely become agreat and mighty nation” (Gen. 18:18). For the
hogpitality given to strangersto lead to the establishment of a nation revealsthe full signification of
the ethical act: it estaldishes thereign of God. AsLevinas says “God sragndependson me. God
has subordinated his efficacy— his association with the real and the very presence of the real—to my
mer or demerit” (“Judaism and Kenosis” 126). Thus, God “reigns only by the intermediary of an
ethica order, an order in which one being is answerable for another (emphasis added) (126). The
true “ethical meaning of human ectivity” depends upon “its corformity with God's order” as it is
givenforthinthe Torah’ (126). The “transgression of that order,” adds L evinas, “has a significance
which transcends . . . the natural effects of the act” (126). The world exigs as judified soldy
“through the human enterprise” because only the human can establish justice (126). Levinas adds,

“the human is the posshility of a being-for-the-other. Tha posshility is the justification of dl
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existing” (126). Hence, only the ethicd act revedsthejustification for |language, for theway that the
subject exists, which is through discourse. The true importance of the individual not jug for
establishing meaning but for establishing the place where such meaning can come into exisence is
seen in the unlimited power that the subject bears within the act of signification: “More important
than God’s omnipotence is the subordination of that power to man’ sethical consent” (126). If God
iseffaced, it isto establish the “reconciliation of men” (* The Name of God” 123). If manisthe place
through whichtranscendence passes, heis also the placethrough which such transcendence can have
meaning and justification, for he exids within the concrete (“Reveation” 145). Thus the
establishment of meaning can only be just outside of the abstract, that is, within the concrete. The
Torah contains transcendental meaning only insofar as it contains the discourse of men, and bears
witness to the concret e exigencies of their lives.

For the Tamud, “religious experience” can only redly bea®moral experience” (“Towardthe
Other” 15). These two are not mere features of the spiritual life; the ethicd is solely “that element
in which religious transcendence can have a meaning” (“The Will of God” 66). The Tamudic
“science,” as Levinas putsit, isthe“continual unfolding of the ethical order” (“ Ethics and Spirit” 6).
Acceptance of the Torah is the acceptance of universal justice, for it is the acceptance ultimatdy of
a watchful reason, of a “cdl for absolute vigilance,” of a discourse that awaits the other’s
manifestation not as the opportunity for conquest and subjection, but for the opportunity to be
fulfilled and judtified oneself, to establish the redemption of one’sown consciousness. It isaso the
acceptance of infinite oligation, for asthe diachrony of dgnifiesattests meaning isdways seen as
“everto come” inasense. Within each moment of the Said, the Saying awaitsitsownfuture arrivd,

commands it from the subject, who must open himself up, like the sides of Abrahan's tent, to



154

welcome its marifestation. Levinas in his preface to Du sacré au saint, says that the discourse

inherent to the Talmud isan “ &at deveille” (8). Even more, it takes" le sens é&hique” as the ultimate
“intelligibilite” and signification of the human (10).

One could not be hard pressed to see the ethical as the essential feature in the distinct
Tdmudic tractates which Levinas uses for hisreadings. Like his philosophy, all discussion in the
Talmudic readings lead up to the ethical impact or significance that human action has for the other.
But one would have adifficult timelocating specific ethical acts such asfeedingthehungry, clothing
the poor, rendering justice to victims of cruelty. He hints at one discussing the indusion of proper
working hoursthat should be instituted according to Talmud; of this notion, he asks if there “isn’t
acertain connection between the establishment of working hoursand thelove of God” (“Judaismand
Revolution” 103). He surmises that “there are not many other waysto love God than to establish
[just] working hours’™ (103). The essentia qualities of the ethica within the Talmud that Levinas
featuresin his readings have more to do with how the subject is oriented toward hisworld, how he
welcomestranscendence, welcomesthe other. 1nshort, they designate not the content or even form
of the ethicd, but rat her the subject which isopen toward discourse and toward transcendence, which
are, as we have seen, ore and the same.

For example, thereis Abraham awaiting Srangersinhistent, obviously. But Abrahamisalso
featured inthe Talmudic reading “Who Is One-Self?’, wherehis ssimple claim that heis but dust and
ashesis debated among the scholarsrecorded in thistractate. Levinas notesthat these simple words
revea self-denial, which is a form of regarding the other. There is aso the discussion of the
Sanhedrinin“AsOld asthe World?’, the court whichisformed by asemi-circle, denoting two things.

