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1. Being as war: what is Lévinas’ logic?
No serious reader can be spared by the shock generated by the provocative declaration of Lévinas at the very beginning of his book Totalité et Infini, in which he stigmatizes the realm of being as the state of war as it is shown through the history of Western philosophy,: 
“We do not need obscure fragments of Heraclitus to prove that being reveals itself as war to philosophical thought … Harsh reality … war is produced as the pure experience of pure being. The ontological event that takes form in this black light is a casting into movement of beings hitherto anchored in their identity, a mobilization of absolutes, by an objective order from which there is no escape… It establishes an order from which no one can keep his distance; nothing henceforth is exterior. War does not manifest exteriority and the other as other; it destroys the identity of the same. The visage of being that shows itself in war is fixed in the concept of totality, which dominates Western philosophy.”
 
Not only the realm of being, as realm of reality, is a state of war; it is the state of total war, a totality in which no one can be spared and from which no one can escape. Worst, philosophy, at least as it is practiced in the West since the Greeks, has played an active role in this universal and totalizing warfare by providing it with the very basic conceptual determination: the very concept of totality is the key to the intelligibility of being—being understood as an all-embracing totality which excludes exteriority and otherness as such. On reading the above passage, a student of philosophy, who understands her mission as transmitting the baton of rational thinking from generations to generations, will either has the feeling of being “profoundly trembled by the thought of Emmanel Lévinas”, as Jacques Derrida has once admitted,
 for she will realize that what is at stake in Lévinas’ diagnosis of the history of Western philosophy as accomplice of universal warfare is “philosophy’s life and death”.
 Or she will doubt whether this book is not just an aftermath of the existentialist fever (Totality and Infinity is first published in 1961) in which its author blackmails the whole history of Western philosophy with the habitual irresponsibility of irrational nihilism. Even if she is in the latter case, she still has to argue, by giving evidence, that Lévinas’ reading of the history of Western philosophy is wrong, that reality is never as black as depicted by him. In doing so, she has to first of all dismantle Lévinas’ reasoning, i.e., to show that his “logic” is inaccurate. But then she will be admitting that Lévinas has a logic. 
The present paper has no other ambition than to try to understand “the logic of Lévinas”.
 It will try to show that Lévinas’s provocative denunciation of the state of war is always accompanied by a sustained pathetic cry for peace. Yet, in contrast to traditional Western humanism or rationalism, peace cannot be obtained by the intellectual authority of the noble but cold highness of a sovereign and unitary Reason. Instead, peace is possible only by retying again the proximal relationship with the stranger and the Other as our fellow human and neighbour (le prochain): love without concupiscence. Thus, in lieu of pursuing the traditional ontological task of searching for the sovereign and self-sufficient Truth, Lévinas urges us to cultivate our metaphysical desire for alterity, a desire towards infinity which can never be satisfied. If the philosophical gesture inaugurated by Plato is the abandon of the multiple opinions (doxa) for the benefit of the Idea (Eidos) as the highest good, which is the reversal of the common attitude of the mortals, Lévinas opts for a reversal of the reversal: rehabilitate the multiple by the love of the Other as our fellow human. Hence Lévinas’ logic, we hope to show, is first of all a logic of negation: negation of the rationalization of war and violence committed in the name of the highest truth. It is also a logic of affirmation: affirmation, through love and justice, of plurality and infinity incarnated by the face of all figures of alterity. Affirmation of a utopia too. In trying to demonstrate such a logic, the present author is ready to accept the challenge of committing a performative contradiction. For he tries to provide a logic to Lévinas’ non-identical mode of thinking which is apparently irrational (or we should rather say “a-rational”: exterior to a unitary Reason), i.e., illogical. Such an endeavour is itself paradoxical. This kind of paradoxical endeavour has a common name: deconstruction. Thus the present essay can be taken as an exercise of deconstruction. This expression, however, is not pejorative for the present author. On the contrary, it entails utopic affirmations.
2. War and philosophies of totalization: Lévinas’ revolt against the Western ontological tradition

a. Philosophy of totalization as totalitarian philosophy

It will not be too much exaggerated to say that the history of humanity coincides with the history of wars: tribal wars, ethnic wars, wars between cities states, wars between feudal lords, religious wars, wars of independence, wars of unification, civil wars, wars of colonization, wars between empires … When, in 1795, at the high time of European Enlightenment Kant launched the “Philosophical Project towards Perpetual Peace”, a project preceded by endeavours of the same sort in the century, he was simply scandalized by the state of incessant warfare in which human civilization was still engaging herself at a stage of self-conscious maturity enlightened by centuries of continuous advancement of knowledge. Kant hoped to bring about peace by calling upon the power of a Universal Reason, Reason with cosmopolitan intent equipped by a sufficient self-understanding of her boundary of knowledge and possibilities of action, to limit her own will to power in order to laying down the rules of pacific co-existence of different peoples in a new world order. Needless to say, the subsequent development of human history shows amply that Kant’s project of eternal peace remains a pious hope. Lévinas, who himself has witnessed both world wars of the 20th Century and was a prisoner of war in a German concentration camp during five long years in the Second World War, has certainly the right to express his disappointment and the authority to cast his doubt on the feasibility of a project of peace basing on the concept of enlightenment by the mere means of knowledge. To Lévinas, hoping to build peace upon the basis of a truth of self-knowledge will simply be mocked by the reality of history itself:

