This book presents an overview, the first of its kind, of the literary output of David Grossman (b. 1954), who has been one of the central figures on the Israeli literary landscape from the end of the twentieth century until today. Grossman’s oeuvre spans children’s literature and books for young adults, alongside adult novels. He has also written a play, as well as countless essays and articles, and his various acceptance speeches have served as a source of inspiration for many.
Grossman’s writing is steeped in ethical ideas, as demonstrated by the following quote: “Suffering:. .. The compass or lighthouse, the criterion for every human decision” (Grossman, See Under: Love, 389). As a prominent intellectual, Grossman has expressed over the years his opinions on many subjects of public interest, and the Israeli public has shown great respect for his positions.	Comment by JA: הציטוט לא ברור וקשה להבין כיצד הוא מדגים את התובנות האתיות המופיעות אצל גרוסמן
Emmanuel Levinas, whose concepts and insights are the inspiration for the interpretative method applied in this book, is considered the originator of the philosophical turn away from ontology and toward ethics. He is the first philosopher to have come out of the academic ivory tower and proposed an ethical approach applicable to everyday life. Ethical passion is a central factor that drives both Levinas and Grossman’s work. Beyond the deep interest both men display in the Holocaust and its socio-cultural consequences, their writing is characterized by an ethical sensitivity that strives to engender a similar ethical sensitivity in the reader.	Comment by JA: מאד קשה לומר את זה. אתיקה פרקטית הנו תחום ענק בפילוסופיה ואין ספק שזה היה קיים הרבה לפני לוינס. 
This book discusses four main points of encounter between Grossman’s writing and the philosophy of Levinas: morality and ethical development, femininity and masculinity, language as theme and methodology, and coping with the Holocaust. Each encounter is present in different shapes and to different extents across numerous works by Grossman. The works discussed in each chapter were selected according to a central dominant theme, but the correlations and concepts discussed are also relevant to the other chapters. The fourth chapter proposes a methodology that combines the concepts explored in the course of the previous chapters into a proposal of literary discourse interpretation, which can also be applied to the analysis of other literary corpora inspired by Levinas.
Opposition and Otherness of the Female Protagonists in David Grossman’s Novel More Than I Love My Life: Between Femininity and Filiality	Comment by JA: הרשיתי לעצמי לשנות את זה כאן כי זה פשוט נשמע הרבה יותר טוב כך
Introduction
Whereas first-wave feminism focused on actions on the political-practical plane, second-wave feminism gave rise to a rich body of philosophical writings dealing with questions of whether women can and should be defined independently of men, to what extent it is possible to deal with social norms and shape a femaleness outside of them, and so on. 	Comment by Avital Tsype: There seems to be some text missing between this and the next sentence; it is hard to understand how you shift into the next paragraph.
Such an interpretation of female characters creates a partial and misleading view, as pointed out by the feminist critic Luce Irigaray. Both Irigaray and later the philosopher Stella Sanford suggest that Levinas’s conception of the feminine must be viewed as a philosophical act of otherness in its own right. The characteristics of femininity, as defined by Levinas, produce a transcendental concept of the feminine, one which goes beyond both feminist and traditional misogynist positions.
In the twenty-first century, we have seen the progressive emergence of a body of professional and cultural knowledge about the experience of motherhood in its diverse variations as well as the mother-daughter relationships and the complexity of the latter.[footnoteRef:1] The bulk of this body of knowledge, at the moment, consists of contemporary studies dealing with psychoanalysis and gender, examining the various levels of the motherhood experience, and dealing with the changing perspective in mother-daughter relationships over the years, both from the sociological angle and from the point of view of psychoanalysis in the context of culture and gender.[footnoteRef:2] These characteristics can serve as a basis for a reinterpretation of the female characters in the novel More Than I Love My Life.	Comment by Avital Tsype: No transition. Missing text?	Comment by Avital Tsype: What characteristics? [1:  See for example: McBride, Karyl, Will I ever be good enough: Healing the daughters of narcissistic mothers (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2008); Perroni,Emilia (ed.), Motherhood: Psychoanalysis and other disciplines (Tel-Aviv: Van-Leer Jerusalen Institute and Hakibbutz Hameuchad, 2009); Cori, Jasmin Lee, The emotionally absent mother: A guide to self-healing and getting the love you missed (New York: The Experiment Publishing, 2010).]  [2:  See for example: Baraitser, Lisa, Maternal Encounters: The Ethics of Interruption (London and New-York: Routledge, 2009); Stone, Alison, Feminism, Psychoanalysis, and Maternal Subjectivity (London: Routledge, 2012); Bueskens, Petra (Ed.). Mothering and psychoanalysis: Clinical, sociological and feminist perspectives (Toronto: Demeter Press, 2014); Bueskens, Petra, Modern Motherhood and Women’s Dual Identities: Rewriting the Sexual Contract (London: Routledge, 2018); Bueskens, Petra (Ed.), Nancy Chodorow and The Reproduction of Mothering: Forty Years On (Palgrave Macmillan, 2021).] 