First, that they werefaceto face, so that the “interpersonal relationship” was" never suspended,” but
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also because judice cannot take place outside of this relaionship (“As Old asthe World?" 72).
Second, the smi-drdeshowed their orientaionto transcendence: “the judgeswho sit on the court
remain open to the outside world when they discuss the cases submitted to t heir jurisdiction or when
they give their verdict”(72). Transcendence lies & the heart of this court, alowing for the
“peretration of the divine” into the acts of justice (“ The Will of God” 74).

One example with perhaps the strongest relevance to the ethical act is given in the reading
“Citiesof Refuge,” which focusesonhow citiesof refugeareto be constructed. Levinasexplainsthat
the city of refuge would house those who are guilty yet innocent, say those who commit crimes
unwittingly, likeacddentdly killing someone from a loose axe-head tha a wood-cutter would use.
Such a person would, of course, be innocent, but the relatives of the victim have the right to seek
vengeance. “The law of Moses desgnates cities of refuge where the mandayer takes refuge or is
exiled,” explains Levinas (“Cities of Refuge’ 39). The ethicd implications are obvious, but it is
important to note that both victim and “manslayer” are given equal weight in the digribution of
justice. Evenfurther, Levinas notesthat “thereisno other accessto salvation than that which passes
through the dwelling place of men. That is the fundamental symbolism attached to this city’ (38).
Such dwelling, it should be seen, recallsthe “ dwelling” of being, andthe welcoming of the otherinto
his own signification through the gift of substitution, which for Levinas is the essential gructure of
the ethical .

To return to the parad gmof Abraham, he introduces the notion of self-denial, and carefor
the other, and in that sense, establishes the nation of Israel, which as has been shown is but a
paradigmitself for the collection of men conscious of their obligation to each other, “ elected,” if you

will, to solicit thefull signification of thereligiouswithinthe ethical. Thesame ethical orientaionto
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the other brought about by self-denial is seenin the nazirite, those young Jews who go through a
ritual of purificaion and self-denial. They refuse wine and any product of the vine; they al=,
curioudy, refuseto cut their hair. L evinas explainsthat the prohibition against products of the vine
reveds that “drunkennessisillusion, the disappearance of the problem, an artificia enthusiasm, and
the nazirite does not wish to be deceived, or to berelieved of the weight of existence” (“ The Y outh
of Isragl” 123). No doubt this could aso denote the Western subject drunk in its own being or its
own totality. Additionally, letting the hair grow is, says Levinas, away of being “ graightforward,”
of existing without the added distraction of vanity and indulgence, “a way of being ‘without a
mirror,”” a mode of “anti-narcisssm” (124). It could also designate therefusd to be imhibed with
onesdf, just as with Narcissus. There are two specific nezirites referred to by the Mishna excerpt
fromthe Talmud here, Simeon the Jusg and Samson. The Gemaragoes on to illuminate, dbet ina
guite esoteric way, what Levinas discusses regarding self-denial, or “dis-interestedness” asit is
redefined by his reading (127). This dis-interestedness opposes “the essence of a being, which
esence is precisely always a persistence in essence, the return of essence upon itself” (127). Next
is the example of Samson, that hero most remember from bible classes, recast here as a nazirite by
Rabbi Nehorai inthistractate. He reasonsthat sincetheword “razor” or “morah” was uttered by the
Bible for both, it mug mean tha both were nazirites. From thisinsight, the vow of the nazirite comes
to echo the covenant inwhich the Israelites do before they hear, and are chosen by the good before
they can chooseit. Anangel of the Lord dedares to Samson’ smot her that no razor shdl touch his
head after heisborn, showing that heisa*“naz rite engaged without having made aper sonal decison”

(128). Samson isthus“a nazirite by divine will” (128). Levinassets thisinterpretation of Samson

againgt the orientation of Wedern suljectivity. “ Nothing is more scandd ous to a consciousness for
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which everything must begin in a free act and for which self-consciousness, completing
consciousness, issuprame freedont’ (enphasis added) (128). Thisnotion of self-consciousness as
the compl etion of consciousness for the West cortraststhe nazirite, whose recognition of himsdf as
adways being “not-yet-complete,” in that his infinite obligation to be “for-the-other” is never
completed.

