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Given the experiences of our century, the very least we can ask from an ethics is that it guard against the moral collapse that accompanies genocide.  This seems like a relatively straightforward demand.  We all assume that our ethical sensitivities would have been outraged were we to have been, for example, contemporary witnesses to the isolation, round up, and extermination of the Jews in Nazi-occupied Europe.  Hannah Arendt, however, reminds us that such actions were legally sanctioned.  As she notes in her classic study, Eichmann in Jerusalem, they apparently enjoyed a nearly universal, if tacit approval.  Both the academic community and the religious establishment kept a prudent silence.  Those seeking to oppose them, thus, had to rely on their own sense of conscience.  This, however, seemed “completely at odds with what they must regard as the unanimous opinion of all those around them” (Arendt 1967, p. 295).  When they did act, they “went really only by their own judgments, and they did so freely ... They had to decide each instance as it arose, because no rules existed for the unprecedented” (ibid.).  This is particularly the case for those who acted to rescue the Jews.
  The action of saving a life in a situation of mass slaughter is not called for in the normal functioning of society.  Such functioning is, in fact, set up so that we are not faced with a situation of “playing God” in the sense of deciding if the person knocking at our door should live.  But the context that demanded rescue was not that of normal life.  Such life had been hijacked by the Nazis.  “Public” morality, the morality that is expressed in the judiciary system and the other institutions of the state, regarded rescue as a criminal act, one punishable by the death of the rescuer.  


What, then, could the rescuers rely on?  What informed their “sense of conscience?”  One view of ethics is that it is simply a collection of social norms.  Those who act ethically express these norms in their conduct.  Acting ethically, they “follow the rules.”   They do not lie or steal or commit those other acts which would undo the social bond.  They act as everyone does who is a “good” member of their society.   In such a view ethics is simply relative to society.  It does not express a standpoint that can call it into question.  When we follow its rules, the determiner of our agency is society itself.  Because of this, ethics cannot guard us against the moral collapse of society.  Yet, there is the fact of rescue during the holocaust. In the face of societal evil, there are extensive and well documented cases of individual goodness.  Generally, what moved the rescuer was a direct encounter with the victim.  There was an exchange of gazes in what the French philosopher, Emmanuel Levinas, called the “face-to-face” encounter.
  In what follows, I am going to explore how this encounter points to an ethics that is not simply a result of social conditioning.  In doing so, I will examine Levinas’ claim that the “face-to-face” is the beginning of an ethics that exists on the other side of every form of social relativity.  

Common Elements


A number of elements are common in the accounts we have of rescue.  The first and most obvious is what can only be called the traumatic character of the context.  In the situation of foreign occupation with its sudden devaluation of human life, nothing seems to make sense any more.  The mass slaughter of a docile human population that has been herded into ghettos combines the violent emotional affect and senselessness, which form the chief elements of psychological trauma.  In Lithuania, people could look out from their windows on the Jews being marched to their execution in the local forests and cemeteries.  Their neighbors were the victims of an essentially senseless violence.  In Poland such violence included hanging people from lampposts.


In this traumatic context, people generally did not go out to rescue.  They did not seek out Jews, placing their own lives and their families at risk.  The Jews sought them out.  Rescuing, thus, normally began with a face-to-face encounter.  Let me give you some common examples.  A teenager on the run in Vilnius, gets off the street by going to a doctor’s waiting room.  Finally, her turn comes to be examined.  The woman doctor, examining her eyes, tells her she can find nothing wrong with her.  Her tears well up as she tells the doctor her situation.  The doctor continues to examine her, looking into her eyes, all the while saying, “Don’t worry child.  Everything will be fine.  I will take care of you.”
   In Amsterdam, a woman waits in line with her ration card at a greengrocer’s shop.  Next to her, a woman whispers, “I have no distribution card, I am illegal, in fact, I am afraid.”  To this she replies, “Come along with me, we shall divide with you the food we have.” The woman, Omi Strelitz, stays with her rescuers till the end of the war.
  In southern France a family of nine persons on the run from the Gestapo knocks at the door of a remote farmhouse.  They are given dinner and shelter for the night.  The next day the family is split up and hidden till liberation.
  In rural Poland, a man approaches a house hung with a sign “Kill the Jews and save the country.”  Desperate and hoping the sign was there to protect the family, he knocks at the door.  The woman of the house, realizing that he has nowhere to go, grabs his hand and leads him to a place of hiding.
  


