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fwona Lorenc

PHILOSOPHICAL PREMISES OF LEVINAS’ CONCEPTION OF .
JUDAISM RV
One can speak of at least two dimensions of Levinas® thought concernin
Buropean culture and philosophy. The first, a critical one, is constituted :by
reflection on the consequences for this culture of the domination of homogeniz
ing reason. The second presents philosophical means whereby to abolish: this .
domination, and signifies radical disagreement with a vision of culture towhichit ..
is linked. It is an attempt at reexamining this culture and revealing that which .-
Western thought hasfailed to discern in it. What I mean here s the philos_o’phical -
significance of that area of social and personl reality which has been evolved by
European monotheistic religions: Judaism and Christianity.- According to.
Levinas, the relations shaped by these religions offer a chance for the restoration
of such concepts as peace, universalism, freedom, and justice. The meaning of
these concepts has been distorted by both thinking and by history: which
actualizes the idea of totality. - C e
Therefore, Levinas’ reflection on Judaism constitutes validation -of -the:
intention to break with a certain tradition in European philosophy. By claimi_ng. '
that culture has worked out “in itself”’ relations which may provide a premise for_- -
a new type of thinking,’ Levinas doubtless gocs beyond the purely critical - .~
dimension of his reflection and attempts to protect its postulative dimension .
against the accusation of utopianism. : R T
What purposes does Levinas® vision of Judaism serve in his philosophy? This;
question has inspired me to offer these remarks. - . oo ol
Among Levinas’ many books devoted -to Judaism or-directly referrin;
Judaistic tradition,! Difficile liberté, published in 1963; is especially interesting.
The book appeared two years after Totalité et Infini, in which the French th
has formulated his philosophical credo. Totalité et Infini s
reséarchers as the crowning of the period in Levinas’ work,
mainly with problems determined by, H Ti
a discussion with these philosophers,
of view.. e

Aoy
[~

TTn_addition to Difficile liberié (1961), '
talmudigues (1968), Du sacré ou saint; cing nouvellés lectr (197
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Difficile liberte on the one hand provides answers to guestions nagging :che
philosopher, beginning from his 1930 book on mtumoq in Husserl ar?d ending
with Totalite et Infini; on the other hand, it is an expression of the realization of
other, extra-philosophical sources and inspirations. A reference to Judaism as
a source situates the philosopher within the realm of culture reinterpreted
through the prism of Judaism and constitutes an attempt at constructing such
a vision of culture which, being alternative to the generally accepted paradigm of
West European culture, would offer a chance for endowing the ideas of
humanism and universalism with new contents.

This is a difficult and ambitious task, a provocative one, we could say, in the
light of philosophical contentions about the collapse of great universalist social
utopias, in a situation when the most difficult question is the question of how to
live after Auschwitz. The actualization -of this task obviously requires total
reassessments. In its critical aspect, Levinas’ didgnosis of West European culture
seems to belong in the trend which, having been inspired by Nietzsche, Spengler,
Berdayev, and Marx, included among its main representatives Husserl, Heideg-
ger, or scholars from the Frankfurt School. _ .

Levinas’ affiliation becomes evident when he rejects Logos’ claims to unify
and totalize, to create a homogeneous vision of man and the world, the struggle
against Order and Its impersonal neutrality, liberation from totalizing thought
originated by homogenizing Reason. :

Reconstructing Levinas® answer to the question about the significance of
Judaism for philosophy, one should first reconstruct the whole of his views. Due
to the limited scope of this paper, however, I shall confine myself to several
selected threads, with emphasis on Difficile liberté and with only few references to
other philosophical texts by this thinker. It will also be necessary to outline
Levinas’ metaphysical programme which, evolved at the stage of Totalite et
Infini, did not lose its validity in the later phases of the philosopher’s work.

