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Concerning the Scope of Ethics

Eihics i prinw facie concerned with what one does ors shotld o, Philosophi-
caliv, it belongs teun area distinet from fundamental ingiries into what is (on-
wlogwy or hies we know (e pl.»tcmul'w\) Yet at ceriain junclures in intellectual
cutial o interpreting all

hiviey cthies hecsmes more than ihat. It breomen e
Horophy and of fife. Ethics comes 1o be undurstood as fandamental

ol Ol ;
o diselosare of the wortd ane 1o the very conscinusiess ol selfl From tlns
peecwpecnve. what things are and how we know them cannet ovan be consider
vmnl an ethical relaiion has been tihen up vis-d-vis others and perhaps even vis-a-
s an absolnie or divine Other. Cosmology. or the vepreseitation of the uni-
verse, andd the very foundation of Loowing become irredacibly ¢ thicad matiers

vt st necessarily e graspe <l in cthieal ermea, Brhics i this senae s nore
e one breaneh of knowledue among others; it enfolds in cimbrvo o compre-
e e v on of the world aned s conditions ol ]n:r.'ulnhl;.

oo desee it e 1o have an ethiend vision ol hanian esistence aned relatedness
b wortds How does e Took when viewed throngh rdicaliy ¢ hueal opties?

Covtin neleciaal projeets push the ¢ Ahieal point olview to b it and revead
oscae el Bbomable depii ol seiireane e, Among them are those ol Pante
aned Loevinas, The Lunons Dantesgne ol possihiy prendo-tiniengie, Letter to
C o Conde clasalios the Paradio as ethical or el phiiosapln ¢Tmoiitde ne-
st sive cibienl Ptolae NITETG. 105, This nioe sieibe s s somewiat su-
G e s b e ceanotonical b et i e st enpe ol e pocm,

'hc INTIRY] !n|n~'ih cinhrace ol all buowledae and cndian e, u.mu:ul ek dlivinge.
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hcthen didicrentadioms. bhoth Bante and Leviea el o an experience of vadi-
coltiamecendence thut veducesthe individuad sobjecr o an absolote passivin aned
passicn vte-a-crswhints charaeterized as nor chiaracterizable acall Both find then-
selven faee e face with the Tnelfahle, Then angles of approach 1o this altimaie
cxpertence ol trinscendence, however e vary diiffercne Daote’s nniversal cos-
mologicad jowrney ol conscicusiness culminates i ilie vision of God, whereas
Loevinas's eftort s primarily aimed at acknowledging the claing made by the pa-
tenbar other person lacing once, a cldn upon one’s unconditional responsibiling
as aitess obligation. Nevertheless, orucial aspects of whai L calling ethical
viston can be brovght into focus by comparing thess two very different ethical
vislonaries b particadar, this convergence can helip us recognize more clearly
the dimension <f the ineftable as the final, imariculable, cthical burden of Tanguage.

Dante’s Paradiso in crucial ways stages the undoing of the constructive meta-
pphysics of the Divine Comedy as a whole. The project of a total interpretation of
the universe runs up here against its limit and falters. Opening metaphysics in
the directen of an apophaiic theology that recognizes God as ineflable and us
manifest precisely in the experience of language's failire brings the Paradiso
close 1o various postmodern modes of thinking. Highlighting these affinities with
Levinas is purely heuristic: other juxtapositions could be proposed that would
cast Hluminations in other directions” However, Levinas distinguishes himself as
the preeminent thinker of ethical encounter with absolute otherness as unsav-
able and vet as a pre-verbal Saving (e Dive). an opening and offering of self
before anvthing whatsoever that can be Said (le Dir). In these characteristic con-
cerns, e happens t¢ match Dante’s undertaking in the Paiadiso of joumrnieying
1o an encounter with an absolute Other on the basis of a Saying that obsessively
runs up against Unsavability, the ineffable divine instance or rather ultimate con-
cern of his poem. Levinas can illuminate the specifically ethical motves for the
nnsayabiliny that is the enabling condition, as well as the imit, of Danie’s whole

ventire i the Preradiso,

Puiadise as the Trace of the Qther

I the ket camo ol the Divine Comedy. Payadso X0 very near the cobmiige-
non of s jonwrney, Danie deseribes his menal stare as resembhing i of oman
awaking Dromsleep who s sull iilled with the feeling ol what he has envisioned
in e, alihongh the visionatsell has vanished, He can no longer sav for sue

what, il ovthing, it was that shook and stieved and Tefr oo i sach o state off

avbdunenr Sl he senses e he Bas been pratanmdiv adleaned by something,

gl e ol ehie sommundo vede,
vl dope il s L passione ingwesa
viinane o Palivo o boomente nong ereele,
cotad wan o b st B e
rrii s asione o ane o deadia
vecbeon o oo hie e
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COMPARATIVE LITERATURLE, 212