“That history of a peace, a freedom and well-being promised on the basis of a light that a universal knowledge projected on the world and human society … that history is not recognizable in its millennia of fratricidal struggles, political or bloody, of imperialism, scorn and exploitation of the human being, down to our century of world wars, the genocides of the Holocaust and terrorism; unemployment and continual desperate poverty of the Third World; ruthless doctrines and cruelty of fascism and national socialism, right down to the supreme paradox of the defense of man and his rights being perverted into Stalinism.”
 

The reader of this passage will not be surprised by the assimilation of Lévinas into the rang of postmodernist by some cultural theorists. Here Lévinas shares the critic of Enlightenment and of the instrumentalization of reason initiated by Adorno and Horkheimer and continued by Foucault and Lyotard.

Yet Lévinas argues not only as a cultural critic, but primarily as a philosopher, in particular as a phenomenological philosopher. He denounces the Western philosophical tradition which, by declaring her intellectual neutrality, has acted as the provider of the concept of totality to serve as alibi to institute the state of permanent warfare in the entire realm of being. 
“Western philosophy has most often been an ontology: a reduction of the other to the same by interposition of a middle and neutral term that ensures the comprehension of being… To know ontologically is to surprise in a confronted existent that by which it is not this existent, this very stranger, but that by which it is somehow betrayed, surrenders, is given in the horizon in which it loses itself and appears, lays itself open to grasp, becomes a concept.”


By means of the concept, philosophy keeps jealously her freedom to search for truth. Keeping her freedom means keeping her own identity, in spite of the impenetrable strangers which bar her road to sovereign Truth. “Perceived in this way, philosophy would be engaged in reducing to the same all that is opposed to it as other. It would be moving toward auto-nomy, a stage in which nothing irreducible would limit thought any longer, in which, consequently, thought, not-limited, would be free. Philosophy would thus be tantamount to the conquest of being by man over the course of history.”
 Thus for Lévinas, Western philosophy, in most cases, is a thinking of totalization:
 it has the characteristics of absorbing all elements of alterity in the immanence of the same; it continues to exercise the violence upon all Other as Other in the conquest of Being. When the Other can only be grasped as an object of knowledge, she is only a generic existence, she loses forever her unicity and irreducible alterity. She is always the same, she can never be the different Other. Philosophy of totalization is totalitarian philosophy.
b. Totalitarianism and violence of the Hegelian system

In his denunciation of the totalitarian character of totalizing thought, Lévinas is particularly attentive to the two versions of phenomenological ontology represented by Hegel and Heidegger. To Lévinas, both Hegelian and Heideggerian ontologies are philosophies of totalization.
 Lévinas summarizes the dark heritage of Hegelian ontology in the follow terms:

“Since Hegel, we are accustomed to thinking that philosophy exceeds the framework of anthropology. The ontological event accomplished by philosophy consists in suppressing or transmuting the alterity of all that is Other, in universalizing the immanence of the Same (le Même) or of Freedom, in effacing the boundaries, and in expelling the violence of Being (Être).”


Reducing the Other to the Same, suppressing all boundaries within the realm of being to create a vast space of homogeneity: the final form of Hegelian ontology as System of Science and Absolute knowledge is justification of generalized violence by the elegant costume of speculative dialectics. Lévinas admits that the suppressive nature of Hegel’s philosophy of totality was first revealed to him by the German Jewish philosopher Franz Rosenzweig’s criticism in his book Stern der Erlösung (The Star of Redemption) first published in 1921, i.e. in the years immediately after the First World War.
 It is with irony that Lévinas protests against the totalizing system of the official philosopher of Prussia and his celebration of “Reason in History”:

“The Hegelian system represents the fulfillment of the West’s thought and history, understood as the turning back of a destiny into freedom, Reason penetrating all reality or appearing in it… Universal thought must no longer be separated, in the heads of some intellectuals, from the individual whom it renders intelligible… according to the famous formulae, identity of identity and of non-identity or concrete universal or Spirit. This sort of terminology, of course, frightens the honest man! But it announces a form of knowledge that does not get bogged down in specialization, an Idea that does not remain an abstraction, which animates in its form—in its entelechy—Reality itself… The history of humanity, throughout religions, civilizations, states, wars and revolutions, is nothing but this penetration, or this revelation, of reason within Being, long before the philosopher’s thought has become aware of it in formulating the System.”