In each case what is at stake is a life.  You can either admit the person at the door or turn him away to face an almost certain death.   Given this, the person’s life is in your hands.  If you don’t act, it is probable that no one else will.  The immediacy of danger is such that you cannot hand on the task to someone else. Unasked for, you are faced with a unique, non-transferable responsibility.  The face of the other is, in this encounter, an appeal to preserve life.  It is an appeal that makes you unique in your responsibility.  Given the immediacy of the situation there is hardly time to reflect.  You have either to open the door or close it and turn the Jew away.

The Hero vs. the Rescuer


The hero who rushes into a burning building to save a life also acts without reflecting.  This commitment, however, is limited in time.  The hero either succeeds or fails, the act being over within a few minutes.  The rescuer, however, faces an open-ended commitment.  It might last several years.  It might stretch on indefinitely.   Particularly in the East, the rescuer cannot know who will win the War.  Thus, the path chosen is open; it is without closure, while the risks taken are at least as great as in most heroic actions.
  The contrast of the hero with the rescuer reveals a further distinction.  Whether the hero succeeds or fails, the heroic deed is publicly applauded.  It has a public presence and intelligibility.  The rescuer, however, must always act in secret.  By definition, if the act becomes known, it cannot continue.  Publicity for the rescuer is equivalent to failure.  This need for secrecy can even include close family members.  A farmer in Poland hiding Jews had to send them to his wife’s parents when his brother visited.  His brother was part of a Polish Home Army group that hunted Jews down.
  One measure of the public unintelligibility of the act of rescue is the level of anti-Semitic feeling in the surrounding society.  In Poland, Jews were frequently murdered when, at war’s end, they finally emerged from hiding.  Roving bands of the Polish Home Army still sought them out as they attempted to return.
  On reaching their villages, they were also subject to attacks by the general population.
  As a result, their rescuers frequently swore them to secrecy.
  Even after the war, the act of rescue could not be acknowledged.  It was still denied public intelligibility and acceptance.


This contrast between the rescuer and hero calls to mind Kierkegaard’s comparison of Abraham and the hero.  The hero, who appears as the “knight of resignation,” expresses the “universal.”  His sacrifice, involving as it does, the public good, is intelligible to all.  Thus, everyone can understand Agamemnon’s sacrifice of his daughter, Iphegenia.  Everyone can sympathize with the cruel necessities laid on the father.  The reasons of state that forced him to “resign” his love for his daughter are known to all.  By contrast, Abraham’s willingness to sacrifice his son, Isaac, expresses the particular.  It lacks public intelligibility.  Its public expression is that he is willing to murder Isaac.  The private expression is that this is a sacrifice, that he is responding to God’s call.  This is a call made in private to him, a call which he cannot publicly explain except to say that it is, somehow, a “trial.”  Abraham, as Kierkegaard’s “knight of faith,” acts, humanly speaking, entirely on his own.  He assumes an individual, non-sharable, non-expressible responsibility.  His relation with God, who has given him this strange command, has drawn him out of his society.  It is to God alone that he has any relation as he travels to the place of the sacrifice.  This relation, which is of one individual to another, is absolute.  It overrides all other relations.  In Kierkegaard’s words, Abraham “becomes that individual who, as the particular, stands in an absolute relation to the absolute.”  The “paradox” here is that “as the single individual, he is higher than the universal” (Kierkegaard 1985, p. 85).  He assumes a stance above and beyond that universal, public intelligibility that characterize ethics as a set of social relations.
  


The same sort of stance characterizes the rescuer.  The public unintelligibility of the rescuer’s act is matched by the individual, non-transferable responsibility he or she assumes.  In the life threatening situation in which they act, rescuers have an absolute relation with the person appearing at the door.  This relation is absolute because it does not express an obligation that is relative to some particular society.  The agent is the person; it is not society acting through the rescuer.  It is also absolute because it expresses a non-transferable, non-relative demand to save a person’s life.  