It is a programme for restitution of metaphysics, for enhancing its
significance following destructive anti-metaphysical attacks by contemporary
philosophy: His ‘metaphysics, however, distances itself from solutions of an
ontological nature. At the same time, it does not disregard Husserl’s' and
Heidegger's teachings on' the-intentionality and existential enrooting of all
subjective experience of the world. ° : L " :

E ording to Levinas, Husserl, in his conception of intentionality, attempted
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Philosophical Premises of Levinas’ Conception: of Judaism

Heidegger’s fundamental ontology also played an inspiring
thought. His conception of Dasein, his programme for investigatio
forms of articulation of being enables the French thinker:to-over
Husserlian solipsism of being. The main fault of Heideggerian fundament
ontology, Levinas says, is the fact that it is ontology at all. Any ontology whi
strives to define what being is, is of the character of tautology. Onlyin Heidegge
itis tautology ina different sense than in Husserl. This ontology is unable to'go”
beyond the Parmenidean idea: “being is what it is>*, beyond the statement: of the,
self-identity of being. L

Metaphysics means distancing oneself from the problem of bcmg 1f it. tdkcs=' ’
into account the fact that it is not unity and self-identity, but non-identity with ™
oneself, dissimilarity, multitude that are the basic structure wherein being -
manifestsitself. It is only from this perspective that such words as beginning, end,
dissimilarity, and multitude assume their proper meaning. It is from -this
metaphysical distance that the problem of death (theend of the existing) becomes.

a real problem, that is tosay, itis on this plane that the problem of being without
a being can be appropriately formulated. :

In order to show conditions for the transcendence of being as an ontologlcal
construct, Levinas refers to the realm of existential experience. He pointsto the
constituting of subjectivity in this realm. Subjectivity performs an-act of
reaffirmation of its “I” by turning toward itself in cognition, action, in'being in
the world. A certain danger is involved in this self-confirmation of subjectivity:
the danger of appropriation of the world, of overpowering its dissimilarity.
Levinas calls it hypostasis. At the same time, however, the isolation:of |
subjectivity becomes a condition of any relationship with the dissimilar. This
subjective being, monadically closed in itself, is capable of entering into a relation
with the Other, an ethical relation which consists, not in the umtmg of I and the
Other, but in freeing them from egoism.

It is in this subjective experience — from material txes w1th the world to
interpersonal contacts — that the subject transcends its self-xdent:ty, heading
toward that which is different. It is in this experience that the Different ﬁnds its
concrete expression: it speaks through the Face of the Other. ' ‘

To Levinas the ethical relationship is 2 model expression of the plurahty of
being, which belies all ontological contentions in the Parmenidean spirit. In the
eth1cal relatlon the attitude toward the Othcr 1s an- attltudc of-_appro T

isolated I experiences the direct presence ‘of the Other, enters ntoat
its dlsmmnlarlty Thls is possxble in: the fac_e of Tr cendence:’ i
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the presence of the Other. It is possible to experience the presence of the Other
only in openness to Transcendence. To exist also means not to content oneself
with the meaning that we ourselves assign to the world, but to receive meanings
coming from outside (to cross over the threshold of solipsism, which has arrested
theright tendency of Husserlian intentionality). Thus “to be” means — as it does
in monotheistic religions— to listen to the voice of God. Listening to the voice of
Transcendence, which in monotheistic religions has a personal dimension, is
a condition of conversation — conversation as dialogue, and not a simulated
monologue of I, who is listening to his own contents. It is dialogue of being with
the Other. .- -

. . The essential cultural and philosophical importance of monotheistic religions
consists:in that they have laid objective foundations for the actualization of such
relations which no longer will be violence done to all dissimilarity, but full respect

for this dissimilarity. In other words, monotheistic religions have worked out
a certain type of social relations which can be regarded as actualization of
Levinas® metaphysical idea.
The above outline reconstruction of Levinas’ philosophical undertaking is
a proposal for interpretation of his early conceptions after Totalite et Infini, In
my opinion, however, from the point of view of the French philosopher’s
programme, formulated as early as the late 1940s, the division of his work into
two phases is of secondary importance. Levinas® late works can be regarded as
‘concretization of the same philosophical experience (namely, in the domain of
cultural-civilizational objectivization of subjective existential experience, e.g. in
Judaism). I refrain here from considering the shift of emphasis from the domain
of — to use the Hegelian language — the subjective spirit to the realm of objective
spirit. This problem does not substantially change the thesis about the validity of