Above all else the ethical situation in the sacred textsisthe orientation of suljectivity to
transcendence. Levinas readsthe Tdmud with an eyeto ducidating theethica possibilitiesintrinsgc
to thetexts. He takes up these situations*“asif the possihility of the ethical good, above and beyond
the difference between naural good and evil deeds, werethe opening to transcendence and the source
of religious language” (“OnReligious Language” 92). Even tha ethical command “ Thou shdt not
kill” relates to transcendence, for it is, “throughthe face of Others, the very Sgnificanceof theword
of God, the unheard of sgnificance of the Transcendent that immediately concernsand awakens me”
(*FomEthicsto Exegesis’ 111). Vigilance, the ethical stance of the awakened subject, awaiting the
manifestation of aterity, anxiousto unfold the possibilities of the other asa serviceto the other—this,
then, is the ethical subject of the Talmud, one standing ready to accept the command for ethical
exegess. “From the outset,” says Levings,

Jewish revelation is commandment, and piety is obedience to it. But an obedience
which, while accepting practica decrees, does not sop the dialectic cdled upon to

determine them. Thisdialectic continues and is valid by itself in its style of open-
ended discussion. (“Revelation” 139)



Chapter Six

Conclusion: Holy History and M essianic Politics

“Tothe Extent that Messianic Times Are Often Designated asthe Epoch of Conclusions”

Thesewordsarefrom Levinas' sessay “Revelationinthe Jewish Tradition,” turning uponthe
idea of concluding that which isto remain essentially open: “The religious act of listening to the
revealed word is thus identified with the discusson whose open-endedness is desired with all the
audecity of its problematics. To the extent that . . . ” (138). That epoch of conclusion would
desgnate not only the end of history, but also the start of the earthly reign of the messiah and the
conareteinsgtitution of divinejustice. But for Levinas'sTalmudicreadingsin particular and hisoveral
work ingeneral, the notion of the messiah preserts especially notable possibilities onceit isreckoned
within his notions of suljectivity.

Diachrony, as has been shown, defines the peculiar double movement of signification, since
it isboth acoming into mean ng asthe mode of signifying, and amoving away as meaning eludesthe
grasp of theindividual subject acrossthe digance of time. Meaning never ceasesto come, and at the
same timeit isnever fully arriving. Anchored in time, the subject must gather up its experiences in
memory, but the present affords only one “aspect” of experience, within a specific time and place,
never the same from momert to moment. Thus, experience bears the mark of diachrony, for full
signification never occurs within the present. I nasmuch as language underscores the way in which
consciousness exists within its world, consciousness likewise bears the mark of diachrony.
Consciousness always is the bearer of another subject, which means essentidly that it is dways

vigilant for the transcendence of the infinite. As Levinas's phenomenologicd invesigations have
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shown, the subject may know that it is engrossed within finitude, but it also is cognizant of the
surplus of meaning tha overflows that finitude; in short, it interpretsthat there is a beyond to its
being. Thus, tobe vigilanttothat infinitudeis to bein part timeless. And as Amette Aronowicz has
said, “to be timeless is thus aninfinite capacity to enter history” (Aronowicz xxiv).

The ethical for L evinas designatesthe acceptance of one’ sobligation tothe other,towecome
himinto justice and openness. The full implication of thiswelcoming would be theredization of a
time, aplace aninstitution—in sum, aconaeterealization, of judice, sincetoreman abstract would
betoreman unredized. Thus, the inertiaone may fed in the face of such a task would be inustice
itself. “Messanic politics,” then, would reveal that “the acceptable political order canonly cometo
humanity by way of the Torah, itsjustice, itsjudges, and its learned teachers’ (“Beyond the State”
94). Furthermore, such politics would require “extreme and historical attention as a vigil” (94).
Thereis then, amighty “disproportion that exigs between messianic politicsand all other politics’
(“Promised Land” 65). Messianic paliticsdemand action: “not to build theworld isto destroyit,”
says Levinas (“Judaism and Revolution” 112). But, what isto be built? Where does thecongruction

of ajust world start?