Life


How does the face-to-face encounter establish this relation?  What underlies its absolute demand?  The immediate answer to these questions comes from the context.  The person to be rescued is at extreme risk.  He appeals to you to save his life.  The absolute nature of the appeal comes from the life that will be lost if you do not act.  “Life” in this context does not designate a concept.  It is not something you apprehend by abstracting a feature common to a number of individuals.  It is rather the life of this individual, the life that founds all this person’s possibilities.  In Nietzsche’s phrase, life here has the status of a universal that exists “before” things.
  It appears as a prior condition, something that has to be given if anything else is to be given.  The absolute nature of the appeal, then, comes from the fact that without life, nothing else is possible.  Every action presupposes the life of the doer, every assertion, the life of the speaker, every value, the life of the valuer.  This is the sense of the Jewish proverb, “the person who saves a life saves a world.”
  Without life, there is no human “world” with its actions, assertions and values.  The latter absolutely demand life as their condition.


If the founding quality of life makes the appeal absolute, how does this quality appear?  How does the appeal in its absolute character makes itself known?  Once again, the context supplies the answer.  The rescue situation is one of a life at risk.  In the face-to-face encounter, it is the possibility of its immediate loss that shows life’s preciousness.  The appeal, then, comes from the other person as liable to death.  In the exchange of gazes, it comes, we can say, from the face as the “mortality” of the other person.  This mortality is what points back to life as foundational.  In a certain sense, death, as beyond life, gives me a perspective from which to view life.  This does not mean that death, as other than life, illuminates itself.  In grasping the face as the mortality of the other person, I do not gain a perspective on what is beyond life (another world).
  Rather, death shows me what life is by showing me what its absence is.  As indicated, it is the absence of all a person’s possibilities.  It is, in Heidegger’s phrase the possibility of an impossibility--i.e., “the impossibility of any existence at all” (Heidegger 1967, p. 262).  It is the impossibility of all a person’s perceptions, projects, plans, desires, values, etc.  Thus, seeing the other person’s life at risk, I grasp its founding character.  I see why “the person who saves a life saves the world.”  

Mortality and the Face


Much of what the French Jewish philosopher, Emmanuel Levinas, says about the face parallels the above.  Although he does not explicitly speak about the act of rescue, he does provide a way to think about it in philosophical terms.  It is, for example, Levinas who characterizes “the face as the very mortality of the other person.”  The face here is grasped as “nudity, destitution, passivity and pure vulnerability.”  In this “nudity” of the face, “facing” the Other, he writes, “is an exposure unto death” (Levinas 1994a, p. 107).  It is an exposure first of all to the death to which the other person is liable.  According to Levinas, an “obligation” arises from this experience.
  “There is,” he explains, “a ‘facing up’ of authority, as if the invisible death to which the face of the other person is exposed, were for the Ego that approaches it, his business ... .”  Here, the ego is “called to answer for this death.”  He is called to assume responsibility for the life of the other person.  In Levinas’ words, “Responsibility for the Other--the face signifying to me ‘thou shalt not kill,’ and consequently also ‘you are responsible for the life of this absolutely other Other’--is responsibility for the unique one” (ibid., 107-8).


The key term in this account is the designation of the other person in his uniqueness as “the absolutely other Other.”  For Levinas, my responding to the Other grows out of this sheer alterity.  This alterity is that of death, the very death I am exposed to in my apprehension of the face as the “mortality of the other person.”  Death is, by definition, on the other side of everything I can think and know.
  If “phenomenology” designates what can appear to me, if its field is what I can know as based on appearance, then death appears as “the rupture of phenomenology.” This is the rupture “which the face of the Other calls forth” in exposing me to its mortality (Levinas 1994a, p. 107).  Interpreting Levinas, we can say that it is precisely this alterity that calls me to respond.  My response is provoked by this rupture or break in the known that death occasions.  


The phenomenon I am pointing to is familiar to anyone who has ever had a “close call.”  A brush with death makes us consider our lives, ask what is worthwhile and what is not.  It calls on us to “own” what we have, to take responsibility for the choices that shape our life.  Behind this experience is the fact that death, in being beyond life, gives us a perspective from which to view life.  Showing us its contingency, it raises the question of why we have shaped it in the particular ways we have.  In Levinas’ words, what we have here is a “questioning where the conscious subject liberates himself from himself, where he is split by ... transcendence” (Levinas 1993, p. 127).  On the one side of the division, we have the “I” that is questioned, on the other side, the questioning “I.”  This split, Levinas claims, “confers an identity on me” (ibid.).  This is because, in questioning myself, I bring myself forward to face my questioning. Confronting myself, I am what Levinas terms a “for-itself.”  I achieve my identity for myself as I respond.  As Levinas describes this, the result is “the awakening of the for-itself (éveil du pour-soi) ... by the inabsorbable alterity of the other” (ibid. p. 32).  