Levinas® early philosophical solutions. Especially considering the fact that from

_his point of view it is the philosophy of subjectivity that provides the key to the
analysis of social and cultural phenomena, and not vice versa. It therefore
“appears that the above remarks can justifiably precede the presentation of what
_inmy opinion are thcrmost important t_hreads in Levinas’ reflection on judaism.

S l JUDAISM AS THE EXTREME OF CONSCIOUSNESS

When he wntcs that Judalsm is the extreme of consciousness, Levinas means
- not only 1ts cultural maturnty Judalsm as culture (as a sort of J cw1sh sohdanty
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Philosophical Premises of Levinas’ Conception

This self-consciousness of Judaism, interpreted as the religi
articulated by the 19th-century moralism. Levinas emphas;
special contribution in this respect. What is involved here
idealism strove for through blind alleys: the re-establishing of the li
to reason and language, separated in European tradition by the di
between irrationality and rationality. Religion’s escape into_ irrationa
a protest of spirit against being engaged in the service of ‘broadly con
violence — not only as an accident, use of force, comstraint, -~ " P

In Difficile liberte, we read: ““Violenceis any action in which one acts asif ©
was the only acting person, asif the role of the rest of the universe consisted onls
in being the object of this action.”® By violence Levinas means here the
satisfaction of a need, the desire for an object, and its cognition. Violence is at
theoretical cognition which strives to have its object and which thereby negates:
itsindependence. At the same time, however, this negation of the independen
of the object of cognition leads to theisolation of the subject: “To coghize means’
to perceive, conceive of an object, conceive of a thing, The world’s whole
experience is at the same time self-experience, self-satisfaction; it moulds tne;:it -
feeds me. Cognition, which tells us to go beyond ourselves, is’ the: slow:
absorption, as it were, the digestion of reality by us. The creation of reality in‘our-
acts turns it toward the experience of this creation; reality as such has already
been absorbed by this cognition and leaves us with ourselves.”™ Ttis isolation is
a feature of Western philosophy, dominated by the Odyssey of consciousness:
which returns to itself. . Lo T

In order to avoid the pitfalls of violence and isolation, which charac_terize'
Western philosophical thought, with its primacy of theoretical reason and the
Fichtean ups and downs of I, which views itself in its products, it is necessary. to
2o beyond the impersonal, theoretical, homogenizing conception of being; It'is
necessary to discover one’s identity with the spiritual order, which:is :of.
a pre-theoretical character, in which reason, language, and -'mdrality- -are.
integrally linked to each other. Theselinks are something real, are socialrelations. -
which have their materialistic interpretation, are in -fact ethical relations. /-

Therefore, Levinas asserts that Judaism, which actualizes relations of ~;th__is..
kind, is the extreme of consciousness. According to the phi.l_osopher; it.i_s‘th‘ca_

?Levinas seems to refer here to the Hegelian co _ _
human socio-cultural praxis. In his En decouvrant l'existence..., he describes himself.
after Husser] — as the inheritor of Western idealism, in the sense that he rc;_gt}_fdith;-d
cognition of being as a way of man’sexistence, who fulfills the destiny of spiit- Although
adopted a philosophical standpoint diametrically different from Hegel's; the vvuniver'sk
arising from this standpoint is an inseparable feature of Levinas’ philosophy. .-~ ©

Albin Michil (ed

aception of Spirit in the sense p_f,ih? totality of |
istence... he de cdirectly

.

Y Emmanuel Levinas, Difficile liberte, essais sur le judaisme;
1976, p. 18. A
* Ibidem, p. 22.
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model of consciousness, which is realized in prlmary, personal, religious, and at
the same time social relations.