{Like one who diuning sees
upor whon alter deciuning i passion 1 iefl
ipnessed while the rest does potretnn 1o i,
sl sinec my vision ahimost completeh
censes, and sl s hican there conthmees to be distiliod
the swectness that wis borp ol

What Dante is able 1o recaunt ol his “vision” depends exe lusively on what we
might call the "subjecnve con velative,” the alfective state nduced s b, for than
is all that can be deseribed or even, wthis stage. be retained i memory. This
state—the impression of a puassion, the sweetness chistilled in his heari—is lelow
he correlative to an experience of something so raclically other that it cumaot be
expressed, o even remembered. The ranstorimation wrought in Divue and the
state of exaltation it has induced make reference 1o something bevond them-
selves, but irretricvably lost, This reference therefore remains necessarily inde-
erminate. The subjective staie induced is inherently yelerential, hutitrefers o
what is simply “other” than all that can be wrticnlated. This stite can be ters
preted precisely as a “trace” in the sense defined by Levinas To this exient. the
subjective state itsell becomes, in effeat, the origin of the poemn and ol s vision,
at deast in so far as the latter can be commumicated.

The same struciure of inference from a subjective, purely emotional residue
that becomes the origin of all possibility of representation repeats itself a few
lines later, still within the frame of the ascent woward the poem’s final “vision™

La forma wniversal di questo nodo
credo el it vidi, perché pit di targo,
dicendo questo, mi sento ch” i godo.
(XXXI1L.91-93)
(The universal form of this knot
I believe | saw, hecause in saving this,
I fecl that T enjoy more amply:)
Again, Dante’s belief about what he saw is not based on the memory of any actual
object, but rather on what he feels, a feeling of delight in dilation when he says
that he saw what he now imagines and articulates in his poem—the universal
form of this “knot” or complex unity reflected in itself. This is indeed the whole
universe, substance and accidents and their modes conflated together in the
simple light of divinity (XXXIT1.88-90). This fecling is produced in conjunction
with a present act of speech and in the absence of any actual object of vision. The
way hie feels now in saying itvouches for the validity of his beliefas to what he saw
then. In this way, the “vision” of the poem is projected backwards from the fulhill-
ment experienced in the hinguage of vision.

The same patiern of inference, in different forms, can he found elsewhere in
the Paradiso—indeed evervwhere clse, for itstructures the poem in its entrety.
For example. in the heaven of Mars, when Dante heholds Beatrice, or more exactly
the ight of divinity refllected in Beatrice, her surpassing heauty constrains him o
despair of deseribing s for whiat he sces is incffable. But he nevertheless does

Al nnatt ibaied ganstnons thioug hous this essa e my own,

Cevinas, “LaTrace de Pdune.” nanshued as “The Trace of the Other” On die theological snde-
pinnings of Levinaw's theory of the wice, see De Diew gui vient i Videe.
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capotind aporowhig L feehom-that b, his “alleor ™ =G correlinion with this inde-
serthahie e
Foraonoba a anorse soane,
debiier conlorioge qual i alor vich
e Trocehi snniamen. g Fabbandono:
vony pevehio o delinive parlar il Tici,
i per bomente ehe non puo reddire
sovease Lt Tl non Ly groedi,
Lot posslio di guet panio ndive,
che, vintando leis bo mio alleiie
hibere hieda ogoe aloe disive,
o chie ' pieere chierne, chie dizettn

Ve ina o Benrice. dal bet visa

i contentni col secondaspetin,
(NXVIHLT-18)
tHarned iowards the amorows sound
of myv comfort; and whad leve T ihen
waw in her holy eves, Labandaon {the atempt o sav]:
not onlv hecause 1 distrust my speech,
but becawse of memory vhich cannotyeturn
+0 high above itsell unless anothe: guide it
Somnech of that momenti {or pointg can I rewll.
thai intenty Inoking at her. my Teciions
were e hiom evervother desire,
whibe the crernal jov that vadiied
divecths i Beatnce setishied me wiilh

the second aspect ol her heantifud face.