This alterity is, in Levinas’ phrase, an alterity that is “in” me.  The face of the Other manifests alterity in its mortality.  Yet, I too can die.  Because I can, the Other’s mortality, his liability to death, is my own.  It is my own self-alterity.  In my liability to death, I exist in the self-separation, the standing outside of myself within myself, that gives me the perspective to question myself.  Responsibility, here, is an ontological condition. The call for me to respond to the questioning is one with my being a for-itself.  Thus, the other person, here, is both totally other; and yet, in this alterity, this person is as intimate to me as my mortality.  The Other is as much a part of myself as the being able to confront myself that arises from such alterity.  The key to this argument is that it is through the other--through the Other’s face, that is, through its nudity, its vulnerability, its exposure to death--that I face death.  This mortality, which I experience through the face of the Other, is mine through this Other.  It is mine as the other-than-me that is within me.  I am, in my being for-myself, the responding (the responsibility) that this grounds.  Such responsibility is first for my Other and, through this, for myself as answerable for this person.  As such, it forms my ontological condition as a for-itself.  The constant, if paradoxical claim, of Levinas is that my being responsible for myself exists through my being responsible for the Other, the very Other whose otherness “in me” makes me a self.
 


To translate this rather abstract position into the concrete experience of rescue, I have to return to the point that death does not illuminate itself.  It casts its light on life.  Thus, the encounter with the Other in his mortality, that is, in the liability to death that occurs when the Jew appears, points to life itself.  The Jew’s face exhibits life as threatened, as that which is at issue in my response to this encounter.  The face, thus, contains in its mortality the commands, “you shall not kill,” “you shall not allow killing,” “you are responsible for this life before you.”  Here, the alterity of death illumines the alterity of life.  It points to life as the ground of innumerable possibilities, possibilities which, in their very infinity, are not thematizable.  It exhibits life as exceeding and hence rupturing what I already know and, hence, as not capable of being reduced to any sort of stereotype.  


Given this character of life, we have to say that the obligation to preserve it is precognitive.  The face, in the rescue situation expresses, a precognitive demand.  This is a demand that, like life, is prior to knowing.  It is a demand that shares life’s character of exceeding every objectification, every attempt to objectively define and delimit it.  Thus, facing the Other, we cannot say why we are obligated.  We cannot penetrate further so as to thematize the obligation.  To do so would be to define life, to thematize it--the very thing which, according to the argument, we cannot do.  In fact, for Levinas, ethics begins with the unease occasioned by this inability to answer.  It begins with this unexplainable demand to respond to the Other, this unexplainable responsibility.  In his words, “the for-the-other in the approach of the face ... precedes all grasping ... .”  It is “older than consciousness of ...” or intentionality.  It is “prior to knowledge.”  (Levinas 1994a, p. 106).  In fact, the obligation comes precisely from such priority.

The Face as the Trace of God


In Jewish tradition, God cannot be represented.  To make God present in carved stone or in a painted image is to engage in idolatry.  It is to assume that we can represent or know in worldly terms the Creator of the world.  If we accept this, how does the being that is before the world appear within the world?  If God’s being is other than worldly being, it can only appear as such by appearing as a lack of worldly being.  God can appear as he is, as other than the world, only as such alterity.  This alterity implies that God is present in the world as poverty, as need or lack.  


The above may be put in terms of Levinas’ claim that “in the access to the face there is certainly also an access to God” (Levinas 1985, p. 92).  Like God, the face in its alterity is beyond thematization.  In its “nudity” and “destitution,” it represents the God that cannot be represented.  In the absolute appeal that emanates from it, it points to a God that commands absolutely.  “Thou shalt not kill” is, Levinas asserts, “the first word of the face.”  “It is an order.  There is a commandment in the appearance of the face, as if a master spoke to me.  However, at the same time, the face of the Other is destitute” (ibid. p. 89).  Levinas invites us to understand the commandment as flowing from such destitution.  His insight is that it is the very lack, the very vulnerability of the face that appeals to us to preserve it.  Such destitution is, however, the “trace” of God.  It is the only way God, in his alterity, can appear within the world.  This appearance, then, is one with the appeal.  God cannot appear except as the appeal, the appeal that comes from the abandoned, the unfortunate, the wretched.  With this, we have a Levinasian answer to the question, “Where was God during the Shoah (the holocaust)?  God, we can say, was present in the appeal of the face.  He was, for example, present in the face of each person who knocked at the door and appealed to be rescued.  