2. JUDAISM IS MATERIALISM

This ethical relationship has a materialistic interpretation. This means that it
is not a union with the Other, but isolation. According to Levinas, isolation
constitutes an ontological characteristic of man. It is conditioned by his
immersion in being; to use the Heideggerian language, itis his “in the world”. But
this being in the world is not only — as it is in Heidegger — a relation of the
world’s “‘usefulness” for us. The world is, above all, the food that satisfies our
hunger and thirst. A being which is concerned with itself through the world is
a being responsible for itselfin the most elementary, primary sense. As we read in
Le temps et l'autre, “1 do not exist as a smile, as spirit or wind, I do not exist
without responsibility.” In this sense, materiality i is not the escape of reason, or
the prison of spirit. It inevitably accompanies the subject’s immersion in
freedom.

. In Levinas, materlahty is.the subject s retercnce to 1tself in this sense, it is an
malxermble condition of the subject’s ecstasy, a condition for overcoming its
tautological nature: here the subject is separated from itself (“The morality of
earthly food is primary morality. Primary abnegation. Not the last one but it is
necessary to pass through it.””s)

" In this sense, the Marxian rather than Sartrean conception of freedom is
closer. to Eevinas. In this sense, too, he does not situate the religious ethical
. relatlonshlp in the sphere of spirit detached from the prose. of the materiality of
. everyday life. Levinas® conception of spirit, desacralized in the meaning of
sacrum linked to the concept of violence, clearly has a materialistic interpreta-
- tion. Therefore, the French philosopher asserts that it is precisely ‘““economic life
-that 18 the: ontologxcal place where creativity transforms into spirit.” ’

3 JUDAISM AS UNlVERSALISM '

Juda[sm self _'_'onsc1ousness mevntably prcsupposes moral consmOusness,

E——

own er1
situated
Other,
Judaisn
of God.
that I ¢
ethical
Thi
invalid:
here th
raised t
that is-
notan
most €]
their e
religio:
Th
Jewish
forgiw
is post
yet my
intervi
the la
every(
of soli
the re
religic
In
basic
consi:
other
Thet
equal
neces
0
religi
write
hum;
lister



and at

i that it
dlation
by his
1, But
of the
ies our
‘orld is
read in
ot exist
;on, Or
ion in

it isan
ing its
lity of
utitis

om is
sthical
lity of
ng of
preta-
tic life

Sness;
one’s

Rad

o

[

Philosophical Premises of Levinas’ Con'éep__ 0

own errors with respect to the Other. The Other 1§ no
situated in the higher sphere of the ideal, miracle. Thr
Other. 1 enter into a relation with God. Thus in. Levinas
judaism, the moral relationship unites self-consciousness with:
of God. Ethics is therefore a certain point of view:all that I kno
that I can expect from his words, all that I could wisely reply,
ethical expression. e
This dialogue with God through the ethical relation takes place. on
invalidating the traditional conception of the sphere of sacrum. Levinas qu
here the Talmud: ““God had never descended from Sinai, Moses had neve
raised 1o heaven. But God had folded heaven like a cover, discovered Sinat
that is to say, found himself on earth without leaving heaven.”™ Thus Jud i
not a religion detached from the sphere of earthly existence. [tisa :e_!igiqh.i
most elementary sense of this word: it means a certain type of tielinking peo
their earthly, everyday existence. Paradoxically, Levinas calls this desacralize
religion atheism. L e
The religious-ethical relation is a relation of responsibility. According fo.
Jewish wisdom, a crime committed by man against another man cannot be
forgiven. No one, not even God, can do this on behalf of the victim. Whereverit
is possible to forgive everything, the world is inhuman. However, this does not
yet mean lack of hope. Judaism believes in man’s regeneration without the
intervention of non-human factors, factors other than an awareness of good and -
the law. Man’s responsibility lies in his future deeds. And among the people, -
everyone is responsible for the errors of others. This extremely understood idea
of solidarity in responsibility is decisive of the social dimension of the existenceof
the religious-ethical relation. The social tendency is contained in this type of
religious references, fundamental for Judaism. S
Inthe light of our tendency to link the ideas of egalitarianism and justice, the
basic intuition of morality deriving from Judaism may seem paradoxical: It
consists in the observation that I am not equal to the Other: I am -obliged by the °
others and, therefore, require from the others infinitely more than from myself.
The basic structure of thisinitial inequality isa contradiction; Inorder to achieve. -
equality, it is necessary to require from oneself more than from the others, itis. -
necessary to feel responsible. C R ST LA
Only such a particularism furnishes premises for universalism: for 4 universdl
religion which is open to all, which is beyond all theology. In this sense; Levinas .