What is indescribable here is veally not Beatries’s heautiful fuce butrather the
wneondigoned, the anscencent that appears therein and is represented here
asu pointof jight fas also in XXVHLI6 and 411, The crernal joy, or more literally
“pleasire” Cpiacere ctierno”)hatis reflected in Beatriee’s holy eves is perhaps
nota possible ebject ol aetal vision atall unlil itz represented as such by Dante

L. Flere agatn, Danie’s
ba

i correlation with the sense of setisfhetion i procure
vision i paradlise specifically ol the glory thatt aceording o Pavadise T1-5n fact
radintes throughout the siverse, can be deseribed oy indivectly hyais effeets

nupon the curotions ol e pocm’s speaker. T itsell what s veferred 1o is simply

anel pureh other than al that cim be desevibed as s coniimmed by it inaee:
hilin o memory, unless memaory is guided by sotmething or someone who s
desionted merchoan mother™ (Csabv non T gidi

Desoription ol whar is obye vivelv indescribable in terms of the subyjective state:
e contact sath i induees in the anthor constinnes the econcral cluoier for ali
coshole poco e thert Dinte

i Do v ahont pasaddiae. T promee ol
Pt et i the it heaven, the Fmpnremn, hevond the sl anierae

aud e behetdb e dinpse essenee. B e cinino! o press o even e et

it e b e

Cren b pede s e e e
Pt osee o b e b aetire
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Yor the et remains that these werms and theorvies are used as metaphors foran
expervience Hid i vl clndes all objective accanmis e s DO eVenN CRpBURenee
G ohject (ior s 1 truly experience by asubject). Their “objectivity”™ consisis
not i ther corresponding 1o epirically given. or even possibie. oljeci but
rather inohie precision and coherence with which they e pocticatly construcied
sov s o tihe on dedinite, objective form i representing an ineflable one-knows-
notwhat, Whatever it i that they endeivor in vidn o convey reniins in itsell
irreducibly bavond expression st objectification. 1 cannot be properly i
ficd by wordks but requires yather a firsi-persen experience of “ranslhwmanization”
on the part of whoover is going o suceeed in understanding the experience of
paraciise that Dante, from the very fust canto, caicponicdly renounces descrin-
ing in any objective manaer:

Trasamanur significar per verh
non si poriy; perts Vesscimplo hast
a cui esperienza gruzia serba,
(1.70-72)

{Tenshumanizing cannot be signified by words:
so let the example sulfice for the one

te whom grice reserves the experience).”

Thus the rhetoric of objective vision of determinate forms, however intensively
and emphatically Dante employs it, must be interpreted as, strictly sp aking, meta-
phorical. In order 1o give any accountatall of this ranscendent experience called
“paradise.” Dante consistently and inevitably falls back on the portrayal of the
subjective impressions that inger in him after ali purportedly objective vision
has vanished. and this is the immediate source of his poetry in the Paradiso, as he
explicitly admits in passages such as those that have just heen considered. Itis
the very refating in poetry of an experience which initsell'is inefMable that ohjec-
tifies “the ineftable™ in the firsi place. Thus the very idea that the vision was a
vision ol object may belong more to the poetic form in which this vision is

presented than 1o any original core of esiential experience of the Incilable as
aeh. The ineffable would in this case be apoctic hypothesis, one that isfound in
veligions and mystical represeniations ol varions sovis. [Uis, nonctheless, a neers-

s to the extentihat these representations are comumicated, s

sy |]}'!):)|})t*.’ .
aressing the injunction tosilence that ivpically survoundsand shrovds such visions.
Flaborating a pociry of the Ineflable woulkd, acenrdingly, constitaie a translation
frto vepresentation from a raclically non-represeninional register ol contact with
the Inelfable—rither than just a iranslation of vepresentadions ol avisual nature.,

whether sensible orporeh \|'xi|'i|l|;ll. o verhal foem r)l'u‘r'ln'('\rn|:|Iiu||.