In the all-embracing Hegelian system, every single event loses its specificity, every human individual is alienated from the singularity of its fate. They receive their place only in the total system of rational knowledge which is the sole key capable of penetrating Reality—social, historical and political. This latter is the totality of Being interconnected by the speculative movement of dialectics. Thus, under the slogan “the real is the rational”, violence and war, as part of historical reality, serve too as essential elements for the accomplishment of the Spirit’s spiral ascension to Freedom as totalizing speculative knowledge. The totalitarian character of the Absolute Spirit can best be shown in the following passage of the Phenomenology of Spirit:
“The Spirit of universal assembly and association is the simple and negative essence of those systems which tend to isolate themselves. In order not to let them become rooted and set in this isolation, thereby breaking up the whole and letting the [communal] spirit evaporate, government has from time to time to shake them to their core by war. By this means the government upsets their established order, and violates their right to independence, while the individuals who, absorbed in their own way of life, break loose from the whole and strive after the inviolable independence and security of the person, are made to feel in the task laid on them their lord and master, death. Spirit, by thus throwing into the melting-pot the stable existence of these systems, checks their tendency to fall away from the ethical order, and to be submerged in a [merely] natural existence; and it preserves and raises conscious life into freedom and its own power.”


In order to ensure that individuals will not be attracted to and remains isolated in the comfort and pleasure of independence, war and the threat of death is a necessary means of government. In the Philosophy of Right, Hegel even confers a certain ethical essence to war, as he conceives war and the sacrifice of the individual’s life as the necessary means to maintain or realize the ethical substance of the State: “It is the substantial duty of individuals to preserve … the independence and sovereignty of the state, even if their own life and property … are endangered or sacrificed.”
 In its function to realize the Freedom and autonomy of the Spirit, the State is a greater individuality than the single person. Thus for the sake of the State, the life and property of individual persons should be sacrificed, and war is a necessary means to this end.

c. Tyranny of the Heideggerian ontology


How then is the situation with respect to Heideggerian ontology? Lévinas does not have more tender words towards the ontological philosophy expressed in Sein und Zeit, which he qualifies as “philosophy of power” and “philosophy of injustice”.
 If it is true that Lévinas has in various occasions recognized the importance of Sein und Zeit, that it remains one of the greatest work in the history of Western philosophy, the author of Totalité et Infini nevertheless thinks that when Heideggerian ontology subordinates all relation with beings (Seiendes as individuals) under the relation with Being (Sein), “it affirms the primacy of freedom over ethics”.
 Thus the apparent ethical neutrality of Sein und Zeit is misleading. It is in fact a tyranny (the word is from Lévinas)
 just as the system in Hegelian ontology. Let us explain this in more details.

First of all, for Heideggerian ontology, all possibility of understanding with regard to beings must refer to Being (the famous Seinverständnis). The relation to Being constitutes the ultimate source of meaning; it is the supreme light of intelligence. Hence the phenomenological reduction practiced in Sein und Zeit, the conversion of the gaze from beings (the ontical order) to the Being of beings (the ontological order), is a reduction of the Other to the Same. The phenomenological reduction neutralizes beings in order to comprehend it, i.e. to grasp it with superior, because transcendental, intelligence. Just as the Hegelian Spirit enjoys freedom over the individual moments of the dialectical movement, Being in Sein und Zeit enjoys freedom over beings: it maintains itself “against the other, despite every relation with the other to ensure the autarchy of an I.”
 Thus freedom is not that of the individual; on the contrary, freedom emerges only as the result of obedience to Being. Thus the ontological thematization and conceptualization in Sein und Zeit is “not peace with the other but suppression or possession of the other.”


Secondly, let us consider from the side of Dasein. Even though Heidegger emphasizes that Dasein is neither soul nor consciousness, neither the anthropological subject nor the psychological self, for Lévinas the Dasein conserves the structure of the Self-Same.
 The Dasein is always first of all a “mineness” (Jemeinigkeit).
 The Dasein always relates to other as shown in its structure of “being-with” (Mitsein). But this is true only in the everyday inauthentic state. The authentic Dasein cares for its properness or ownness (Eingenlichkeit). The ownness of Dasein is shown through its potentiality of being as total being. But the way the Dasein can conceive of itself [we hesitate to use “herself” as for Heidegger Daein is sexually neutral] as a total being is to conceive of itself/herself as a being-towards-death (Sein zum Tod).
 Yet in such a consideration, the authentic Dasein can only consider its/her own death. In the contemplation of its/her own death, the Dasein cannot have solicitude from any Other. The situation of the authentic Dasein is solitude. In Dasein’s totalizing potentiality of being, the Other disappears; it/she is no more in situation, as it/she is no more related to any Other. Whatever the authentic Dasein can relate to is nothing other than its/her ownness. Not only the authentic Dasein cannot consider the death of other Dasein, for Heidegger it simply makes no sense to talk about the death of the other Dasein: “Even the Dasein of Others, when it has reached its wholeness in death, is no-longer-Dasein, in the sense of Being-no-longer-in-the-world … , in the sense of the Being-just-present-at-hand-and-no-more of a corporeal Thing which we encounter.”
  At its/her death, the other Dasein is just a corporeal thing, like a stone that we happen to step on in our daily walk! Terrible conclusion of the author of Sein und Zeit! No wonder he could speak out publicly such terrifying words after the revelation of Holocaust: “Agriculture is now a motorized food industry: in its essence it is the same thing as the manufacture of corpses in gas chambers.”
 To Heidegger, all those who died in gas chambers as victims of racial extermination are just samples of “being-just-present-at-hand-and-no-more of a corporeal Thing”!

