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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

PN | 1 YR

P b et cnrioedoohove alse bicen desedoaped i vecs v e o nnpte e Sty Zizol

sred Aendo Aol Frany Resenzoesz and Soven Rierho caerd prosside s al foabanane.




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.

A 3 ::g ) : {” 2
a2 R : f i
3 . ) R
;;.. JE.- 4w
S )
S “‘;{—f{""-“ & T 5y b
.‘a{ :“ﬂ;‘lj & it Ay
L 33 e AP 5



TEen e
ey [
iy
Pl s
A
S i}
R NSRR [ lele

[T A R CER YR Y F RN T A VAR B A VO VR T A S )

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.,
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