Witnossing (o i Trissceendent

The poctn presenty itsellconstanthy asasiomary expes icnce ane vet the abjedt

—or Dhetier, e snst—-o] that vision nues ong berise bhosond vision and repre-
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e Denie obferone the Jarradiwn s Posbhanes s Lo v Cpendinony

e s of i o aclize, the indeseriadde o ;uwi: nee thae i desaribied

o af Lzing divestly present Do v he diviees Paae vestifies o the cllests

o e of "«f:«;;;(':‘i:-nz.t-" thi :I(-Ii:_-x|<-|,n‘<':;m'.zzu.3.zm. Faen e call bar cnpernenee

oo (uite corvedh 1 can best he undersiond as Beelongiay Lo ]Jl‘x‘-L"?i]ﬂ"l’ii‘lililll
Greher consising i arrecomnizablie, anrentizable velntednes teamn abme e Other
Dl s cntt even he awime ol ourseives as otireives o ol e Caaher an uther,

Thiais the “hetore” thesutecedent, ol all fnuma cogeenene e that fasaaas cloci-
i

Erperienes wends o posil i ey b seisjess withoun

e, by eihical tovn
ihenitn, e the ethieal elation with the Orher tondad This st iU s not
possible evento disiinguish between ihe Gther as the other peisom and as Gad)
L anterior 16 all selfaware experience and selfidentitn To encountey the Other
i s otherness one must be radically undone asasclt. deprived ol the structures
of seltrelation that close out ihe absolutely other by appropriaing and defining
cvervthing else in the selfs own terms.

Tie Other innota phenoienon thai T ean per and pracess. though Iam
crivicatly aware of my being i relation to this Other, ol my nbliration to be con-
cerned for this Ctier and cihicaliv 1o put the Othey first. Anel while T cannot
represent the Omer I can testife to “ic by recognizing that my ethical responsi-
Vilin for or e the Crghaer i prior 1o my own comstitution axa sells In this way. the
Uit is 00 known batis rather acknowledged o resicing ut the very core and
avigin ol my own being and identite as asubject. Dante's poem is such aresponse

vy the Cither uliately as God. and it registers Sanwe's “experience” of God by
e efiects that this divine Gthey has upon Dante. The offects constinute Dante’s
subjectivity by destroving ull lyis own CONsruciions of hinse! ancd so laving him
apen in pdinire vulnerability to the mvasion of otherness, For Levinas, this pas
sion of the subject s the onhyway thi the contact with the Other can he made
wrnnifesi, tdeed, it s this prssion of the subject speaking i aceents of abhold
widveadine thatasstmes m Ite’s pvwrirf Leenac tment althe Chrst event
110 bhe peserved (o the Boassion, Hlence

nowe el
e cenidiny thatwe waotthe otherwise expee

il ‘»'"X”"“"“l”'i!‘ll of the dima ol Clirtst's Frreinny i O wonshy absend
o e poeen boing onh Ahededioand vecadled! Sanholieall

Winseyer Do may o caih e aned seethe cihieal core of his experience
1 LY

o ihe otherness of Gorb st e il e g ded an Blind silenee. as the

it cominndiv attesis, Levian i the modern thinun wiro hae mindde 3o

Chen ihai testimens of dos ol refers o whig s prior fo Al appearing and

Ldestion, e e i B B etinonmy g avepeonsthle o hebhind the

Al teseepl Uinnedls by Gaviee. e cnh obrarvvable plie-

Lo to i 'n‘U\ui
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The ovighary sense of signification i penseending, That means tanseending
afl thet e be thematicadly signifiod by sigue Butas refation 1o soething
other, e st iy not simply whad 10 ner even whiat it thenticalhy signifies, I
Dpens bevend itselCiowards an Oher. Whatt it i= cinerges trough and canmaon be

wenih-

Adsstrncted Trom what it signifies in this scise of traescending all ihenatic s
cation. Stenification i his sense involves asubstitution of Uie oue for the othey,
i
cad wense s accomplishied in the ethical passion of responsibility, of heing
“oi the uther™ in ond’s cwnmost being, in the very act, or vather passion, hy

