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In Response to Leonard Grob

DIDIER POLLEFEYT

No contemporary book on God and evil in light of Auschwitz would be
complete without a contribution about Emmanuel Levinas’s critique of
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theodicy. Leonard Grob’s essay clearly reveals the importance of Levinas’s
perspective. For Levinas, the Holocaust reveals the fundamental dispro-
portion between the traditional theological answers to evil and the con-
crete forms of suffering of the victims of the Holocaust. The suffering
in Auschwitz is a suffering “for nothing.” It makes every theory about
suffering as “punishment for sin” not only incredible but also arrogant.
Auschwitz involved unjustifiable suffering. The gas chambers and the cre-
matoria make it extremely problematic, even blasphemous, to think of
the Jewish people’s sinfulness, or of the heavenly promise that God has
prepared for the victims to make up later for their sufferings.’ The theod-
icy project that attempts to justify the pain of the neighbor is godless
and a source of immorality. This critique brings Grob to Levinas's fun-
damental view on the relationship between God and humanity, which
is always and from the very beginning ethical in nature.

I agree with Grob: we can read Levinas’s work as a critical, philosoph-
ical attempt to confront the Holocaust. In his Zextes pour Emmanuel
Lévinas, the French philosopher Maurice Blanchot writes: “How to phi-
losophize, how to write in the memory of Auschwitz. . . . It is this think-

gking that runs through and bears the whole philosophy of Levinas, and

“that he proposes to us, without saying, beyond and before every other
obligation.” It is this “without saying,” however, that I miss in Grob’s essay.
When all of Levinas’s philosophical work is taken into account, it is sur-
prising how little he says about the Holocaust. The originality of Grob’s
essay is that he brings together the most important of Levinas’s explicit
references to the Holocaust.3 Bur this approach runs two risks. On the one
hand, it can give the impression that Levinas developed a systematic
philosophical response to the Holocaust; and, on the other hand, it can
allow the reader forget that, for Levinas, the Holocaust was in the first
place a very difficult and painful personal trauma of which he spoke rarely
and not without difficulty. The Holocaust’s impact appears much more
implicitly in his writings than in the relatively rare explicit statements he
made about it. From this perspective, the Holocaust belongs more to the
prephilosophical suppositions of Levinas’s thought. Arguably, Levinas
deliberately remained fragmentary in speaking of the Holocaust (mostly
in small autobiographical references) and never consciously made the Holo-
caust the object of a systematic and extensive reflection. This claim can
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hold even for his famous essay “Useless Suffering,” where he also refers to
“the totalitarianisms of right and left, [Hitlerism and] Stalinism, Hiroshima,
the Gulag, and the genocidels] of [Auschwitz and] Cambodia.”

Perhaps there is one exception to this absence of a systematic approach
to the Holocaust, and this is Levinas’s little-known, 1934 article “The Phi-
losophy of Hitlerism.”s One seldom sees this article referenced in Levinas’s
bibliography because he later distanced himself from (the title of ) the
article. How can you ever call Nazism a system, a philosophy? For Levinas,
Hitlerism is the antisystem, the antistate par excellence, an Unwelt where
all things and people are perverted to not-being-anymore. Levinas’s refusal
of a systematized reflection and presentation of the Holocaust seems to
be typical for the rest of his life and work. In this way, it seems to me that
the presentation of the Holocaust as a “paradigrn”6 for useless violence,
which is very central in Grob’s essay, is—as a concept—perhaps not so
typical for Levinas’s approach to the Holocaust. In Levinass work, the Holo-
caust does not become the point of departure for further, explicit analy-
sis and reflection. In my view, the reason is precisely Levinas’s absolute
horror of the instrumentalization of human suffering. A danger imma-
nent in post-Holocaust thinking is that we may use the Holocaust as
instrument for new theological ideas. In fighting theodicy by using the
Holocaust as a paradigm, we may again make human pain and suffering
serve as a “good.” In this case, it becomes an ally in the fight against theod-
icy. To prevent this outcome, it is important to criticize theodicy from
other historical events of suffering as well (since the Holocaust is not the
first and only event of suffering in human history), as Levinas and Grob
do, and to be cautious about presenting Levinas's thoughts on the Holo-
caust too systematically and directly as a critique against theodicy, with-
out accenting the hesitant, sporadic, fragmented, and nonsystematic
character of his speaking of the Holocaust.

Seeing the Holocaust as a prephilosophical experience in Levinas’s
thought can open us to better discern his more implicit references to the
Holocaust. Consider, for example, an important concept in Levinas’s
thought: the “there is” (ily a). During World War I, while he was a pris-
oner of war, Levinas drafted his first work, De ‘existence i [ existant, which
he completed shortly thereafter. In this study, he developed the funda-
mental category that became key to all of his later thought: ily a. Ily a
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(“being-without-being”) is the primordial catastrophic situation that
threatens to take every concrete being by surprise with its anonymous,
all-absorbing presence. It concerns no more than pure and brutal being,
with its inhuman neutrality. Since the war experience was in fact the con-
crete Sitz im Leben wherein Levinas thought out this concept, the war is
likewise the appropriate entry point for understanding this notion.

War is preeminently a chaotic experience wherein one can no longer
be human. Under Hitlerism, the Jewish people were exposed to this iy
« in the most explicit way. Loaded into trucks and cattle cars, they were
delivered to concentration camps. For days on end, they were shuffled
about. Immersed in darkness, deprived of sanitation, they could scarcely
recognize each other. There was only the sweltering heat of being beside
and against each other, without ventilation or food. There is only the
dark chaos where one is no longer human but (still) cannot withdraw
from existence. Having arrived in the Nazi camps, the Jews were stripped
of all that made one a person and were reduced to a state lower than that
of objects. Here began a life of total desubjectivization, of complete reduc-
tion to gray uniformity: bald-shaven, disinfected, reduced to numbers

 Without names.