I’m as old as the bible! And for so many years I was like a bear hibernating all winter, and now – uh-oh! – it’s springtime, and I must again fight for my life, for the truth of what happened.”[footnoteRef:3] Certain events would put me into a position in which I could not go on with the old language-game any further.[footnoteRef:4] One is not born, but rather becomes, a woman.[footnoteRef:5]	Comment by Avital Tsype: No context for this quote [3:  David Grossman, More Than I Love my Life (2019), trans. Jessica Cohen (New-York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2021), p. 80.]  [4:  Ludwig Wittgenstein, On Certainty, trans. Denis Paul and G. E. M. Anscombe (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1969(, §617]  [5:  Simone De Beauvoir, The second sex,  trans. Constance Borde and Sheila Malovany-Chevallier (New-York: Vintage, 1989), p. 273.] 

The plot of the novel More Than I Love My Life (Grossman [2019] 2021) starts with all its protagonists facing a turning point and about to embark on a trip to the island of Goli Otok off the Croatian shore. The trip is also a journey back to a point in time that shaped the characters’ lives in order to find out the truth of “what happened,” in the course of which they will all find themselves transformed and reshaped. This demonstrates Wittgenstein’s claim that the events of life sometimes force us to establish a new language-game with new rules, or in the words of the novel’s main character, Vera: “Life plays with me” (this sentence is a word-for-word translation of the novel’s Hebrew title Iti HaChaim Mesachek Harbeh). Only toward the end of the novel does Vera link the novel’s title with her own life story in her address to Nina, her daughter:
Your father, he had a saying: “Every person, his turn in the game comes only once.” […] “All in all,” Vera said softly, to herself, “with me life plays a lot of games.” Nina has fallen asleep. Vera strokes her face again gently. Irons out her wrinkles. “I’m very tired now,” she says to herself and lies down next to Nina.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Grossman, More Than I Love My Life, pp. 181-182.] 

The use of the game metaphor symbolizes the idea that one finds oneself thrust into circumstances summoned up by life’s caprices, making the game hard to play. Yet while Miloš, Nina’s father, believed in the possibility of acting as one wills at least once, Vera points out the difficulty of dealing with a game the rules of which change time and time again. Miloš and Vera’s statements combine with Wittgenstein’s insight and constitute a starting point for interpreting the concept of femininity in the novel: femininity and masculinity are rules of action or rules of play that do not necessarily derive from a person’s biological sex.
In the novel More Than I Love My Life, the theme of the new language-game that takes shape during the plot is the nature of female otherness. In order to examine the nature of the female otherness that defines each of the characters, we shall turn to Levinas’s discussion of the concept of femininity. Despite the feminist criticism leveled at Levinas’s conception of femininity, we shall see how his ideas feed into and enrich our understanding of the variety of expressions of femininity in the novel.
This is Grossman’s first work where female characters are his novel’s protagonists, while the male characters function as secondary figures. In addition, the plot spans multiple generations, and these two choices combined allow for a complex and panoramic characterization of the female protagonists. The story is narrated by Gili, who is Nina’s daughter and Vera’s granddaughter. The four male characters are Miloš (Vera’s first husband), Tuvia (Vera’s second husband and father of Rafael), Rafael (Tuvia’s son and Nina’s ex-partner), and Meir (Gili’s current partner). Gili is a young photographer. She recounts the main plot, which begins shortly before the three generations of women and Rafael travel together to the island of Goli Otok where Vera was exiled following her refusal to testify against Miloš, her husband, during World War II, leaving behind her six-year-old daughter, Nina. This is the event at the origin of the complex fate of the family gradually revealed throughout the story. The plot progresses toward the climax foreshadowed from the beginning: the discovery of the “truth” of what happened on the island, the bedrock of all the relationships, and the “feminine” choices of the female characters in the novel. Only when the truth is revealed can Nina’s “punishment” end and Gili stop being “child-accursed.”
The three women are strong and opinionated. They make the decisions that shape the novel’s plot and influence the other characters. Vera, Nina, and Gili each make the fateful decision to leave and turn their backs on their family: Vera in choosing exile, Nina in choosing to leave Israel and Gili, her daughter, and Gili in choosing to leave the kibbutz where she was born and raised by her grandmother after her mother’s departure. In the novel’s present, Gili has been with Meir for six years; yet despite knowing he wants children, she refuses to talk about it: “He’s stopped talking about it, delicate man that he is, but it constantly hovers between us, and I can’t do it. Me having a child is not possible. I’m child-accursed.”[footnoteRef:7] [7: Grossman, More Than I Love My Life, p. 82. ] 