i Uie basic siructere of significaton (A for B). Sucly substitution has an cthi-

which one is constitited ag “one.” All human significaeee comes from mrunscend-
ing the solf wwards the Other to whom one is cthicully responsible belove one is

evens conscious of being vnesclf—lor this cihical responsibility vis-Sevis an Other
o the bone Uit first makes a human being individual and “one.” Nothing means
or significs anvihing humanty outside of this indispensable condition of all sig-
nificance—namely. one’s ethical responsibility for the Other. This alone anchors
values of wharever kind and gives them human signiﬁcance—thal is, if the hu-
man is to be anything more than raw egotism. This originary or rather pre-
originary relatedness to the Crher is what Levinus calis the ethical, for it means
that we are bound by obligation to the Other before we are “ourselves” atall and
as a condition of sur becoming self-conscious individuals.

i evinas's central claim is that sense or significance does not proceed from
vssence (Autrement qu'étre 2715, The meanings of things and persons are not
determined by what they are essentially; to the contrary, their meanings proceed
Som their relation 1o the Other. Being. as a system of essences with identities, is
velativized by the ethicad demand that comes from the Other. This is a philoso-
phy in which sense—significance for someone—precedes being and essence. The
sense o my being for vou. 1the one for the other, comes ethically before any de-
werminaiions of heing or essence. Ttis not becanse of what Tam that Paive myself.
This wouldd lead me back incluctably into the circle of self-interest. The sense of
the one as for the other, unconditionally, before having any essence in and for
mvsell, st come linst, sinee this sense comes rom the Other ind ignores all

dictates of being, evieles anv identing, aed ransgresses albl supposed guidcelines
o laws of essence, To this degree. e self canmot b e absolutely passive vis
avis the Other any activity would be anappropriation of the Other by the sell
Mat wonld allow it no longer 1o be whally other. This uncompiomising orienti-
o tewind the Onher is what Levinas conceives as “otherwise than being and
hevend essenee.”

Now Dantes whole poent not feastin its inpassioned plews for justice on earth,
is o atempt 4o deseribe the passion wherehy one Decomnes possessed by the
Oither s “Cord ™ i the faihire ofis deseviprions icillasiraies the passivity in which
win of

cnree 1w b teried by ihe Other at the verv core of sl indecd before ihe or
ones bener, Dhone™s most profonid vendiny Jo theet af dhe Tadinite, andb it is ihus
whollvincommensinable with any Binnanle definable ideming Justae Avnastine
Bared Tesned ol o0 Do meare interionr tran T el Pirerion wie o Coeafesinnmes
Fi i by, o Drnie transcends himself ws e moves roavaels aninfimiee ol un-

Lioowtbie Codd it cvery siaae of his jorrney throngh Paradize. The pocnis noth-
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n"_;i:.imuu! if'}:"l"-(‘lli;llillll feor conbact witen uen'r';nr'.a'ui.nlllrmhro e
For Levie the clineal ine ~.|n'|in'm'ml i the appron ot the adhicadly othies

o narshimifadale, e Other that yermam® TR Y P RPN TR RIS the sphere af

conacion e prrience andae plu-nlnm'n;n.'!’Ini'. pelaion i bt Levinas calks Tpross
e s v enacted by Danue’s asvIn Lo hewring of the desired ol ol s
Jonrney Ahuded 1o rom the poein’s Dpenhg qens e driwing nedn Lo ils de-
sive” (":q;pl'u.\.‘;un(lur;i Alsuo desive,” LT )= weil us i i conelnding canto: “And
I whes s nearing the ened of all desires” (Te o Beal Tine di tat chiail Zappio-
|:i:n|u;x\;|," oG 7)) The God tha is bevoned ull objective expericney

and in(':\‘;)l'c,‘,,ﬂ.bh: sy, s L as any discourse i concerned, anfy hrapproa hed.

.

and thus die whole poun s but an approach v G b Leon i the Bl vision of
the Lot canto. it is only the appioach and ot Ve sk tself e can actuadly
by experienced and deseribed. In this dimension of prosimity, the Other caunot
he apprehended as object but only in and throngh desive and the other ef-
fects encendered in the suiject.