It is important to see how this 7/ y 2 is very close to a Nazi concept of
God. One can even say that what Levinas calls #/y 2 is what was divinized
by the Nazis. Nazism was not an atheistic movement. It believed in a
Gott mit uns, a fearsome, numinous, anonymous, almighty power imma-
nent to nature, experienced in the German nation and race, reducing all
otherness to sameness, and consigning all that was not reducible to not-
being. Starting from and rejecting this concept of the 7y 4, Levinas devel-
oped his idea of God. God is here an “opposite” that provokes me to
make use of my freedom in the service of the other. God needs my yes-
word in order to break through the overwhelming and alienating close-
ness of 7/ y a and to establish a reign of justice and peace. This outlook
emphasizes how different God is from the Nazis’" Gozr mit uns, which
inflames a blind enthusiasm in which the Fiihrer’s charisma becomes more
important than the content of the message, and in which God is put at
the service of the (i/y a-tic) Wille zur Macht of the nation and the race.
In relation to such sacred godheads, Judaism, for Levinas, is paradoxi-
cally nothing else than atheism.
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In this way, we can say that Levinas “defends” God in confrontation
with evil, as did the theologians supporting theodicy. But his God is
different. In a German journal-—again in an interview—JLevinas refers
to the Holocaust: “The other God is a protest against Auschwitz. And
this God appears in the face of the Other. In this way, God enters our
thinking, but in a strictly phenomenologically understood thinking. And
that is ethics.” At this point, the question can be asked whether Lev-
inas, owing to the influence of his own prephilosophical experiences of
the Holocaust, did not overlook some aspects of the divine, next to the
ethical understanding of it, that are also important in the Jewish and Chris-
tian tradition, also in confrontation with and after Auschwitz. Three ques-
tions can be asked about Levinas’s almost exclusive understanding of God
in terms of ethical supernaturalism: First, regarding God’s relation to
nature, has Levinas’s reaction to the Nazi emphasis on nature made God
so transcendent that no traces of divinity can be found in nature, an out-
come that invites disregard for the natural world, whose seasonal cycles
sometimes gave the Holocaust’s victims some reason for hope in the midst
of moral disaster? Second, regarding the relation of God to forgivenesp
and reconciliation, has Levinas’s reaction to Nazi immorality reduced reli-
gion to ethics, thus risking a moralistic and merciless response when evil
happens, an outcome that could, however inadvertently, echo the mer-
cilessness that typified Nazism? And, third, regarding God as the bibli-
cal God who liberates his people from evil, has Levinas’s reaction to the
nonintervention of God at Auschwitz produced a problematic reversal
in which it is not the biblical God but evil itself that becomes almighty?
Especially in (the doubts about) the eschatological perspective, Levinas
leaves it unclear to what extent, how, and especially whether God
remains a liberating and healing God.

NOTES

1. Emmanuel Levinas, “Le 614° commandement,” 56; Emmanuel Levinas,
“La souffrance inutile,” 335.

2. Maurice Blanchot, Textes pour Emmanuel Lévinas, 18 (italics added in
English translation): “Comment philosopher, comment écrire dans le souvenir

d’Auschwitz, de ceux qui nous ont dit, parfois en des notes enterrées pres des
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crématoires: sachez ce qui s'est passé, noubliez pas et en méme temps jamais
vous ne saurez. C’est cette pensée que traverse, porte toute la philosophie de
Lévinas et qu'il nous propose sans la dire, au-dela et avant toute obligation.”

3. Seealso Levinas’s statement in an interview with Frangois Poiré, Emmanuel
Lévinas: Qui étes-vous?, 83: “Ma vie, serait-elle passée entre I’hitlérisme incessa-
ment pressenti et I’hitlérisme se refusant a tout oubli?”

4. Emmanuel Levinas, “Useless Suffering,” 161—62; my brackets.

5. Emmanuel Levinas, “Quelques réflexions sur la philosophie de I’hitlérisme,”
199—208.

6. The concept is used by Levinas in “Useless Suffering,” 162.

7. Emmanuel Levinas, “Antlitz und erste Gewalt,” 31: “Der andere Gott dage-
gen ist ein Protest gegen Auschwitz. Und dieser Gott erscheint im Antlitz des
Anderen. In diesem Sinn fillt Gott ins Denken ein, aber in ein streng phinom-

enologisch verfasstes Denken. Und das ist Ethik.”

In Response to Margaret Brearley and Didier Pollefeyt
L E ONARD GROB

Margaret Breatley and Didier Pollefeyt raise critical issues with regard to
the discussion of theodicy that forms the heart of my essay in this vol-
ume. How, Brearley asks, can a Levinasian response to theodicy in the
form of “ethics as transcendence” be realized in the lived world? Further,
Brearley questions the degree to which Levinas’s concept of evil is ade-
quate to the realities of Auschwitz. Finally, broadening the arena of dis-
cussion, Brearley questions my representation of Levinas’s thought as
posing a challenge to “the entire Western ethico/religious tradition.”
The discussion concerning the Levinasian attack on theodicy is con-
tinued and extended by Didier Pollefeyt: in making the case against
theodicy by citing the Holocaust as the paradigm of evil, have I not, in
my interpretation of Levinas’s thought, invited the reader to entertain a
dangerous paradox? May the allegedly useless evil of the Holocaust now
be deemed wseful: Further, Pollefeyt claims that Levinas himself, in negat-
ing the God of theodicy and affirming a God who is unable to intervene
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