The Temptation of Revolution: The Future of the State

His stress on ethicswould seem to place L evinasin the streets, marching for social justiceand
equdity, shouting as hard as he can that the Weg does injustice to the Other— fight for the Other!
Y et that is certainly not the Levinasencountered within hisworks, especially not within hisTalmudic
readings. It should be noted that while his philosophical works on the whole do not contain much

inthe way of political or even cultural criticiam, the Tamudic readings actually do. Inthosereadings
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we are allowed to see the more informd, often humorous, man that Emmanuel L evinas gppar ently
was. Just why that wasso isup for speculation, but itiscertain that in his Talmudic readings, Levinas
seems to be much more at ease with his criticisms of the times and the people around him. These
readingsbegan in the 1960's, often being read either inParis or, as his comments sometimes indicate,
in the shadow of Paris. That timeheld alot of interes for the abstract idea of revolution, no matter
whereor howit wasto be brought about. But despite being the one who argued for therestructuring
of philosophy to feature ethicsrather than ontology, L evinaswas never comfortable with the almost
unguestioning admiration for revolution that hung in the air surrounding those Talmudic lectures.
He asksa one point, “Will it not be necessary to put some questions to the comrades who

are changing the world?’ (“Temptation” 32). One of his Tamudic readings, “Judaism and
Revolution,” takes on these comradesfully, probing and critiquing their methods and their goals. He
clams that “revolution must be defined by its content, by values: revolution takes place when one
freesman . . . when one tears him away from economic determinism” (*Judaism and Revolution”
101). But to tear maway from his idertity as an economic being, whileit may free him, determines
hisidertity in ye another, somewhat alstract way. Levinas saw inthis radicd reconfiguring of the
human the identical forms of totalization and power of being that defined Western philosophy since
the Greeks. At onepoint hesays, “ strangeasit may seem, humarnity is not defined by its proletariat,”
emphasizing that | srael carrieswithinitself auniversality higher thanthat of class consciousess (98).
Such “trandformation of consciousness’ as the revolutionaries espouse would venture into every
crack and crevice of humanity and recast it into the new, unalienated man. Levinas notes that

revolution relies on the overturning of language to meet its goals and instill within others amore
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revolutionary spirit. Y et this would be but arecasting of the Other as Same, asLevinas saw. But
the uprooting of language accompanied another element to revolution just as detrimental to man.

This particular reading, “Judaism and Revolution,” contains the tractate Baba Metsia, 83a-
83b, whichfocuses on the issues of work and feeding. Obligation, the Mishna notes, always goes
to custom, and never the employer. The Mishna would seem to support the rise of the proletariat,
but its buttressng of custom stops any ingpiration for revolution from the Talmud. Levinas asks,
“isn’'t revol ution, beyond theviolenceand break in cortinuity by which people striveto defineit, the
refusal of theexegessof custom?’ (101). Such* severing of ties,” whether it be that of tradition and
customor that of language, increasesviolenceand insolence. Therevolutionary, asLevinasno doubt
remembered from the Holocaust, isconvinced not only of his power, but d <0 of hisjustificationsto
use that power. Ashe notes, revolution should not be defined by the notion of a spirit of sacrifice,
for “there was much spirit of sacrifice in the rarks of those who followed Hitler” (102).

Without custom, without tradition which lendsto discourse S gnification deeper than themere
individual can bring to it, how can oneknow what istruly good andwhat istruly evil? Levinas asks,
“how can you act politically while ignorant of the nature of Evil, while ignorant of its metaphysical
and spiritual reason?’ (110). Ideology inanyform leadsto abdractions to totalitarianism, toitsvery
own Stalinism (“Beyond the State” 92). The liberaion from alienation comes at too great a price,
for it comes only through thesubjedion of the other to the abstraction of ideology. AsLevinassays,
ideology leadsto the death of life by abstraction, and thusto totalitarianism, and evertually its very
own forms of Stalinism (“Beyond the State” 92). The State runs the ultimate risk of becoming