Many people, of course, did not rescue.  They closed the door.  The face appeals, it does not coerce.  It is not a force.  Rather than expressing power, it signifies obligation.  It is an ethical demand, one that remains on the level of the “ought.”  As Levinas expresses this, “The face combines weakness with authority: There are these two strange things in the face: its extreme frailty--the fact of being without means and, on the other hand, there is authority.  It is as if God spoke through the face” (Levinas 1988, p. 169).  This speaking through the face is, I think, God’s being faithful to his own alterity.  The ethical obligation that springs from the alterity of the Other is, in Levinas’ view, the essence of the authority of God.  In his words: “The face is not a force.  It is an authority.  Authority is often without force.”   In this it is like God.  It is not the case that “God commands and demands,” that he is “extremely powerful.”  “This,” Levinas claims, “is a very recent notion.  On the contrary, the first form, the unforgettable form, in my opinion, is that, in the last analysis, he cannot do anything at all.  He is not a force but an authority” (ibid.).  It is this very combination of authority and alterity, of commandment and lack of power that is here presented as the origin of the ethics.  The “ought” here is thought precisely as the authority that exists in its abandonment of coercion.  By virtue of its origin in alterity, the ethic that expresses this “ought” exists on the other side of every form of social relativity.  

Hearing and not Hearing


Granted that the face is an appeal that does not coerce, why did some people respond to it, while others did not?  The reasons for not responding are obvious enough.  The whole power of the Nazi state, with all its ruthless brutality, was employed to prevent people from rescuing.  Yet, in spite of this coercion, some answered the appeal and some did not.  Why?  An essential reason involves the stereotyping of the Jews.  The Jew in the Polish stereotype had exploited Poland for years.  It was assumed during the war that he was hoarding gold.
  In the Ukraine, the Jew was regarded as a Bolshevik, and hence as responsible for the Stalinist terror.  Such stereotyping is the opposite of the face-to-face encounter.  It is, in fact, an extreme form of “thematization.”  In it, I determine the Other according to my categories.  Doing so, I deny that the Other can be other than my conception of him.  So regarded, stereotyping is a denial of the alterity of the Other.  From a Levinasian perspective, it is a silencing of the Other as calling me into question.  It is a denial of my need to respond to such questioning.  Thus, insofar as I deny the Other his uniqueness, I deny my need to respond uniquely--to respond as an individual to the individual who stands before me.
  In other words, I do not feel the need to transcend the social norms that set the stereotypes.  Instead of encountering the person, I think the stereotype and close the door.


It is possible to frame the above in terms of Freud’s division of the instincts into the two basic forms, the love instinct and the death instinct.  In Freud’s words, the aim of the first is “to establish ever greater unities and to preserve them--in short to bind together; the aim of the second is, on the contrary, to undo connections and so destroy things” (Freud 1969, p. 18).  From an evolutionary perspective, it is relatively easy to trace their formation:  The aggressive tendencies of the death instinct were selected for by the need of our primitive ancestors to defend the tribe from outsiders.  The love instinct, with its aim of binding people together, performed an equally useful service within the tribe. The more intimate the relation, the stronger is its force.  Radiating outward from the parent-child bond, its binding force is felt throughout the group.
  In Freud’s account of their “economy,” the two instincts hold each other in check.
   This means that the more the one is absent, the greater is the force of other. Now, when I stereotype the Other, I reduce this person to a fixed set of categories.  At the extreme, I objectify him as I would a thing.  So regarded, stereotyping can be seen not just as denying the alterity of the Other.  Paradoxically, its denial of the other person’s otherness is also the positioning of the Other as an outsider.  This is because the ultimate outsider is not even human.  It is just a thing, a sheer givenness with no alterity, no resistance to thematization.  