On the surface, each woman claims her independence in the face of social norms. Yet, in retrospect, it appears that each of them has chosen a life detached from the present—they suspend their lives for the sake of a “female otherness” based on a truth that conflicts with common norms of femininity and motherhood. To highlight the uniqueness of this characterization, we might contrast Vera, Nina, and Gili with the female protagonists of two other Grossman novels, Someone to Run With (Grossman [2000] 2002) and To the End of the Land (Grossman [2008] 2010), Tamar and Ora, respectively. Both of these characters try to escape their everyday lives, only to end up being forced to face reality. This plot choice also affects the characterization. In both novels, even though the women are aware of themselves and their desires, they are forced to act by forces greater than themselves, namely their maternal feelings: Tamar toward her brother Shai and Ora toward her children. Their motherhood is thus the key factor defining their personalities.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Avraham Balaban points to a change in Grossman’s perception of mothers, as seen in To the End of the Land. Balaban claims that Grossman returned to pre-feminist concepts, shifting the point of view from the child to the mother. In addition, Balaban shows a transition from the suffocating mother figure to a mother figure who is sensitive and open to her children’s needs. See: Avraham Balaban, Conflicted motherhood: Mothers and motherhood in modern Hebrew fiction (Tel-Aviv: Hakibbutz Hameuchad, 2014), p. 176. (Hebrew).] 

By contrast, in More Than I Love My Life, the idea of motherhood is not presented as a theme or even as a consideration in the process of making the decision to leave, a glaring omission in light of the fact that Vera, Nina, and Gili are grandmother, mother, and daughter. Vera abandons six-year-old Nina without mention of any kind of farewell talk; Nina emigrates from Israel and severs ties with her daughter, Gili, also without a proper goodbye; and Gili is unwilling to even talk about children with her partner, Meir. Nevertheless, Gili differs from Vera and Nina. By deciding to revive the past and make Vera tell her story to Nina, she drives the plot and creates the possibility of atonement and reconciliation. However, this reconciliation is only possible after Gili has a chilling insight into her relationship with her mother and grandmother and compares Nina, who does not know Vera’s story, to “a chicken with its head cut off.”[footnoteRef:9] [9:  “You're my grandmother and I'm crazy about you, and you saved my life when I was a little girl, you took care of me and Dad after Nina left, you raised me like a daughter—more than a daughter, because you didn't raise your own daughter like that— and you saved my life again when I committed suicide, and for a whole year you resuscitated me with casseroles and soups. […] but if at some point on this trip you don't tell your daughter what you told me that night in the ICU, I swear […] I'll tell her. But why would I tell her? Good question. On the one hand I say: let Nina spend the rest of her life without knowing what really screwed it up. That’s the punishment I’ve meted out—that to her dying day she will feel like one big dissonance. A chicken with its head cut off that spends an entire lifetime running around without understanding what’s happened to it” (Grossman, More Than I Love my Life, p. 97).] 

What stands out through the violent metaphor is the power of the speech act of telling the story to change the characters and the relationships between them. This change does take place following the story that is revealed in the course of the women’s journey.
The choices that go into the characterization of the three female protagonists are accompanied by the voice of an implied narrator who, through the voice of Gili, outlines fluid gender characteristics in the description of the women’s common familial traits: “There are a few staples—a certain type of humor, […] and a fairly high tolerance for loneliness, and generally speaking a cactuslike personality when it comes to relationships with human beings.”[footnoteRef:10] These three attributes are neither “feminine” nor “masculine”; instead, they express an experience-driven wariness of other people. Likewise, in the following description of fear and anxiety, the narrator herself struggles to differentiate between femininity and masculinity: [10:  Grossman, More Than I Love My Life, p. 129.] 

I can see the terror in her eyes because everything is so open, too open, even questions like: How much life force does she contain, or how much of a woman will she be and how much of a man. At fifteen she still does not know which fate will be decided for her in the dungeons of evolution.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Grossman, More Than I Love My Life, pp. 8–9 (emphasis in the original).] 

In this passage, Gili looks back on her teenage years. The question Gili attributes to her fifteen-year-old self, “How much of a woman will she be and how much of a man,” is particularly fascinating. In contrast to this uncertainty, the men in the novel are portrayed as mild, sensitive, and even endowed with a natural maternal instinct. Meir is described as being “gentle,” Rafael acts with great delicacy and sensitivity throughout the novel, and even Miloš, the absent-dead father, is described as a warm caregiver: “‘He loved you so much,’ Vera said to Nina. ‘Did you know he wouldn’t let me bathe you? Said I wasn’t gentle enough with you. And he did everything— bathed, dried, changed diapers.’”[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Grossman, More Than I Love My Life, p. 137.] 