Now it becomes clear what ontological neutrality means: at its/her death, the Other Dasein is just a corporeal thing which concerns me no more than as something to be disposed. Thus underneath this apparent ontological neutrality is in fact indifference—indifference towards the death of the Other. Thus Lévinas cannot stop himself from challenging Heidegger’s apparent ontological neutrality of covering up in fact an axiological decision: 
“Has not the firmness of this primordial ontology already gone through the axiological alternatives and chosen between values and respected the authentic and disdained the everyday? … [which is] the alternative between on the one hand, the identical in its authenticity, in its own right or its unalterable mine of the human, in its Eigentlichkeit, independence and freedom, and on the other hand being as human devotion to the other, in a responsibility which is also an election, a principle of identification and an appeal to an I, the non-interchangeable, the unique.”
 
It is clear that in the eyes of Lévinas Heidegger opts for the former—the Same which is always his own authenticity—and declines in advance, like a disclaimer, any responsibility towards the Other. Thus Heideggerian ontology ends up “affirming a tradition in which the same dominates the other, in which freedom … precedes justice.”
 Worst, “it thus continues to exalt the will to power, whose legitimacy the other alone can unsettle, troubling good conscience.”
 Lévinas’ verdict on Heidegger is severe, but motivated, because what he opts for is diametrically opposite to the once Rector of University of Freiburg: peace and non-indifference towards the death of the Other.
3. New understanding of peace and old concept of dialogue: tyranny of the unitary Reason of communication
Humanity needs and merits peace! Such is Lévinas’ pathetic cry. How is peace possible? Exit from totality, transcendence towards the Other! Lévinas’ answer is without ambiguity. But how to rejoin the Other after two thousand years of domination of philosophies of identity? Lévinas urges us to inverse the tendency: listen to the call of peace prior to the call of truth. In the practice of philosophy, that means wisdom at the service of love instead of love at the service of wisdom.
 This amounts to calling for a new understanding of peace.
“But peace in this case will no longer be reducible to a simple confirmation of human identity in its substantiality, anchored in itself, in its identity of I. It will no longer be a question of the bourgeois peace of the man who is at home behind closed doors, rejecting that which, being exterior, negates them. It will no longer be peace in conformity with the ideal of the unity of the One that all alterity disturbs. In a sensibility in which the scandal of murder is not suppressed even when the violence is rationally necessary, peace cannot mean the serene tranquility of the identical, nor can alterity be justified solely as the logical distinction of parts belonging to a fractured whole, united into a whole by rigorously reciprocal relations.”


If peace is not attainable by the bourgeois style of peacefulness in the form of each-one-at-home (“le chacun chez soi”), which is in fact indifference, is peace possible through dialogue? Can peace be obtained by arriving at consensus among the rivals through discussions under the governance of a unifying and sovereign Communicative Reason—the famous ethics of discussion advocated with so much fanfares by Habermas and his followers? To Lévinas, it all depends on how we understand dialogue and discussion. Without naming it, Lévinas gives an admirably penetrating analysis of the “logic of identity” functioning under the unitary communicative Reason to which the ethics of discussion appeals. The importance of the question deserves a long citation from Lévinas:
“It is through the empirical multiplicity of thinking men that the language that is effectively spoken would circulate. Yet even there, this language is comprehended in its subordination to knowing. For each of the interlocutors, this language consists in entering into the thought of the other, in coinciding in reason, and in internalizing itself there. In opposition to the ‘interiority’ of sly passions and the secret perfidy of subjective opinions, Reason would be the true inner life. Reason is one. It has no one left with whom to communicate; nothing is outside of it. And consequently, Reason is like the silence of inner discourse. The questions and answers of such an ‘exchange of ideas’ reproduce or stage anew those of a dialogue that the soul holds with itself. Thinking subjects would amount to multiple obscure points around which a clarity is created when they speak to and rediscover one another, in the same way that, in inner discourse, the thread of thought that had to question itself is retied. In this clarity, the obscure points of the various I’s pale, fade, but are also sublimated. This exchange of ideas will hold ultimately within a single soul, in a single consciousness, in the cogito that Reason remains. One can call this conversation dialogue, wherein the interlocutors enter, the ones into the thought of the others; wherein the dialogue brings someone to reason. One can call ‘sociality’ the unity of the multiple consciousness that have entered into the same thought in which their reciprocal alterity is suppressed. This is the famous dialogue that is called to stop violence by bringing the interlocutors to reason, establishing peace in unanimity, and suppressing proximity in coincidence. The path of predilection of Western humanism. A nobility of idealist renunciation!... An effacement before truth, but also a power of domination and a possibility of cunning: a knowledge of the other as of an object prior to any social existence with that other. Yet consequently also a power acquired over him as a thing and, through language, a power that ought to lead to the unique reason all the temptations of a deceitful rhetoric of publicity and of propaganda.”