If this is true, then stereotyping the Other makes him the outsider, that is, makes him liable to the action of the death instinct.  By contrast, the face-to-face encounter, in preventing objectification, undoes this instinct.  In the face-to-face, I encounter the Other in his alterity.  The Other, in his alterity, is “in” me.  He is my alterity.  He is my standing-outside-myself-calling-myself-into-question.  He is, as I noted, “in” me as the very thing that allows me to be a for-itself.  In this ontological condition there is a connection of intimacy and alterity that can perhaps best be expressed by saying that the Other is as intimate as the child in the womb.  This image does not just point to the relation where the force of the love instinct is at its height.  It reminds us that this most intimate connection with the child is that of sharing life.  In its intimacy and alterity, the face-to-face recalls the pre-cognitive obligation that springs from life.  The rescurer Johanna Eck expressed this obligation as follows: “If I don’t help, I don’t fulfill the task that life (or, perhaps, God) demands of me.  It seems to me that humans form a great unity; and when they act unjustly to each other, they are striking themselves and everyone in the face.  This [was] my motive.”
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Endnotes


�	A classic acknowledgment of this proceeding without rules occurs in the statement of Dr. Antoni to Helena Bibliowicz: “If they find you they will kill you, and they will kill me, my wife and daughters.  I have a commitment to God Almighty to save the suffering Jew, but I do not know if I am right to do this.  I go to church.  I cry to God to find out what to do.  He does not tell me.  So I decide to save you” (Miami Herald, Nov. 8, 1988, p. 1B; see case #1381, Yad Vashem Archives). 


�	There were, of course, networks set up to rescue Jews.  These organizations occurred mostly in the Netherlands and in France.   In Eastern Europe, where the occupation was particularly brutal and anti-Semitism widespread, rescue remained overwhelming a matter of the “face-to-face” encounter.  Dr. Paldiel, the director of the Achieves for the Righteous writes in this regard, “The record here with regard to the “righteous Among the Nations” testifies that most (but certainly not all) rescue operations were initiated between the potential rescuer and a Jewish person on the run.  This face-to-face encounter, against the terrible setting of the Holocaust, had a near cataclysmic effect on the rescuer, who decided to do his best and save the distraught and totally helpless person standing in front of him.  This scenario is especially true for rescue operations in Eastern Europe.  Other rescue operations were initiated, not necessarily as a result of such a direct, face-to-face encounter, but as a result of the rescuer witnessing the unprecedented Nazi terror unleashed, especially against Jews.  This made him determined to try to do something to help.  Many rescue opeations in Western Europe were the result of such a realization.  Here too, “the face of the other person” is what led most rescuers to get involved” (letter dated, “Jerusalem, May 18, 1998”).  


�	The doctor’s name is Yelina Kutogiene; the woman she rescued is Shulamit Lirov.  Ms. Lirov told her story to me and Dr. Paldiel at Yad Vashem in August 1998.  With her was the son of the doctor who rescued her, Victor Kutorgas.


�	Quoted from the testimony of Neeltje Fischer-Lust and Maartje Bruna-Lust, 8 May 1997, Yad Vashem.  The rescuers are Trijntje Lust-Heijnis and her husband, Hermanus Lust.


� 	“A la nuit tombante, les 9 personnes composant notre famille ont frappe à la porte de M. and Mme. Astier.  Ils nous ont ouvert et sans nous posé des questions, nous ont fait asseoir à la table familile et nous ont offert à diner.  Des lits ont été préparé et ils ont même donné leur propre chambre à mes parents” (Testimony of Mme. Raymond Zarcate, July 24, 1994, case #6961, Yad Vashem).   


�	“The woman of the house warned me to go away, that someone was there who would kill me.  She must have realized I had nowhere to go and she grabbed my hand and led me down to a bunker under the barn, where I met two other Jews that this family were hiding  ...” (Testimony of Sidney Olmer, June 25, 1986, Yad Vashem Archives).


�	The rescuer, moreover, can always turn back.  He can ask the Jew he is sheltering to leave.  In this sense the rescuer has to continually renew his commitment.  


�	Yad Vashem Archives, case #5482.  Jan Tulwinski and his wife Paulina hid the Jew, Eliahu Rosenberg, while Jan’s brother, Stanislaw, was the anti-Semitic member of the Home Army.


�	“As soon as we were liberated, we had additional troubles.  We couldn’t buy food.  The Polish anti-Semites wouldn’t return our houses to us.  They were inhabited by Poles.  We had to live an attic which had broken walls ... . At night the low temperatures were unbearable, and we were suffering from hunger.  A short time later, the A.K. (Polish Army Underground) penetrated a house nearby which was inhabited by ten Jews who had returned from the work camps.  Four people were shot to death.  Others were wounded ... The Poles caught the killers and they were later let loose unpunished” (testimony of Mr. Ira Crandell, April 29, 1985, Yad Vashem Archives).  