For all the resources thathe deploys. borrowed especialy from Christian mys-
tical radition, in order o burrow into the light of God that penctiates the whole
universe in diverse degrees. Dante winds up offcring a stiihing testimony o the
whiimate impossibiliee of pencuating the divine essence, and s0 10 1L Status as
ireducibly other to all buman experience and comprehension. [n “figuring”
paraclise he is forced to jump “like one who finds his path cat off™ (fcome chi
(FOvi SUo Gunimin riciso.” NNHLGT-638: ¢f. Barolini chap. 10). The poem's con-
stant emphasis on impasses writing about and even to remembering this im-
pessible “experience” of panscending the hwwan (“trasiumanar’) witness o
Dranice's awareness of the constittive non-representability of Lis encounter with
what is racically inassimitable and indescribalio—in Dante’s words. “ineflabile”
(see Colomba). The mocdes of subjective experience 1o which Dante makes ve-

course e preciscly those of witness. estimony, and ohsession. and Levinas's
philmn|.:|ui(::&i exposition of these terms dhaninates crucial aspects of Dante’s
prorn s foncamentally ethicad jonraes ol approaciito the nnknowabie Other.
At rlerpesi Jevel, the conient ol Uhuntes r«:pr:w-n!;nlinn\ canmod but be read as
iMstating the kind of paclical ethies ol the unrepresentable and inezprossible
contact with otherness ot which Levinass thinking revolves,

Leowe have abready hegnn o se e effecrs upon the aibject ol s ctiviead
comtact with the nnknowable and int'\|)l'l~.~.\'il,\h:‘ whether the abacluie tnher of
Cioed on simpshy the absolute ol the other personns dencribiedd By Levinas iy levins
of “olvession” T anel of cote, Tdesire. Fhese are inderd the stides
e apth descnibe Dines snhjective experienee in e Paradisoas ssmbol-
e e exunples by Geebe an ihe beginning of Canto N destroved s res
Al of sisting e hey fover Jove. show Bl o her, Somele b recalled 1o
At e how Famte conbd i imcineeated v the compicle i eihing of the radi-
e o) Beatee’s apde P Tucas e, i ihe appren hoto the B ol Gl even
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trivunphs can he trannalic,

The eHects of contactwith thie Other on the Self testifv o e “Other e
whicl Levinas describes as “sensibility™ “the being acied upon of sensibiline be-
vond its capucity to be acted apon—which describes tie suifering and viduer-
ability of the sensible as the other-ge-me™ (Cle subiv de Lo sensibilite au-deli de sa
capacité de subir—ce qui décrit lsoullance etla valnérabifite di sensible comme
Veantre-enamon” Aulvement quétie 198)T0is my vudnerabiliny o saflerning as o sen-
sible creature that makes me open o being alfected externally. My cubodied
concition is not added an hat s vather the way T am constituted originally as
openness o exposure o the Other. Before anything delinable inwerms of con-
sciousness, I am my vulneriability 1o being hurg, and the immediacy of my bodily
existence exposed externally is the sign of this, Humanly and cthically. | un con-
stituted by the exposure o and responsibility for the Other, This is what Levinas
calls “incarnation”

In the Pavediso, Danic's senses and what they suffer hecome the sign of Gad,
that is, of the Other-inamne. This is curious, since he is in Paradise and presum-
ably bevond sense experience (although this is rigorously so only in the Limpy-
rean (Cantos XXX.37—XNXI), which alone is “paradise” in the strictest sense),
Nonetheless, it is precisely sensibility which opens the beyond-heing, the ethical
“region” beyond the phenomenal universe of the manifestation of beings, and
this is what Paradiso ultimately is about. Although it is questionable whether his
body can be present in the heavens, the poem constantly expresses his experi-
ence in terms of the bodily senses and of a wealth of natural sights and sounds
right from the first canto: lighining sparks and flowing water and leaping fire.
The scnses are necessary 1o express metaphorically the sort of proximity and
susceptibility that contact with the Other entails. Dante leaves unresolved the
question of whether he really experiences Paradise (atleast up to the Empyrean)
with his physical senses, in his body or without it: “Whether I was only that which
you created/newly, you alone, Love, who govern heaven, know” (“S’i era sol de
me quel che creasti/novellamente, amor che ‘ ciel governi, tu ‘1 sai,” 1.73-75). In
this he echoes Saint Paul, who writes that he was “caught up into paradise,”
“whether in the body or out of the body, I cannot tell: God knoweth™ (IT Corin-
thians 12.3-2). But in any case sensibility is the indispensable metaphor for this
experience of proximity to the Other that affects one beyond one’s ability to
know and apprehend it '