The message of Lévinas in the above analysis of the so-called dialogue cannot be clearer. The concept of dialogue in question is an old one, one basing on the Enlightenment model of unitary Reason. It is a predominantly cognitivist or intellectualist model of sovereign Reason. It ignores the fact that each subject entering into dialogue is an absolutely unfathomable subjectivity. It is ignorant of what Husserl has shown in the 5th Cartesian Meditations: that we can never have intuitive presentation of the psychic life of the Other, because the latter is always at the exterior of our own sphere of immanence. We can only imagine our entering into the soul of the Other by appresentation, which is presentation in an analogical sense. Thus imagining the dialogue between two souls with reciprocity amounts to telling the story of the encounter between two phantoms from the view point of a carnal human being. We never know how two phantoms embrace each other when they greet one another, whereas as carnal beings we embrace by the cheek, by the lips or by the whole body. But we are never sure whether we can touch the heart of the person we hug or kiss, if this very act of hugging or kissing is just a convention of reciprocal politeness. The ethics of discussion tries to obtain peace among interlocutors by suppressing the difference and the alterity of the speaking subjects. Consensus is obtained by virtue of the unification of the voices of the multiple. But it is done by discarding whatever propos the Reason one and sovereign finds alien and strange, while conserving the identical and the same. Thus communication means the monologue of the Reason with her inner self. It will be successful only at the price of ascertaining the tyranny of the unitary Reason of communication. Thus a successful philosophy of dialogue must extend her hold over every domain of human activity such that nothing is out of her command: there is no more exteriority. It is then nothing other than an old version of philosophy of totalization covered by a new but already worn out dress. 

In fact, communicative rationalism, cognitivism or intellectualism—by whatever name we call it—are all philosophies of reflection. As such they are always preceded by the pre-reflective life of the incarnated subjects in their everyday life-world. To phenomenological philosophers, this state of affair is already well known since the rich descriptions and analyses of the latter Husserl and Merleau-Ponty. In the Crisis of European Sciences and Transcendental Phenomenology Husserl succeeded in rediscovering the pre-reflective life of the meditating subject and her rootedness in the everyday life-world by enacting a backward questioning (Zurückfragen). Under this light, we understand more the motivation behind the questions raised by Lévinas after his deconstruction of the cognitivist mode of true-false-dialogue (in French: le “vrai-faux-dialogue”): 
“Yet we must above all wonder whether the elevation of this peace by the Reason relished by noble souls owes nothing to the prior non-indifference to the other man; whether it owes nothing to the social life with him which would be a relation to the neighbor, a relation other than the representation of his existence, his nature and his spirituality. We must ask ourselves whether the dynamism and exaltation of peace by truth derives uniquely from the suppression of alterity and not just as much from the very possibility of the Encounter with the other as other …, for which a common truth is the pretext.”

When Lévinas asks the above questions, is he not suggesting to enact a kind of backward questioning similar to that practiced by Husserl in the Crisis of European Sciences and Transcendental Phenomenology? That is to say: go back to the field where war actually takes place and observe how the stopping of hostility is brought about. Only through this specific backward questioning is it possible to understand how peace is possible. This in turn means: suspension of the idle talk on peace and undertake a phenomenology of warfare violence.   
4. The possibility of peace: phenomenology of warfare violence 


But why a phenomenology of warfare violence is essential to the understanding of the possibility of peace? Because by observing how the stopping of hostility is brought about during warfare, we can understand how ethical relationship of the first order can be established out of the state of war. In Lévinas’ terms, this is the question of how the domain of totality can be broken such that human beings no longer exist simply as generic being but also as individuals with flesh and bone, and thus can relate to the Other as Other.

First of all, Lévinas points out that “war like peace presupposes beings structured otherwise than as parts of a totality.”
 If in a war, a human being is just like a pure object under mechanical control, we cannot see how it is possible to create a crack within this domain of totality. What is paradoxical about warfare is that in actual fact, war is far from simply an immanent domain of totality, precisely because the individuals who take part in the war refuse to be simply an object of mathematical calculation or mechanical manipulation. And this is because it is a question of life and death. On the battlefield, no one is sure that he will be on the side of victory. In order to save their own life, soldiers in an army facing defeat will choose to surrender or even to defect. In this case, they refuse to be part of the original community. In choosing defection, they even transgress the law. By these acts, they exit from the totality. This is the first possibility of transcendence. All this is described by Lévinas in very succinct terms: 

“War therefore is to be distinguished from the logical opposition of the one and the other by which both are defined within a totality open to a panoramic view, to which they would owe their very opposition. In war beings refuse to belong to a totality, refuse community, refuse law; no frontier stops one being by another, nor defines them. They affirm themselves as transcending the totality, each identifying itself not by its place in the whole, but by its self.”