Miloš’s tenderness toward his daughter is blended with ideological complexity and a general pessimism about humanity, despite his deep-seated humanism:
I also saw in him something that scared me. Sort of sadness in his soul. […] Because he felt despair, yes, and he did not at all believe in people. And that is a strange thing, because he was a Communist and an idealist, and most of all a humanist, but only I knew the truth, that already at a young age he stopped believing in kindness of human beings. […] He always would say, “To do even some little good in the world, Vera, you have to really make an effort. But evil, you just have to keep it going, just join in with it.”[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Grossman, More Than I Love My Life, p. 138. ] 

This complex humanism, which includes a belief in the ability to do good on the one hand, alongside the enormous difficulty of dealing with evil and suffering in the world, on the other hand, also characterizes the philosophy of Levinas, who was sent to a labor camp during the Holocaust and saw some of his family members perish in the great catastrophe. Levinas dealt with this tension both as a philosopher who posited an alternative existential course to that proposed by Heidegger and as a Holocaust survivor who chose to reformulate the ethical obligation of each person after the Holocaust. The relevance of Levinas’s ethical thought for understanding the modes of femininity in Grossman’s novel lies in the fact that Levinas characterized the feminine as the ultimate other and feminine conduct as a key to central ethical concepts in his thought, such as hospitality and welcoming the other. Both in Grossman’s novel and in Levinas’s writings, feminine conduct is linked to ethical choice; and yet, in both contexts, femininity is mired in mystery. Our interdisciplinary investigation may contribute to further clarification of the concept of femininity as an essence, of which motherhood is indeed a part, but not one that defines and shapes it.
Despite the feminist criticism leveled at Levinas’s concept of femininity, which we will delve into later, a chronological presentation of Levinas’s ideas regarding femininity may show a range of characteristics that provide counterarguments to this criticism[footnoteRef:14] and create a fruitful interpretive channel for clarifying questions that arise from the novel regarding the nature of femininity.[footnoteRef:15] First among these is the question of whether femininity has an essential nature and, if so, what its characteristics are. Inspired by Levinas’s deliberations, we can also ask whether there is a contradiction between responsibility and motherhood, and we will see Levinas’s example of Rebecca, who chose responsibility toward the other over her family. This example may illuminate Vera’s choice. [14:  Levinas himself foresaw the feminist criticism to come in the following statement: “I do not want to ignore the legitimate claims of the feminism that presupposes all the acquired attainments of civilization” (Emmanuel Levinas, (1947), Time and the Other, trans. Richard A. Cohen [Pittsburgh: Duquesne University Press, 1987], p. 86). Levinas intuited that his treatment of the concept of the feminine would attract criticism, and indeed Beauvoir's claims that Levinas attributed mystery to women would be quick to arrive.]  [15:  Chanoch Ben-Pazi demonstrated the proximity between Levinas’s ideas about femininity and the ideas of the feminist thinker Carol Gilligan. See: “Rebuilding the Feminine in Levinas's Talmudic Readings,” Journal of Jewish Thought and Philosophy (2003), 12 (3): pp. 1–32. The present article will likewise deal with other criticisms of Levinas’s conception of the feminine. ] 