�	“The two soldiers that were our guardians were advised to escort us back to my parents’ house.  The night that the Russians helped us go back to the house we found the Polish gentiles of the community gathered around the house screaming that they had found Jews to kill” (Testimony of Sol Gersten, Samuel Gersten, and Esther Scheinman Krulik, Oct. 20, 1985, Yad Vashem Archives).  


�	This was for their own safety.  As the members of the Szoors family report: “We left the Kaszuba home two at a time because he was justifiably afraid to let anyone know that he had hidden us.  Even after the war he and his family’s lives were in danger for hiding us.” (Testimony of Philip Shore, Nachum Shore, Abe Shore, and Sara Goldlist, May 11, 1993, Yad Vashem Archives).   


�	This is his distinction from the tragic hero.  As Kierkegaard writes: “Abraham is there for at no instant the tragic hero, but something quite different, either a murderer or a man of faith” (Kierkegaard 1985, p. 85).


�	“Universalia ante rem” as opposed to concepts which are “universalia post rem,” that is, universals that are after the fact of the things being given.  See Nietzsche 1967, p. 103.


�	The original of this proverb comes from the Mishhnah, Sanhedrein 4:5 of the Babylonian Talmud.  At issue is how to exhort witnesses in a capital crime to tell the truth.  The Mishnah notes that “capital cases are not like monetary cases” (The Babylonian Talmud, ed. Rabbi Dr. I. Epstein, London: Soncino Press, 1935, Sedar Nezikin, p. 233).  Giving false witness in the latter can result in financial loss for the defendant, which can be made up by “monetary restitution ...  in capital cases [the person giving false witness] is held responsible for [the accused’s] blood and the blood of his descendants until the end of time” (ibid.).  The Mishnah explains this by referring to the creation of Adam: “For this reason was man created alone, to teach thee that whosoever destroys a single soul of Israel, scripture imputes [guilt] to him as though he had destroyed a complete world; and whosoever preserves a single soul of Israel, scripture ascribes [merit] to him as though he had preserved a complete world” (p. 234)., some versions do not have “of Israel,” which may be a later addition)  This remark may be understood in terms of a series of consequences flowing from giving false witness in a capital crime.  In doing so, one is guilty first of all of the life of the innocent person who is condemned.  Then the guilt extends to his potential descendants to the end of time.  The reference to the creation of the first man, Adam, extends this to the guilt of destroying a whole world.  The Mishrah’s claim is that this is the reason why Adam was created, namely to teach one the extent of one’s guilt in destroying a single soul.  In other words, God created humanity, not a race of  beings (as, say, in the ancient myth of Prometheus), but first of all as a single individual in order to teach us that in each individual, there is a whole world.  Every individual is, in this respect, equal to Adam.  Had one destroyed Adam, the destruction of all his potential descendants implied in this would stretch to the whole of humanity.  The claim, then, is that in some sense everyone is an Adam, everyone potentially contains humanity, contains the totality of the human world in him.  


�	Still less do I gain an experience of the absence of all experience, which is death itself.  As Levinas asks, “If, in the face of death, one is no longer able to be able, how can one still remain a self before the event it announces?” (Levinas 1994b, p. 78).  In other words, the actual experience of death is the end of the experiencing self and cannot as such be experienced.  Given this, it is through the Other, in particular through the face-to-face encounter, that I experience death.   In Levinas’ words, “Everything we can say and think about death” actually “comes from the experience and observation of others ...” (Levinas 1993, p. 17).


�	“ ... this mortality ... is also an assignation and obligation that concerns the ego” (Levinas 1994a, p. 107).


�	It is in fact my absence.  As Levinas quotes, Epicurus, “If you are, it is not; if it is, you are not” (Levinas 1994b, 71)  


�	It is not, then, the case that my mortality and that of the Other are on par with each other.  For Levinas, there is an essential asymmetry between the self and its Other in which the Other has priority. 


�	This stereotype meant that the “Schmalzniks” who searched out Jews to blackmail them could justify themselves by assuming that they were just getting back what was stolen from Poland. 