Since in war no one is sure of victory in advance, tactics and strategies are important. The belligerent camps try to use ruse to foil the plan of the enemy prepared in advance. On the battlefield, attack by surprise is one of the keys to victory. But as both sides prepare attack by surprise, counter attack by surprise has to be taken into account too. Thus there is planning and calculation, but there is also surprise and risk. Nothing is absolutely decided in advance. Thus war is never a pure being of totality. There is fissure inherent in it, from where rupture and exit is possible. That is why transcendence is possible. Again because the actors involved are human beings of blood and flesh. By means of their antagonism with respect to one another, a space of exteriority is open up. Lévinas’ description is without detour:
“War presupposes the transcendence of the antagonists: it is waged against man… The possibility, retained by the adversary, of thwarting the best laid calculations expresses the separation, the breach of totality, across which the adversaries approach one another. The warrior runs a risk; no logistics guarantee victory. The calculations that make possible the determination of the outcome of a play of forces within a totality do not decide war. It lies at the limit of a supreme confidence in oneself and a supreme risk. It is a relation between beings exterior to totality.”


Up to here, Lévinas’ descriptions serve to show that war is not a realm of absolute immanence, exteriority is possible because the soldiers as humans can act as individuals exterior to this totality. Yet a question immediately follows: how then the individuals exterior to each other can relate to each other? “In war the adversaries seek out one another.”

Himself a soldier during the Second World War, Lévinas knows what he is talking about.


But this is only a temporary answer which remains purely formal. From the point of view of content, the further problem is: what kind of relation do two antagonistic soldiers entertain with one another? They are two individuals seeking out one another in order to kill the other. They are engaged in a relation of mortal confrontation. So it is their very mortality which relates them together. As a soldier, my mortality is related to the Other. This is the first point of difference of Lévinas’s understanding of death in contrast to Heidegger: in Sein und Zeit, my death has nothing to do with other Dasein, and the death of other Dasein does not concern me.

The soldier is animated by the will to kill. But at the same time he risks being killed. If he succeeds in killing the first enemy he sees, he is not sure whether he will not be killed in subsequent confrontations. Thus if a soldier is still in life, it is simply the postponement of his death. So the being of a soldier is “a being postponing his death”.
 This is the second point of difference with Heidegger: whereas in Sein und Zeit, the Dasein anticipates its/her death, in Totalité et Infini, the soldier postpones his death. But this phenomenon deserves further analysis with respect to temporality, freedom, transcendence and otherness.
From the point of view of temporality, a being postponing his death is in the temporal mode of “not yet”. He is thus not a being towards death, but a being which is going against death and trying to retreat from death even if death is inexorably imminent (third point of difference with Heidgger).
 

But this also brings forth a fourth and basic difference between the Lévinassian and Heideggerian approaches to death. Whereas Heidegger’s discourse on death in Being and Time is a purely ontological discourse (Dasein as being-towards-death is “the possibility of its impossibility”), Lévinas’ phenomenological descriptions of death is focused on the physical and actual death of the individual of flesh and blood.
As a soldier, as far as I am still in life and able to kill, I enjoy freedom. But I am still in life only because I am postponing my death. It is the Other who sustains my freedom by granting me the reprieve of not yet killed, so my freedom depends on the Other. Here what the phenomenon of warfare violence shows is a paradoxical concept of freedom: my freedom depends on the Other. There is neither absolute nor unilateral freedom, freedom and dependence are like the two sides of the same coin.  In granting me freedom, the Other also grants me the possibility of transcendence. But it is first of all the transcendence of this Other which grants me freedom. The phenomenology of warfare violence reverses the relation between freedom and transcendence traditionally understood:

“It is therefore not freedom that accounts for the transcendence of the Other, but the transcendence of the Other that accounts for freedom—a transcendence of the Other with regard to me which, being finite, does not have the same signification as my transcendence with regard to him. The risk that war involves measures the distance that separates bodies within their hand-to-hand struggle (les corps dans leur corps-à-corps). The Other, in the hands of forces that weaken him, exposed to powers, remains unforeseeable, that is, transcendent.”

The phenomenon of warfare violence shows that my mortality, my freedom and my transcendence, which enable me to exit totality, all depend on the Other. This relation to the Other is a relation of the first order in the battlefield even before I physically see the Other who is the enemy. That is why I owe my temporary survival to my enemy. This is the debt I owe him. My responsibility then consists in repaying this debt. That is why this relation of the first order is an ethical relation: because I owe to the Other my possibility of freedom and transcendence, my relation with him is asymmetrical.
 