Alterity Accomplished in the Feminine: The Feminine as the Of Itself Other in Levinas’s Writings
In his book, Ethics and Infinity, Levinas proposes a retrospective look at the Eros, in the context of which he describes the feminine as the “of itself other.”[footnoteRef:16] Levinas began to develop the concept of the “feminine” in his thought starting in the middle of the twentieth century, and his references to it will be detailed below in chronological order. These ideas have received a lot of attention in scholarship, mostly from a critical standpoint;[footnoteRef:17] however, some scholars have argued for Levinas’s contribution to the feminist revolution.[footnoteRef:18] In reviewing Levinas’s writings, one can see the development of a range of feminine characteristics via the phenomenological method of exposure. The novel More Than I Love My Life is, of course, a literary work, but it too reveals the feminine characteristics of Vera, Nina, and Gili gradually, reflecting a human-innate essence of which motherhood is but a marginal part. [16:  Emmanuel Levinas, (1982) Ethics and Infinity: Conversations with Philippe Nemo, trans. Richard A. Cohen (Pittsburgh: Duquesne University Press, 1985), p. 66.]  [17:  In her classic book The Second Sex (1949), Simone De Beauvoir expressed the first and most cited feminist critique of Levinas. De Beauvoir quotes a passage from Time and the Other, in which Levinas describes female nature by way of elimination: 
“I think that the feminine represents the contrary in its absolute sense, this contrariness being in no wise affected by any relation between it and its correlative and thus remaining absolutely other. Sex is not a certain specific difference.. . no more is the sexual difference a mere contradiction.. . Nor does this difference lie in the duality of two complementary terms, for two complementary terms imply a pre-existing whole.. . Otherness reaches its full flowering in the feminine, a term of the same rank as consciousness but of opposite meaning.” 
De Beauvoir analyzes this passage as follows: 
“I suppose that Lévinas does not forget that woman, too, is aware of her own consciousness, or ego. But it is striking that he deliberately takes a man’s point of view, disregarding the reciprocity of subject and object. When he writes that woman is mystery, he implies that she is mystery for man. Thus his description, which is intended to be objective, is in fact an assertion of masculine privilege” (Simone, De Beauvoir, "Introduction to The Second Sex", trans. and ed. H. M. Parshley, in The Feminist Philosophy Reader, eds. Alison Bailey and Chris Cuomo [New-York: McGraw-Hill, 2007], pp. 87-96, p. 89n3).
Another sharp critique has been voiced by the important feminist thinker Luce Irigaray:
“This description of pleasure given by Levinas is unacceptable to the extent that it presents man as the sole subject exercising his desire and his appetite upon the woman who is deprived of subjectivity except to seduce him. .. In my opinion, if there is a fall, it is located in the reduction of the feminine to the passive, to the past tense, and to the object of man’s pleasure, in the identification of the woman with the beloved" ( “Questions to Emmanuel Levinas: On the Divinity of Love,” Re-Reading Levinas, Robert Bernasconi & Simon Critchley (eds.), [Bloomington-Indinapolis: Indiana University Press, 1991], p. 115).
For a response to Irigaray, see Claire Katz, Levinas, Judaism, and the Feminine: The Silent Footsteps of Rebecca (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2003) and Claire Katz, “‘For Love is as Strong as Death’: Taking Another Look at Levinas on Love,” Philosophy Today 45, no. 5 (July 2002): 124–32.
Alongside these we also find mixed reviews of Levinas’s conception of the feminine in Donna Brody, “Levinas’s Maternal Method from ‘Time and Other’ Through Otherwise Than Being: No Woman’s Land?” Feminist Interpretations of Emmanuel Levinas, pp. 53–77.]  [18:  Claire Katz has emphasized Levinas’s contribution to understanding the importance of femininity in the context of ethics:
“For Levinas, then, the first moment of the ethical relation is found within this erotic and then parental relationship" (Claire Katz, "Turning toward the Other: Ethics, Fecundity, and the Primacy of Education", Totality and infinity at 50, Scott Davidson and Diane Perpich Pittsburgh (eds.) [Pennsylvania: Duquesne University Press, 2012], pp. 209–226.
Stella Sandford has also shown that “the Levinasian subject, coded as masculine (or male; the Anglo-American sex/gender distinction is blurred in French), finds himself in the erotic relation face to face with alterity itself, the feminine, an experience with philosophical significance insofar as it highlights the formal structure of sexual difference as an opening onto the possibility of transcendence. At the same time, the disjunctive relationship between the two terms in or of sexual difference — the moment, precisely, of difference — has an ontological significance that should not be underestimated. The claim is not merely that the difference of sexual difference is ontological, but that it is the condition of possibility for ontological difference itself. As such it would not itself be ontological, but would be, to employ the terminology of Levinas's later work, ‘beyond being’” (Stella Sandford, The Metaphysics of Love: Gender and Transcendence in Levinas [London and New-York: Athlone press, 2000], p. 39). See also: Stella Sandford, "Levinas, feminism and the feminine", in Cambridge companion to Levinas, Simon Critchley and Robert Bernasconi (eds.), (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), pp. 139–160. 
 "The plane of eros allows us to see that the other par excellence is the feminine, through which a world behind the scenes prolongs the world. […] Eros, when separated from the Platonic interpretation which completely fails to recognize the role of the feminine, çan be the theme of a philosophy […] Phenomenological description, which by definition cannot leave the sphere of light, that is, man alone shut up in his solitude, anxiety and death as an end, whatever analyses of the relationship with the other, it may contribute, will not suffice." (Emmanuel Levinas, Existence and Existents, trans. Alphonso Lingis, [Pittsburgh: Duquesne University Press, 2001], p. 85).] 

There are five main sources in Levinas’s writings in which he formulated his conception of the feminine: Existence and Existents (1947); Time and the Other (1947); Totality and Infinity (1961); “Judaism and the Feminine,” in Difficult Freedom: Essays on Judaism (1963), and Ethics and Infinity (1982). In the first of these, the book Existence and Existents, Levinas makes the essential claim that positions the feminine at the peak of ethical aspirations: “The other par excellence is the feminine.”[footnoteRef:19] The plane of phenomenological observation here is the Eros, which requires a phenomenological description in order to escape from phenomena such as loneliness, anxiety, and death by slipping from the sphere of light and investigating feminine otherness.	Comment by Avital Tsype: Unsure… [19:  “The plane of eros allows us to see that the other par excellence is the feminine, through which a world behind the scenes prolongs the world. […] Eros, when separated from the Platonic interpretation which completely fails to recognize the role of the feminine, çan be the theme of a philosophy […] Phenomenological description, which by definition cannot leave the sphere of light, that is, man alone shut up in his solitude, anxiety and death as an end, whatever analyses of the relationship with the other, it may contribute, will not suffice” (Emmanuel Levinas, Existence and Existents, trans. Alphonso Lingis, [Pittsburgh: Duquesne University Press, 2001], p. 85).
] 