writes that such a universal religion is atheism. It is also extreme humanism, the .-

humanism of God, who demands much from man. Hecalls Torah S urging m
listen to all that which comes frortl_.' outside. 7. v

? Ibidem, p. 34.
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This atheistic model of religion, actualized in materialistically conceived
social relations, a model which realizes the ideal of humanism, regarding man as
the person who listens to and complies with demands rather than projects and
demands (as is the case in the Western model of humanism), universalism which
is inalienable responsibility for the others and, at the same time, man’s particular
loneliness in relation to God, is a revelation of ambivalence and, in this sen se, the
opposite of the West European Logos. Therefore, Levinas® vision of relig-
ious-ethical universalism founded on Judaism is not to be the actualization of the
idea of the universal order of the world and thinking. This universalism is not
utopia which realizes some pre-determined order. Itis rather to bea return to the
sources, retrieval of the lost civilizational kinship. This search for kinship does
not mean a striving for some syncretism or common abstraction. It is to be a new
feeling of brotherhood between religions. In this sense, Levinas attaches great
significance to the idea of Christian ecumenism.

‘Monotheistic religions, such as Christianity, Judaism, and Islam, have
created premises for a union in the course of civilizational development. Namely,
they have shaped a certain type of social relations making possible the realization
of the idea of solidarity. Monotheism *...obliges the Other to enter into discourse
which aims ata union with me.””® What is more, according to Levinas, it turns out
that this uniting force of monotheism was and is much stronger in the process of
uniting mankind “through the planet of races and states”, and has even played

a stimulating role in the process of constituting mankind as a whole also in the
economic sphere.

4. JUbAlSM IS PHILOSOPHY AFTER PHILOSOPHY

" [nasense, Levinasaccepts Hegel’s thesis that it was the end of philosophy. In
hisopinion, the end of philosophy is the deepest meanin g of our epoch. Namely,
it is symptomatic of deep transformations in the sphere of spirit. It signalizes
“movement to free man enslaved by man in a system which he himself has

created. In state nationalism, in socialist etatism which makes use of philosophy,
-the individual regards the pressure of philosophical totality as totalitarian

tyranny.”'® ‘According to Levinas, Rosenzweig.is right when he says that

anthropos theoreticos has definitely ended his domination.

At:the same_time, however, individual consciousness simply cannot escape

_from philosophy. he ordinary spontaneity of the escape is no longer possible
- afte I