Freedom and transcendence break totality, they open up the space of peace. But these are concepts. How peace is brought about concretely on the battlefield? As a soldier, Lévinas has the basic experience which can be summarized by the following: “he was fearful for his death, but anguished at possibly having to kill.”
 My anguish comes from seeing the face of the Other. Since the Other as transcendence is at the origin of my freedom and transcendence, and since my relation to the Other is a relation of debt, on seeing the vulnerability of the face of the Other, I have to respond to my debt I owe him. I cannot help from saying to myself: “Thou shalt not kill!” Thus the face of the Other resists to the will to kill, it/she has a moral force stronger than the power of a gun. That is why for Lévinas, on the battlefield the transcendence of the Other is not something simply negative, “but is manifested positively in the moral resistance of the face to the violence of murder. The force of the Other is already and henceforth moral.”
 The interruption of the violence of murder is the first step to peace. It is an exit “ ‘outside totality’ opened by the transcendence of the face [of the Other].”


The face of the Other, by virtue of its moral epiphany, solicits a response from my part. I have to pay the debt I owe him. Thus the asymmetrical relation between the Other and me can generate a more symmetrical relation, that of paying back my debt. In doing so, I tie a reciprocal relation with the Other in addition to the first one, which remains asymmetrical. The reciprocal relation takes the form of exchange.
 On the modern battlefield, it often begins by the exchange of cigarettes or food between soldiers originally in hostility to one another. It can eventually be developed into the exchange of captured and wounded soldiers between the belligerent camps, or further, the exchange of prisoners of war between belligerent countries.
The phenomenon of warfare violence sketched above shows a tremendous difference in comparison to Hegel’s metaphysical determination of war. In Hegel the totality is absolute, exit is impossible; only the Spirit enjoys freedom, not the individuals in the ultimate sense. This is a game of all or nothing: the Spirit is the winner who gains all, while the individual is the loser who even has to sacrifice his own life and property. In Lévinas’ phenomenology of warfare violence, there is possibility of exteriority and transcendence; individuals can enjoy freedom, even if this freedom is never total. Yet it is a game of fifty-fifty in which no one is sure of winning in advance. Precisely because war is a form of undecided violence which renders possible freedom, transcendence and relation between individuals. It is even a relation of the first order, because it is a question of life and death between human individuals.  
5. Love as movement of transcendence: phenomenology of Eros and fecundity

The above sketch remains incomplete in terms of the search for peace. Because the stop of hostility between the belligerent parties does not mean total peace, not to say perpetual peace. What the phenomenon of warfare violence succeeds in showing is: the transcendence of the Other is a key to peace. This have to be completed by a phenomenology of love, for love is the movement of transcendence towards the Other as Other. Love is simply the desire of the Other. In Totalité et Infini, the phenomenology of war is continued by the phenomenology of Eros and fecundity. To summarize the very rich and poetic descriptions of the phenomenon of Eros and fecundity in Totalité et Infini is not only impossible, but simply coarse. Yet the scope of the present paper does not allow us to undertake a detailed analysis of Lévinas’ marvelous descriptions. In the following, we limit ourselves to a sketch of the main points of this phenomenology of Eros.
a. Phenomenology of Eros


First of all, love is not the addition of knowledge by some affective elements. Love is blind, for there is no concept. There is not a fix structure of subject and object. In a love affair, the lovers are engaged in a game which advances towards infinity. Let us listen to Lévinas:

“Love is not reducible to a knowledge mixed with affective elements which would open to it an unforeseen plane of being. It grasps nothing, issues in no concept, does not issue, has neither the subject-object structure nor the I-thou structure. Eros is not accomplished as a subject that fixes an object, nor as a pro-jection, toward a possible. Its movement consists in going beyond the possible.”

Love as Eros is rather the affair between two persons, which is extremely complex and paradoxical. Lévinas gives patient and detailed descriptions of the phenomenon of erotic nudity which involves the moments of modesty (pudeur), profanation, caress and voluptuous pleasure or voluptuosity (volupté). In the case of voluptuosity, it is a game of hidden desire, of vertigo or dizzy, of going beyond the personal while the personal never completely submerges. It is an experience of quasi death (the French used to say “la petite morte”—the little death). Erotic love brings the two sides into a situation of instability. As a being in love, I cannot maintain a stable equilibrium with myself, nor with the one I love. I am overcome and taken away by a non-I towards a direction and a future which I do not have control. Again Lévinas has vivid descriptions of the metaphysical character of erotic love:

“It disrupts the relation of the I with itself and with the non-I. An amorphous non-I sweeps away the I into an absolute future where it escapes itself and loses its position as a subject. Its ‘intention’ no longer goes forth unto the light, unto the meaningful. Wholly passion, it is compassion for the passivity, the suffering, the evanescence of the tender. It dies with this death and suffers with this suffering.”