In Time and the Other, Levinas’s discussion of femininity is the most extensive in his oeuvre. First, he establishes the existence of traces of the relationship with the other that are inherent in reality and should motivate a person to retrace them. In the second phase, he described that otherness as the essence of femininity:
What is the alterity that does not purely and simply enter into the opposition of two species of the same genus? I think the absolutely contrary, whose contrariety is in no way affected by the relationship that can be established between it and its correlative, the contrariety that permits its terms to remain absolutely other, is the feminine.[footnoteRef:20] [20:  Levinas, Time and the Other, p. 85.] 

The essence of femininity is thus defined as its being absolutely other, and its nature is essential since it does not stem from or involve comparison, contrast, or complementariness.[footnoteRef:21] His main innovation when it comes to the nature of femininity comes in the following poetic description: [21:  Levinas explains that the difference between male and female is non-specific—it is not a contradiction or even a variation between complementary organs, “but one that carves up reality in another sense, and conditions the very possibility of reality as multiple” (Levinas, ibid, p. 85).] 

What matters to me in this notion of the feminine is not merely the unknowable, but a mode of being that consists in slipping away from the light. The feminine in existence is an event different from that of spatial transcendence or of expression that go toward light. It is a flight before light.[footnoteRef:22] [22:  Ibid, p. 87.] 

While it is certainly poetic and aesthetically pleasing, Levinas’s statements here are somewhat difficult to decipher. What is the practical expression of feminine action? How does slipping away from the light make any tangible difference in the world, and even more so a difference in the ethical recognition of responsibility? Later, Levinas develops his thought thus:
Alterity is accomplished in the feminine. This term is on the same level as, but in meaning opposed to, consciousness. The feminine is not accomplished as a being in a transcendence toward light, but in modesty. The transcendence of the feminine consists in withdrawing elsewhere, which is a movement opposed to the movement of consciousness. But this does not make it unconscious or subconscious, and I see no other possibility than to call it mystery.[footnoteRef:23] [23:  Ibid, p. 88.] 

The feminine is not manifest in transcendence but in a movement that is opposed to consciousness, yet it is not part of the unconscious. The nature of this movement is thus mysterious. It should be noted that Levinas leaves the definition of the concept open to a subjective understanding of mystery. His proposal also raises the question of what is a state of consciousness that is not conscious and not unconscious. Could this possibly refer to the state of consciousness that the father of semiotics, Charles Sanders Peirce, called “firstness” or “feeling”?[footnoteRef:24] [24:  “It seems, then, that the true categories of consciousness are: first, feeling, the consciousness which can be included with an instant of time, passive consciousness of quality, without recognition or analysis; second, consciousness of an interruption into the field of consciousness, sense of resistance, of an external fact, of another something; third, synthetic consciousness, binding time together, sense of learning, thought.” (Peirce, Collected Papers, 1.377).] 

In our third source, Totality and Inifinity, Levinas mentions the feminine only briefly and focuses on the link between the feminine and hospitality. First, Levinas posits that recollection for the sake of garnering attention to the self actually relies on hospitality, a paradox best embodied by woman.[footnoteRef:25] Here, for the first time, Levinas mentions the I-Thou concept coined by Buber as a source to expand upon rather than as an object of criticism: he paraphrases Buber’s concept and claims that it does not describe a relationship with an interlocutor but rather one with the female other.[footnoteRef:26] The important innovation in this discussion is that Levinas characterizes the feminine as the ultimate ethical mode of conduct that enables optimal hospitality, not through language but through silence: [25:  “Recollection refers to a welcome. […] And the other whose presence is discreetly an absence, with which is accomplished the primary hospitable welcome which describes the field of intimacy, is the Woman. The woman is the condition for recollection, the interiority of the Home, and inhabitation”(Emmanuel Levinas, (1961), Totality and Infinity: An Essay on Exteriority, trans. Alphonso Lingis [Pittsburgh: Duquesne University Press, 1969], p. 155).]  [26:  “The I-Thou in which Buber sees the category of interhuman relationship is the relation not with the interlocutor but with feminine alterity. This alterity is situated on another plane than language and nowise represents a truncated, stammering, still elementary language. On the contrary, the discretion of this presence includes all the possibilities of the transcendent relationship with the Other” (Levinas, ibid).] 

Recollection, a coming to oneself, a retreat home […] as in a land of refuge, which answers to a hospitality, an expectancy, a human welcome. In human welcome the language that keeps silence remains an essential possibility. Those silent comings and goings of the feminine being whose footsteps reverberate the secret depths of being.[footnoteRef:27] [27:  Levinas, ibid, p. 156.] 