- Liberation from this philosophy without philosophy requires philosophy,

f anarchy and individual protest by Kierkegaard and Nietzsche.
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p0531blc to avmd both the totalitarianism of phllosophy, whi ch
anxieties of the individual, as well as the anarchy of individual desire
is outside the book, philosophy, which replaces political dccomplls me
is religion.”!2
Religion is the pulsation of life, where God cstabhshes contact w1th man;
man with the world. The relation between God and the world i B
character of conjunction, but of creativity. The relation between man’ and God i
revelation, while the relation between man and the world is a- relatxo
redemption.
I mean here religion as such, the religious community thhout dlstmctlon g
to the type of religion: Judaism or Christianity. Religion, which i is the e
being, inevitably expresses itself through both Christianity and Judalsm The. .- = .
human truth (both Christian and Jewish) is verifiable through human’ hfe It e
consists in risking life in response to revelation. 3
Western consciousness is entering the phase of ageing. Its doubts as to the
realness of the presentations with which it contents itseif does not- give it the
necessary strength to go beyond fiction. Demystification is always carned out
through a new mystification. Negation of negation of. negation is not-yet -
positiveness. Lie is infinite, and there is no intrinsic possibility to interrupt. it.
There seems to be no way out of this situation: *Political totalitarianism- is -
founded on ontological totalitarianism: Being would be. everything. Being, i
which nothing ends and nothing begins. Nothing opposes itand nothing judges -
it. Neutral anonymity, impersonal universe thhoutalangudge Onecannoteven’ - -
speak, for the only way to ensure the value of a statement is. through another =~ .7
statement which nobody can guarantee.”™ - s
The phenomenon of the anonymity of. being is- accornpamed by-the -
discrediting of the ianguage. From Socrates to. Hegel, the West:strove fo; suchan. -
ideal of the languagein which the word was limited to consciousness, in which.the
meaning of the language did not depend on mtcntlon, but on: the cond '

! Ibidem, p. 259.
2 tbidem, p. 260. )
B Ibidem, p. 289-290,
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the coherence of discourse. Psychoanalysis and sociology show disrespect for the
interlocutor. Words become symptoms or superstructures. For psychoanalysis
or Marxism, itis unimportant what words mean. It is only important what words
conceal. Words become signs of anonymous mfrastructures utensils of dead
civilizations.

Contrary to tradition, discourse in which the ethical religious relation is
expressed, discovers — according to Levinas — credible word: “The only
credible word is one which detaches itself from its eternal context to return to the
human mouth which pronounces it, to move from man to man, to judge history
(...). The language of discourse, which beginsin an absolute manner in the fact of
who speaks it and which is aimed at the other, absolutely different..”"
According to the author of Difficile fiberté, it is the prophetic language of
Judaism.

Levinas’ conception of Judaism realizes the general philosophical conception
of that thmker He wants to indicate the area which makes it possible to leave the
structures of pure thinking, to go beyond totalizing thinking. Using philoso-
phical means, Levinas proclaims the necessity of going beyond philosophy.
However, this proposition, founded on metaphysical premises, a proposition
which is usually. attributed to the wave of “new French romanticism”,'* an
interesting and philosophically inspiring proposition, escapes the cntena of the
tradmonal phllosophlcal evaluation.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

- Iri order to show why it is impossible to apply theoretical criteria to the
’ appralsal of Levinas’ conception of Judaism, let us revert to his metaphysical
programme outlined at the outset of this paper.
“This programme reflects an important philosophical problem which-accom-
pames -all‘philosophizing and which was especially strongly emphasized by
classwal ‘German philosophy. It was’ precisely in this. philosophy, expressing
for absolute’ cognition, that the problem of the finiteness of thinking in
refation ‘to the infiniteriess of being manifested ‘its paradoxical character. It
- revealed the paradoxical nature of thlnkmg, ‘which-aspires to grasp infiniteness
' an bein warc _'ts llmltatxons, makeés no use of its own finiteness. It makes