idolatry, since it “adores being an idol” (“And God Created Woman” 176).
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Mess anic Discourseand Holy History
Though reference to messianism filters through many of the Tamudic readings, Levinas's
moreindepthdiscussonof what the messiah meansto the Tamudictraditioniscontainedin Difficult
Liberty, the chapter “Messianic Texts.” There he gathers up four passagesfromthe final chapter of
the tractate Sanhedrin which focus on the many aspects of messianism. As Levinassays here, the
concept of messianism is actudly quite complex: “only popular opinion regards it as simple” (59).
To begin, “thereis a dfference between the future world and themessanic erd’ (60). According to
Rabbi Hiyya b. Abba, the messianic era marks the fulfillment of the prophecies, redeeming and
bettering humanity. Also noted is that the messianic erais not simply the end to history; it is more
of aremova from history. | naddition to what the messanic era is, there is the question asto who
the messiah is. Heisusudly regarded as aperson chosen by or representing God, but the texts here
do not consider messianism beyond what it signifies for the individual- thereis a concurrence that
the unity of the Scriptures demand t hat the messianic era not be the negation of the Law through the
anonymity of the individual. The texts reveal the debate as centering on just what the messah
designatesaccording to hisname. “M enahem” distinguishestheeraas*” an ageinwhichtheindividual
accedesto a personal recognition beyond the recognition herece ves from belonging to humanity and
the State” (87). Then there is the leper scholar, a “form of existence whose individuation is not
located in a single being” (87).
Most telling, however, isthat thetextsconsder that messanisnmay be* apersoral vocation
among men” (88). This would mean, as Levinasstates, “The Messiah is Myself; to be My=elf is to
be the Messiah” (89). The messiah is also the jug manwho suffers by taking on the suffering of

others. “Who finally takes on suffering of others, if not the being who says ‘Me' ?’ (89). Levinas
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concludesthat “the fact of not evading the burden imposed by the suffering of others defines ipsaty
itself. All personsare the Messiah” (89). What this means is tha

The Self as Self, taking upon itself the whole suffering of the world, is designated
solely by thisrole. To be thus designated, not to evade to the point of responding
before the call resounds- thisis precisely what it means to be Me. The Self is one
who haspromised [to] carry thewholeresponsibility of the world . . . onewho invests
himsdf with responsibility . . . Messianism is no more than this apogee in being, a
centralizing, concentration or twisting on itself of the Self. (89)
The textsmove on to discuss the messiahas arriving at a point in the political evolution of humanity
(93). Thisevolution finds them along the way towards universality, the confrontation of “multiple
beliefs—amultiplicity of coherent discourses,” and seeking among them “ one coherent discourse that
embraces them al, which is precisely the universal order” (94). Levinas says that this can aso
describe what can be caled “the beginning of philosophy” (94). Levinas says that it is part of the
destiny of the West to recognize itsdf as a “ political condition,” whereupon“thefree expression of
truth and the conditution of the universd Sate” will come together (94). Essentially, at the very
moment when the* political temptations of the light ‘ of others' is overcome, my responsibility isthe
moreirreplaceable’ (95). L evinasconcludesthat here, at thispoint in the progress of mankind, “real
universality” comes forth to “affirm itself”: “It consists in serving the univese. It is called
messanisnT (95).
L evinasheresuggest sthat messianism can be linked to the phil osophical urge for universality,
one adopted not out of politica exigency but out of the ethical command to serve the other.
Acknowledging oneself as messiah by taking on the suffering of all others would be to “deny the

universality of [ political] confrontation by refusing to grart politicd life a significance and source of

truth” (95). Itwould beto see human history asabaurd, and Holy History asthe only rational choice,
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founded asit ison theuse of reason not for conquest but for questioning and critiquing, particularly
those institutions holding forth themselves as arhiters of justice.

Messianism, locat ed within the subject, would be but an “ eschatology of truth” (“ Contempt
for the Torah” 59). The messiah would bethat subjectivity reading into itsworld “the future itsdf,
the coming of aworld that never ceasescoming,” (59). Though the Tamudic project admitsthat it
is patly the desire to bring together the living tradition of the Judaismwith the modern world that
Jewsfind themselvesin, it is now revealed that the trand ations are part of what can be referred to as
Levinas smessianic project, the attempt to bring into one discourse the elements of other discourses
as a way of getting man close to obtaining that universal language Levinas spesks of when he
discusses his translations of the ethical strudures of “Hebrew” into the clarity and ubiquity of
“Greek.” His is the attempt to bring into the power of being that the Greeks located within ther
language long ago the equally ancient lessors of the Tamud, the former initiating univer saity, the
later bringing about “the reconciliation of men” (“Beyond the State” 107). Messianismisthe subject,
the chosen subject, patiently awating thisinauguration of anew conscience, onelinked withtheHoly
History of the prophets, by the “encounter” within history of universality, just as the Other
inaugurates conscience itself, overflowing the subject with signification. This messianism brings
about anew orientation for the subject, which now lookstoward the future, anticipating beyond the
present a*“ relation with something that cannot enter into the present, because the present istoo small

for the Infinite” (“Revelation” 142-43).
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