The feminine trait of intimate recollection which makes possible welcome and hospitality is, according to Levinas, characteristic of, for example, the biblical figure of Rebecca, who even drew water for Isaac’s servant Eliezer’s camels. Rebecca chose to leave her father’s home, to irrevocably separate from her family in order to make the world a worthy place to live in.[footnoteRef:28]	Comment by JA: אני לא יודע אם זה משנה אבל הוא לא מכונה אליעזר בשום מקום בתורה (רק במדרש וברש"י בעקבותיו).  כמו"כ הוא היה עבדו של אברהם, לא יצחק (וזה מפורש בכתובים) [28:  For an extensive discussion of the connection between Levinas’s concept of femininity and his idea of hospitality, see Kim Meijer-van Wijk, “Levinas, hospitality and the feminine other,” in Conrad Lashley (ed.), Routledge Handbook of Hospitality Studies, (New-York: Routledge, pp. 43–56).] 

In the fourth source, the article titled “Judaism and the Feminine,” Levinas examines two aspects of the woman in the Jewish tradition.[footnoteRef:29] Through an analysis of the actions of several female figures in the Old Testament, he gleans a number of general traits or attributes. In his discussion of Talmudic sayings, Levinas emphasizes that the Sages focus on the adjective “feminine,” as opposed to “woman” as a noun. Alongside these two channels of investigation, Levinas also expands his argument regarding romantic love (or the “eternal feminine”—Die ewige Fraulichkeit), which he first presented in Time and the Other. [29:  Emmanuel Levinas, “Judaism and the Feminine,” in Difficult freedom, trans. Sean Hand (Baltimore, Maryland: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1990): 30–38.] 

Toward the end of the article, Levinas brings up an aspect missing from his other books but one which appears in the Jewish sources: the feminine as the source of all moral deterioration, the satanic element, and the source of death.[footnoteRef:30] In doing so, Levinas formulates a position that poses an interpretive problem in the context of everything he has previously claimed in the article, as well as all the claims made about women in his other writings. A systematic examination of Levinas’s claims in the article does not resolve this tension but rather sharpens it. The obvious interpretation of the resulting tension is that the feminine has a dual nature. Just as a person has both a male and female nature and, as such, contains contradictory qualities, the feminine also has a dual nature and contains an internal contradiction. However, this solution does not clarify Levinas’s statement that it is due to this female nature that humans are destined to be mortal. The connection between death and feminine conduct, therefore, remains problematic and controversial. [30:  “The feminine also reveals itself to be the source of all decline. This appears in an ambivalence in which one of the most profound visions of the ambiguity of love itself is expressed. The delicious weakness which, in the swoon of inner life, saves the human being from rootlessness takes place on the verge of letting go. Woman is complete immodesty, down to the nakedness of her little finger. She is the one who, par excellence displays herself, the essentially turbulent, the essentially impure. Satan, says an extremist text, was created with her. Her contemplative vocation—attested to by the rib from whence she came, a clothed and invisible organ—is allied to all indiscretion" (Levinas. Ibid, pp. 37–38).] 

In the fifth and final source, the book of interviews with Philippe Nemo, Ethics and Infinity, Levinas reiterates his idea of the Eros as the starting point of feminine alterity, first introduced in Time and the Other. Here, however, he sharpens the claim that feminine alterity is incommensurable since alterity is an inherent property of the feminine other:
In Eros an alterity between things is exalted which does not reduce to the logical or numerical difference which formally distinguishes any individual from any other. But erotic alterity is not restricted either to that which, between comparable beings, is due to different attributes which distinguish them. The feminine is other for a masculine being not only because of a different nature, but also inasmuch an alterity is in some way its nature. In the erotic relation it is not a matter of another attribute in the Other, but an attribute of alterity in the Other.[footnoteRef:31] [31: Levinas, (1982) Ethics and Infinity, p. 65. ] 

Expanding upon this, Levinas clarifies how feminine alterity is expressed in love relationships, and he emphasizes that this alterity does not merge with the beloved, but rather that the erotic relationship preserves the other as being “absolutely other”:
The idea of a love that would be a confusion between two beings is a false romantic idea. The pathos of the erotic relationships is the fact of being two, and that the other is absolutely other.[footnoteRef:32] [32:  Ibid, p. 66.] 