i te of bein chelhng 3 dlfferences are béyond the absolute.
1a1cctlcally overcome by thmkmg, Wthh 1is the
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of the dual enrooting of thought: in finiteness and:
both infiniteness and transitoriness participate). In Hege
which is struggling with other-being and carrying out-an-oc
a predetermined task: to hoist the banners of sovereignty. in:ca)
tories. That is finite which has been dialectically overcome and
travelled Odysseus’ whole road to the motherland of reason, has
in conception, in absolute cognition. B
In this sense, Hegel can be regarded as the extreme -model
post-Socratean European philosophy which discovered in thinking.
which had been put there before, at the same time aspiring for absolute cogniti
To Hegel reason is a way of manifestation of the absolute. 1t is:—- using.
Heideggerian language — “‘the being of being”, and in this sense thought, w
is working in the world of other-being, as Hegel deludes himself, finds in Teaso
its “existential soundness”. Contrary to Hegel's illusions, after Mar '
and Heidegger, the task of endowing thinking with “existential soundness’’.can .
be made a feasible task. This, however, requires reversing the perspectiveit:as.
necessary to conceive of the transcendence of comprehension as a phenomenoh
of existence rather than conceiving of existence — as. Hegel does-—.
a phenomenon of the transcendence of comprehension. Existence (no.longer an
attribute of Being-Reason), which is always.concrete, historical, conditioned,
and emplaced in the world, finds the source of transcendence in its own finiteness
which delimits the horizon of comprehension. - e rmentd
The above inversion has become a fact in philosophy. What contributed to it
was both Marxian- Feuerbachian materialism and the Husserlian conception of
intentionality and Heideggerian fundamental ontology. Levinas emphasizes the - -
special significance of the phenomenological trend (he apparently does not '
appreciate Marx® contribution in this respect) in working out a.new plane of
philosophy, a plane which will make it possible to break the magic. circle. of
self-confirming reason and indicate that it isin the finite horizon.of .comp e-
hension of limited, conditioned existence that are to be found the possil O]
transcendence becoming the source of the meaning of . this finite. existence.
Therefore, Levinas’ philosophical conception, which had arisen from his early -
fascination with Husser] and Heidegger, developed in the course of discu
on their philosophies. Also, despite going. beyond these inspirations,.
metaphysics, Levinas’ main task remained defining the conditions for exper
cing infiniteness through the subjective: existential situation. ;. .
According to Levinas, the meaning of the relation of the existingto,

is something which precedes self-consciousness. It can X

istence

ex

consciousness which views. itself in :-its;Qwr;.;,apts,_.;bm'..i'h the relations
others (the other). These relations cannot.be. of conscious (cogn
character, for, according to. the French-philosoph :
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a form of hypostasis, means the dissolution of the otherness of the other in I.
Philosophy as theoryis unable to conceive of these relations. They are articulated
on the ethical and religious plane. For on this plane, the relation: I — the other, is
possible as a response to what is different. The relation to God isactualized as an
ethical (responsible) relation to your neighbour. The different expresses itself,
not as a negative form of self-consciousness — as it does in traditional European
philosophies — but as a concealed point of reference constituting the relation:
I — the other.

- This is why Levinas’ conception is metaphysics. Metaphysics which makes
possible any cognitive operations of I, conscious in relation to its own existence;
itmakes possible theory. This metaphysics shows that the cognitive operations of
L, which has been constituted as a result of the meaning-creating relations of the
existing to existence, are buta fragment of these relations, a fragment doomed to
the sin of hypostasis, of appropriation by the I of that which is different. Such
metaphysics still is philosophy because it indicates philosophy’s position in what
Levinas calls “the economy of being™. Also, it offers the possibility for solutions
different from the traditional Western philosophical solutions. This possibility is
the ethical-religious sphere. According to Levinas, the culturally shaped form of
this sphere is Judaism. This religion assumes that the relation to God is nothing
else but an ethical relation to your neighbour. It also presupposes universalist
openness to other religious conceptions. Besides, it is not a religion which
repudiates material ties with the world, but one which treats them as the most
elementary plane for the actualization of primary ethical relations.

It is not our task to evaluate the conformity of such an interpretation of
Judaism with the letter of this religion. We leave this task to the students of
religions. What particularly interests us in Levinas’ conception of Judaism is its
philosophical dimension, the reasons for which it is to be — in the philosopher’s
intention — an alternatlve proposmon with respect to West European philo-
soplucal solutions.