In short, a subject in love loses her sovereignty as a subject. She loses her freedom and becomes passive. She is literally thrown into the breast of an intimate Other. 
The descriptions of erotic love show that love is neither friendship, as it is not something among several persons or within a community but rather an affair of extreme intimacy between two persons. Nor is love the possession of the soul of the Other, because the two consciousnesses are not united to form a single consciousness. Since the union passes by voluptuous pleasure, so love is not an intellectual and reflective relation but something immediate and passive. 
“Voluptuosity is not a sentiment to the second degree like a reflection, but direct like a spontaneous consciousness. It is inward and yet intersubjectively constructed, not simplifying itself into consciousness that is one. In voluptuosity the other is me and separated from me. The separation of the Other in the midst of this community of feeling constitutes the acuity of voluptuoisty. The voluptuous in voluptuosity is not the freedom of the other tamed, objectified, reified, but his freedom untamed, which I nowise desire objectified. But it is freedom desired and voluptuous not in the clarity of this face, but the obscurity and as though in the vice of the clandestine.”

In a love affair, I expect the one I love to love me, so this is a reciprocal relation. But the loving relation is not merely reciprocal, because I am moving towards an Other, to the profound depth of an alterity. In short, love is a movement of transcendence, a relation with the Other who is entirely at the exteriority.
“Love does not transcend unequivocably—it is complacent, it is pleasure and egoism between the two [égoïsme à deux]. But in this complacence it equally moves away from itself; it abides in a vertigo above a depth of alterity that no signification clarifies any longer.”
 
b. Phenomenology of fecundity


Yet as movement of transcendence, love is not satisfied with the present, it projects towards the future. This is shown by the phenomenon of fecundity: giving birth to a new generation. Giving birth to a child brings about a new relation with the Other, a relation of absolute future, of infinite time. 
First of all, the giving birth of a child can be accomplished only through voluptuous love. This requires the encounter between myself (for example a man) and another as a woman in order that “the future of the child come to pass [advenir] from beyond the possible, beyond projects.”
 This future is future in a very new sense. “This future is neither the Aristotelian germ (less than being, a lesser being) nor the Heideggerian possibility which constitutes being itself, but transforms the relation with the future into a power of the subject.”
 It is because a child—my child—is at the same time “my own and not-mine, a possibility of myself but also a possibility of the other, of the Beloved—my future does not enter into the logical essence of the possible.”
 
What is specific in the future brought about by a child consists precisely in the fact that it brings about a new hope and not the repetition of the habitual which generates boredom. The new generation rendered possible by fecundity is the incarnation of the inexhaustible youth of the child: “In fecundity the tedium of this repetition ceases; the I is other and young, yet the ipseity that ascribed to it its meaning and its orientation in being is not lost in this renouncement of self.”
 

As parents, we get older, but we do not need to abandon ourselves. On the contrary, with the new generation, fecundity is the continuation of history. As continuation, it is neither the beginning from zero nor an aging without end. With the coming of a child, I am able to transcend the world by renewing my substance by someone who is at the same time the Same and the Other. I realize a trans-substantiation. It is transcendence towards the Other, exit of the being of Parmenides. Whereas in Parmenidean being it is the Same which reigns, fecundity brings about a new species of being which is “infinite being, that is, ever recommencing being—which could not bypass subjectivity, for it could not recommence without it.”
 We are able to leave the philosophy of Parmenidean being by this very movement of transcendence towards the Other brought about by fecundity. If exit of the Parmenidean being means exit of the state of war, peace is possible.

As such fecundity brings about a kind of peace that the heroes of the battlefield are incapable to realize. The latter are just postponing their death, while fecundity, by giving birth to new generations, is the realization of plurality. This is the possibility of peace among the maximum number of individuals. Lévinas summarizes his conception of peace in the following terms:
“Peace therefore cannot be identified with the end of combats that cease for want of combatants, by the defeat of some and the victory of the others, that is, with cemeteries of future universal empires. Peace must be my peace, in a relation that starts from an I and goes to the other, in desire and goodness, where the I both maintains itself and exists without egoism. It is conceived starting from an I assured of the convergence of morality and reality, that is, of an infinite time which through fecundity is its time.”

In short, through love, Eros and fecundity, the movement of transcendence towards alterity projects onto an infinite time upon which peace is possible.
Conclusion: From love to justice: Lévinas’ utopia

But Lévinas is not satisfied with love as Eros, he wants to extend love to the stranger, to the Other as neighbour and fellow human, which is love without concupiscence. For the child is still a being of the Same and the Other, while love of the neighbour and fellow human is to accept the absolute alterity of the Other. Every Other is an unfathomable subjectivity which represents infinity. Ultimately peace is possible only if we can love the stranger as neighbour and fellow human. We have to give hospitality to the stranger, let them enjoy the rights we enjoy. We have to establish institutions to guarantee justice. For this purpose, we have to employ our knowledge and wisdom. But knowledge and wisdom at the service of love and not vice versa. So for Lévinas, love is prior to knowledge and wisdom. Philia always precedes Sophia: this is the order of the two terms of the theme of this intellectual reunion with our friends from different corners of the world.
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