As is pointed up by a plcthora of intense images of sensation, Dante’s journey
in the Paradise is o radical angrounding of self in the scarch for an origin in
uanscendence. Only in the face of the Other, God, is Dante anything at all. Every
stage of the journey traumatizes him and “unselfs” him a degree further. Indeed,
asell constituted intrinsically by relation to an Other cannot be anyvthing in and
for itself. Tis heing comes o it anly as a result of this retation. Tt mast orient itself
otherwise than by the presumed truth of Being and the givenness of beings. It is
hefore all else suhject o the ethical imperative of the Other first: “Aprés vous,
Monsicur™ ("Afier you. Sir™). as Levinas puts itin dissrmingly simple, colloguial
terms. F'utting the Other lirstis Uie hewt ol ethics; one’s own very being must he
suspended in the total abandon of sell” for the Other. To claim nothing
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for onesell o kdentity, nat even being iself i order thi Al i one s be
siven fron: and the Other——such s the radicat ethi al chadienge discerned by
Levinae 1y lrl;\"nulm:nuhv_g'i( Al rellection hut also on the baes ol the erhical vi-
ion s cadiof the Bible, parieat Iv s anpotaeeed I the prophels (see, espes

cintly, el duversel).

Eilioal Un-Sclfing of Metaphysical Selt-Butiding

Dante's notoriousty sell-asseitive aplonily and cgocentricily seem i first Ha-
graintdy o contradict such cthical seif-cllacement in the face of the Other Tu-

decd, Danie’s poeim as a whoie s evidently a self-stiging ol megalomaniac
P DPLTHONS. Yet ity last leg, the Paradise, undoes this whole cons FUCHioN, UITsIvs
the said, opens Dante’s carefully consuructed and strongly asserted sell o an
Infinity and otherness in its midst, In one of its concluding images, contiguous
with the verses quoted at the outsel of this essay, the very pages of the poem are
depicted as being dispersed like the oracles that Sibyl committed o leaves that
were blown about her cave by the winds of prophecy, or like snow being “un-
aealed” in the sun that melts it
Cosi la neve al soi si disigilla
cosi al vento ne te foglie levi
si perde fasentenza oi Sibilla.
OUNXILG4-66)
' Thus the snow under the sue comes wnscded:
thus on ight leaves in the wind
the oraeles of Svhilwere dispersed.)

A few lines later, God s represented asa book in which evervthing thatunfolds
itsell troughout the universe ' united as if in a simple light (85-90). In God,
cverything is gathered into fonc volume bound by love™ (Mlegivo con amore i
v voliume,” XXNHLS6), However, the metaphorical dispersion ol the leaves of
Dante’s hook signals the final vnknowability to ime ol this God represented as
the book that remains hound el that binds evervthing within it in the bond of
fove. Only i lighiming Mash of grace i the final lines suspends Danie’s inability
to sather his esperience of Godhead into one and know i [1e s taken over (o
e siele of the Other i divear contact. Pt this remiains an aporia for his minel
like the scpraring of the civele Tor the geometer: it ix notwithin reach for his own
wings—or pens: “non erin da ¢io le propric prane” (NN IS4 s, in
cliceet. a nrnseending and losing of himselfin velation to the Ty ssecndent. This
io an ethieal” velaion ol s endenee in Levime s sense, andd such ranscen-
dence venains bevored Prante’ powesn ol peptesenation.