‘We shall exemplify the opposmon of Levinas’ interpretation of Judaism to
Westem tradition by Rembrandt’s famous painting showing Abraham’s offer-

_ ing.-The certral figure in the painting is Abraham, his arms spread, one hand

holding Isadc, the other hand raised above the offering in a stopped gesture of

“killing: :Tldle h@nd which a moment ago dropped the knife is delicately held by an
an) gel pai ted n the uppcr part ‘of the pxcturc Abraham conceals Isaac’s face
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However, the divine decision announced by thean
tion: it has turned out to be only a test of faith. The angel”
act of offering deprives Abraham of his subjectivity.. He
responsible. Faith, which justifies Abraham’s choice, invalid
a uniting with God, in the light of which all human dil
seemingness. They serve, not to make a choice, but to strength

I had a purpose in presenting the above analysis. It can bea
of Levinas' critical reflection on Western culture, for it is from:th
culture that Rembrandt’s vision arises. After all, according .to.
philosopher, the dominant tendency in this culture is a tendenc
unification, union, reconciliation. The drama of human existence prof
culture arises from the fundamental character of subjective-objective:an
which give rise to the relation of violence: violence with respect to the
Reconciliation of these antinomies occurs when the different, reduc
category of objectivity and opposed to the subject, has been dissolved
a higher, uniting perspective. Abraham is in a relation with God. He b
Isaac the object of offering. A uniting with God in an act of faith concerts the
subject, who has used violence toward the other, made him his object an
a sense, made him his property. Thus Abraham’s offering was not the offering.
his son, but the offering of his love for his son. Isaac is not interpreted- by
Rembrandt as a psychic subject. What counts is only Abraham’s feelings. . .0

Western culture is in its essence egological, since its conception of transcen- .
dence (the absolute) leads to the uniting of I and the other in “I”. According:to .
Levinas, Judaism makesit possible to avoid this egological pitfall. In'a Judaistic.
interpretation, Abraham’s drama would be the drama of a father who is looking
in his son’s face and who sees in this face — the face of the Other ——~amoral
injunction originating from God. Within this perspective, the division into -
sacrum and profanum does not exist. God is shown in real, earthly relations -
between persons, relations of the one-sided responsibility of I for the other:: .-

Being an articulation of Judaistic consciousness, - Levinas’ conception :is . -
situated outside the sphere of the traditionally conceived European philosophy. -
In this paper, I have asked what philosophical assumptions underlie:this
proposition for understanding Judaism. As we haveseen, these assjuinptio_xis are’ -
of a metaphysical nature. They are by no means an element of _som_’e__;s_pgt;ylaﬁv_e-.. -
construction; their proper meaning can be seen only in-the light of Levinas '
general intention: to show the ethical-religious sphere as a sphere of the p
realization of philosophy. Philosophy as the wisdom of Jife; and not
articulation of the conscious manifestations of life. o

Levinas attempts to formulate the basic problems of metaphy:
that their Judaistic interpretation be obvious. This philosoph
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the sphere of consciousness, but becomes a conscious element of the ethi-
cal-religious sphere conceived of as Judaism, and only as Judaism. Therefore, the
task of distinguishing the purely theoretical plane in Levinas’ conception and
removing from this conception Judaistic “additions”, the task of “continuing the
analyses outlined by Levinas and conducting them outside the inspiration of the
normae negativae of Judaistic theology™'®, as some authors postulate, seems to
have been formulated incorrectly.

Contrary to numerous assurances of the universalist mterpretatlon of
Judaism (an interpretation applicable to all European monotheisms), it is,
paradoxically, a one-sided universalism. This universalism characterizes, in
particular, Jewish religion. It is especially the Jew (not the Christian or Muslim)
that confesses his religion through active, concrete ethical relations with his
Neighbour, Living ethically, he responds to the call of God (transcendence). The
source of universality which is revealed in this ethical life is transcendent.
Therefore, the universal dimension is possible in religion (it is the question of
revelation and faith upon which ethical relations are founded), while it escapes
theoretical cognition, consciousness, which would liké to identify that which is
umversal wuh ‘that which is general, all-embracing, and homogeneous.

Translated by . . . . . Iwona Lorenc
Lech Petrowicz
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