�	This stress on the uniqueness of the Other is also found in the Mishnah cited in note 14.  It argues that since God created the world for man’s sake--originally, for the sake of Adam-- if every one is like Adam, the everyone can say that God created the world for him.  Everyone, however, is like Adam in his uniqueness.  The Mishnah puts this as follows:  God created man alone as a single individual (Adam) to “proclaim the greatness of the Holy One, blessed be he: For if a man strikes many coins from one mold, they all resemble one another.  But the Supreme King of Kings, the Holy One, Blessed be He, fashioned every man in the stamp of the first man, and yet not one of them resembles his fellow. Therefore every single person is obliged to say: the world was created for my sake” (ed. cit., p. 234).  The claim is that every person (like Adam) is unique.  Thus, the “world” of each person, the world that comes to presence in and through this person, is also unique.  As such, it is irreplaceable.  It cannot be made up by the world of another person or persons for “not one of them resembles his fellow.”  The legal point here is that we cannot atone for false witness in a capital crime, for no one resembles the unique person at risk in the false judgment.  The biblical point is that we are “fashioned ... in the stamp of the first man,” not because, like coins, we resemble each other in our resemblance to an original mold, but because each of us resembles Adam in being absolutely first, absolutely unique.  We are singular like Adam when he was first created.  Creation--understood as the world that comes to presence in each person--is, then, for the sake of each us.  Like Adam, each person in his uniqueness can say that creation, in its coming to presence, is “for my sake.” 


�	Mixed cases, where the stereotype and the face to face are both present, are particularly interesting in this regard.  Andreas Sheptitski, the Greek Catholic Archbishop of L’vov (then Lwow in Galicia, Poland) provided refuge to Rabbi David Kahanna.  One day, finding the Rabbi in the library, he asks him to read aloud the passage he points out from the New Testament.  The Rabbi reads: “His blood be on our heads and those of our children.”  The Archbishop asks if the present events are not a fulfillment of this prophesy.  The Rabbi looks at him, but maintains a prudent silence.  Later that evening, the archbishop summons the Rabbi to his chambers and asks for his forgiveness.  The previous interview with him had been weighing on his heart and he could not sleep.  The rabbi forgives him. (Case #421, Yad Vashem Archives).  It is possible to see in this result the conflict of the Rabbi’s gaze and the biblical stereotype, with the influence of the former finally gaining the upper hand. 


�	For primitive man, however, it usually does not extend beyond the group.  As Darwin writes of the analogous “social instincts”:  “It is no argument against savage man being a social animal, that the tribes inhabiting adjacent districts are almost always at war with each other; for the social instincts never extend to all the individuals of the same species” (Darwin 1967, p. 480).  They do not, since the aggressive instincts are required for tribal war.


� 	Thus, initially, “the total available energy of Eros ... serves to neutralize the destructive tendencies which are simultaneously present” through the death instinct (Freud 1969, p. 19).  Afterward, however, disbalances can occur as one or the other instinct becomes weakened in the individual.  See e.g., ibid., pp. 59-60.  


�	“Die Motive für meine Hilfe?  In Einzelfall keine besonderen.  Grundsätzlich denke ich so: Ist mein Mitmensch in einer Notlange und ich kann ihm beistehen, so ist das eben mein (verfluchte) Pflicht and Schuldigkeit.  Unterlasse ich diese Hilfe, so erfülle ich eben nicht die Aufgabe, die das Leben--oder vielleicht Gott?--von mir fordert.  Die Menschen, so will es mir scheinen, bilden eine große Einheit, und wo sie einander unrecht tun, schlagen sie sich selbst und allen ins Gesicht.  Dies [war] meine Motive”  (Testimony of Johanna Eck, August  2, 1956, Yad Vashem Archives).  In translation: “The motive for my help.  There were no special motives in the particular cases.  Basically I thought as follows:  If my fellow creature (Mitmensch) is in distress and I can stand by him, then this is my (damned) duty and obligation.  If I don’t help, I don’t fulfill the task that life (or, perhaps, God) demands of me.  It seems to me that humans form a great unity; and when they act unjustly to each other, they are striking themselves and everyone in the face.  This [was] my motive.”  A similar sentiment regarding the unity of life is expressed by Michael Erlich: “We had nothing tangible that we could given them [the rescuers].  Their philosophy was that they and we all together would live or die” (Testimony of Michael Erlich, December 20, 1973, Yad Vashem Archives).  Ira Pozdnjakoff writes of Danguvietytes with whom he stayed, “All [the] ‘rescuers’ in this family believed deeply that human life was sacred ...” (Testimony of Ira Pozdnjakoff, given on January 9, 1984, Yad Vashem Archives, case #3872).
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