Dante does conerive ol G yeb e e sreat seu ol Lt b aran man el essere”
1 npon which he jonrnecsin oreler fo return o his e ome aned origin.
Vet e adso Feels oat e lmite o this strneture s onates Chat i passes Into i
Dppesite, e he st lose this heing in crcles to dned i and this 1s what the
IRENELE aubtered i the ove whehig serson cpericin e ol the Paradiso we
Bnalic abont, They reduce Danseto maniehit by nndomg Prhe necessary ety

e progress e s repratedhy hatiered ar cach aeresaee level of his av
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ol adi than Tevimes s thong i i o cladlenge

a0l Western aetaphivsiead and navsticad
fradition, secetin 1 be the eppioe
weite Dante offers a ttalizing repieseatation ol the whoit order off
o identies.

aned disog
oo, The i thoroanghly inmersed e the vocabriliny of eusenee

The new Sehobstic nguage and vision aie nong the aterials iundianental
Fean Bris poenn St the Peavadie e alsor e poses the ssten o et e adl Dased
O hai sl Bas o dclinabie identing or browable essenceson whial can ondy be
wetified 16 oas bevond alt possibility ol rep esentation. I Danie’s poea being
and Lnowledse show thenyelves to be metaphors for sometiing clse, something
it soneining nliaicly of an irreducibly ethica) characier, Thas the poem
iMhstiies how thie nietaphvsical, outological radition abready carries it own eri-
tique active within it ut the very heant of its inspiratien. In effect the poem
sarily conditions all gene-

brings out the negative, apophatic theuloyy that nece
ine theological epiphany and metaphysical revelation. This emphasis is the con-
stant message and general postwre of the Paradiso. It constitutes a reply avant la
Jetzye oo prevalent postmadern rejection of metaphysics, recalling that the re-
jection wa already anticipated in the vriginal assertion because that very asser-
tion of a total svstem of being is itself motivated by a relation to the Other that s
bevoned Being. This comes ot clearly in the self-declared impossible auempt of
writing the Darediso. TUalso snggests thatin order o go bevond Being une must
not simply suppress Being. Being is what one needs in order to go bevond. This
i what Dante's poens. as a celebration of heing in aself-nranscending song of the

sl effectdemonsriles.

L must be admitied fand has been ) that wt ancther and much more obvious
jerel Dante stands rather for the antithesis of Levinas's ideas. In terms of the
Heton of his narrarion, Diuse proposes o metaphysical vision [onded on the
Apeeet intuition of the divine essence, He expresses this consistenth s asecing, |
Ao, ot winh to diminish the apariance of this form ol cxpression for Dante. In
Gomotivation e the

cnte 1 Gas again an the pocnds eidy hie defines ITEIRINE
desire 1o sec g esence mowhich s seen how ot e is wmted wirth God”
il disios dioveder quelbessenza i ehe sivede Zeome nosten s e Do s o’
aned he indicates that there, at his jommey’s cud in God™s presence, s divine
crsenee will he immediatels "seen withow Aemonstrtion, e prinos il

Pt veelia cio chve tenen pey fede,

e ddimestrigto, g b l"‘; RO

acitsa el e ponne Ire Vvorpn cve the
R LT Y

CVhere o il we e e hiale by Lk
preat elemrenistrares! fon sell e

Tike thie fiest avarh thar vaan beeivee ey

Popron oo Sl e b capli T o NI TR R TR AT B U
IR RN Y T I R SR N TR PR P TR R 1l ot e ot L e i
. Sl Seee THOTET e T R T e s b bneanesm avhoseas

vt e o e as

phe e i i seberpe e o asido selbeable corree RN
e b T coenes e o s e il e inthe coies e s as soch i then

Goheean b

N A e
Aheeadare s




COMPARATIVE LITERNTURE /226

Nevertheless, this wav of magining the contad with the divine docs not pre.
vent Dione from exploring in essentially ethical terms a “vision™ which canmng
actuadly be seen, as he obsessively reminds us, except perhaps in the failure of
the representations of his pocury. The vision i this sense remains i theological
hvpothesis that serves, muvatively, as iomythic sealfolding [or e ethical revela-
Hon worked out conaretely by the poct i the linguage of the poens with s
impassioncd political content and wrgent moral message. Inthis way Dasne’s
final work asstmes o dimension of otherness with respect to s own and cvery
possible representation that makes his poetry profoundly contemporary with
the postmodern age. This enables it also o expose—together with Levinas, a
postnodern prophet of trinscendence inan ethical sense—what is lacking in
ouwr own age, which has often sought to become mmane 1o all the neverthieless
irvepressible testimonials of “ranscendence” inits miclst, ™

Vauderhilt University
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