Turning back to Grossman’s novel, we may offer this as an explanation for why Vera decided to go into exile on the island of Goli Otok and leave behind her six-year-old daughter, Nina. Vera’s feminine otherness is expressed in her loyalty to Miloš’s patriotic ethos. Miloš was no longer alive when Vera made the decision; therefore, there was no chance of a physical union between them. However, as Levinas asserts, love is not expressed in union but in the preservation of the otherness of each of the lovers. Thus, Vera’s act can be seen as a preservation of Miloš’s otherness. In her decision, Vera expresses a type of courage that, in sexist terms, could be called “masculine” while abandoning her daughter, which is also an action traditionally characteristic of men going off to the battlefield. Levinas, on the other hand, proposes to see feminine and masculine attributes as characteristic of every human being:
All these allusions to the ontological differences between the masculine and the feminine would appear less archaic if, instead of dividing humanity into two species (or into two genders), they would signify that the participation in the masculine and in the feminine were the attribute of every human being. Could be the meaning of the enigmatic verse of Genesis 1:27: “Male and female created he them”?[footnoteRef:33] [33:  Ibid, pp. 68–69.] 

Later in this same chapter, Levinas describes another relationship with the other, which he terms “filiality.” The feminine and filiality have two features in common: in both cases, it is not a relationship of knowledge, and in both cases, the relationship involves the concept of time (as opposed to space and expression).[footnoteRef:34] Following this, Levinas clarifies that as the ultimate ethical relationship, filiality does not depend on biological circumstances but is rather an abstract and transcendental relationship: [34:  “In existence the feminine is an event different from that of spatial transcendence or expression which go toward the light; it is a light before light” (ibid, p. 67).] 

The fact of seeing the possibilities of the other as your own possibilities, of being able to escape the closure of your identity and what is bestowed on you […] this is paternity. It is not necessary that those who have no children see in this fact any depreciation whatever; biological filiality is only the first shape filiality takes; but one can very well conceive filiality as a relationship between human beings without the tie of biological kinship. One can have a paternal attitude with regard to the Other. To consider the Other as a son is precisely to establish with him those relations I call “beyond the possible.”[footnoteRef:35] [35:  Levinas, Ethics and Infinity, pp. 70-71.] 

Levinas describes parenthood as the ability to go beyond the limits of self-identity in favor of recognizing the other’s possibilities of existence. This mental capacity does not depend on biological parentage but expresses an ethical choice that any person can make. These words can also be interpreted to mean that parenthood is not innate but chosen, and can even be formulated as a paraphrase of Beauvoir’s famous statement: one is not born, but rather becomes, a parent.

The Feminine and Filiality in More Than I Love My Life
The three women in Grossman’s novel represent three generations of complex femininity, which is not dictated by social norms and expectations but sometimes goes against social dictates, sometimes is informed by them, and sometimes both simultaneously. Levinas’s description of femininity as an ultimate other, which operates alongside linguistic conventions and not within them […] The focus of the novel and the event that sets its plot in motion is Vera’s decision to be exiled to the island and leave her daughter, Nina. This decision, which is not explained to Nina until almost forty years later, dictates the difficult relationships between Vera and her daughter, Nina, and between Nina and her daughter, Gili. The main impact of Vera’s departure on her daughter and granddaughter is that it created a reluctance to live and experience motherhood. However, at the same time, Levinas’s conceptualizations make it possible to view the character of Vera as a person with an ethical obligation, which does not arise from biological circumstances or society’s edicts, but from a free choice based on ethical reasoning. Vera’s commitment is not to herself or her daughter but to an idea that, according to her understanding, is the basis for Miloš’s whole life. Her commitment to Miloš’s patriotism is an expression of Vera’s dedication to the ultimate otherness: not for romantic erotic satisfaction, but for an abstract idea that had no real manifestations in reality following Miloš’s death.	Comment by Avital Tsype: There seems to be text missing here.
Gili, her granddaughter, resembles Vera in many ways, the most important of which is her ability to act upon reality and transform it constructively. Just as Vera protects her after her mother, Nina, abandons her and her father, so Gili protects the relationship between Vera and Nina and initiates the journey to the island. Gili is not just the photographer accompanying the journey and documenting it; she also prompts Vera and Nina’s commitment to others who are different from them. At the end of the journey, each of the two women understands the other and forgives her. Femininity, as Levinas describes it, as well as filiality, are not expressed in the novel in a standard way: the grandmother ignores her daughter and raises her granddaughter, and it is the granddaughter who spearheads the multigenerational journey. Throughout it, Nina, the only one of the three women who is both a mother and a daughter, embodies feminine otherness that cannot be grasped, cannot surrender itself, and appears to be doomed. However, with her mother and daughter’s help, Nina’s character, too, reaches acceptance and forgiveness by the end of the novel. That being said, we can also see “satanic motivation”—a desire to destroy themselves and others, as Levinas claims in his analysis of the role of the woman in Judaism—in the three women’s actions. This is how we might view Nina’s voluntary exile, Gili’s suicide attempt, and the parental estrangement Vera displays toward Nina. Nevertheless, hovering over the plot of the novel is a Levinasian spirit of faith in the ability of the feminine to initiate and accomplish a courageous examination of historical truth, a direct confrontation with it, and finally, reconciliation, acceptance, and forgiveness.
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