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On Levinas, Derrida, and Nancy:
The Ethico-Cultural Turn in the Context of Postmodernity

Abstract: The purpose of this post-doctorate research is to present a re-
cently advanced tendency in the movement of westem thought in the context of
the postmodem since the mid 80s’ of last century as the Ethico-Cultural Tum
and give a radical theorization of it. Choosing three French contemporary
thinkers, Emmanuel Levinas (1906 - 1995), Jacques Derrida (1930 -
2004), and Jean-Luc Nancy (1942~ ), who not only are in debt to the phe-
nomenological and ontological tradition, but also work within the shared hori-
zon of the post-metaphysical thinking and the so-called “deconstruction”, it
lays emphasis on some theses of this dramatically philosophical tun. Arguing
against the current degradations of the postmodern thoughts and deconstruction
as the waning of meaning and nihilist destruction of every value, it asserts that
there is a strong and persistent pursuit for the ultimate meaning of the human
existence developing against the postmodem cultural background and challeng-
ing the excessive skepticism and desperate nihilism through reading Levinas’
“The Ethics as the First Philosophy”, Derrida’s recent conceptions of “the
Undeconstructible Justice”, “Messianicity without Messiah” and the Politics
of Friendship, and Nancy’s reconstruction of the ontology of the Being-With
(being as-and-in-common) . In sum, their untimely effors are to overcome
the domination of nihilist myth, suspend the disaster of the ultimate meaning,
and welcome the retum of the divine value.

Firstly, Levinas’ conception of the ethics as the first philosophy strikes
root in the lively experience of and reflection on “the useless suffering” in the
history of 20th century. lts basic idea is that in order to put an end to the use-
less suffering and the great evil as the final agent of it, the existence must
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break with the totality of the ontology about subjectivity, go out of the horrible
and anonymous “the there is” ( “il y a”), and pursue the infinity of the abso-
lutely Other. According to Levinas, the unique approach to God’s justice
(Theodicy) is to take on the unconditional responsibility for the other. What
can be called “the divine” is nothing but the responsibility ordinary people
take for the same ordinary other. Only then can the divine polis be built on the
basis of taking absolute responsibility for the other and having respect for the
other. Therefore, the ethics as the first philosophy should be read as a desire
to transcend onto the Good, rather than a will to know about the world. In
short, only by running up against the other and responding to him, can we ap-
proximate the divine realm covered with the light of love and peace. Metaphor-
ically speaking, it is Levinas who guides the tragic destiny of human beings
with his one hand and points toward the other with his other hand, his heart
filled with the luminous light from God.

Secondly, there is a volte-face taking place in Derrida’s recent thought,
which indicates the politico-ethic tum within the postmodem horizon in general
and the deconstruction horizon of his own thinking in particular. Going beyond
Heidegger and tracing back to Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Martin Luther, St.
Augustine, and Apostle Paulus, he attempts to desediment the excessive inter-
pretations on the origin of the Gospel in the history of culture and search for
the unscathed and undivided religious experiences in Judo-Christian-Muslin-
Gospels. On the way to the religion without religion, he unexpectedly encoun-
ters with Plato’s Agathon, the Good beyond all of beings, and Kant’s Supreme
Good. In the last analysis, he encounters with the ultimate meaning, in which
his deconstruction reaches the unsurpassable limit and lapses into the unsolv-
able aporias. The justice is not possible to be deconstructed, “the Messianicity
without Messiah in the desert in the desert” is in the coming future, the
democracy to come is a promise, and the friendship beyond the blood and soil
is “perhaps” possible. Clearly, Derrida’s recent thought is not so much called
“deconstruction” as called “reconstruction of the ultimste value”, since he
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puts his focus on the crisis of political culture in the age of the technological
and depolitical globalization and tries to be exposed to the divine to come.

Finally, Nancy goes on the path to the ultimate meaning and expands the
ethico-cultural projects of restoration of the divine proposed by Levinas and
Derrida. He establishes between us the first philosophy that is neither political
nor ethical and uses it as an expression of the postmodems tracing in the grow-
ing desert. According to Nancy, the first philosophy can be defined in terms of
the ontological analysis of being-with, whose structure is developed and differ-
ent from Heidegger’s. His ambition is to find a path to the authentic and pri-
mary truth in order to avoid both myth (which affirns an absolutely identical
and unique value) and nihilism (which deserts all of value) . Through ana-
lyzing “the inoperative community” and meditating on the ontology of being-
with, he expands the deconstructive project into the entire Christian tradition.
In doing so, he suggests that there be a nude and innocent situation of exis-
tence in which we the postmodems can touch the divine without mediation.
And to touch the divine is to approach the ultimate meaning with a Gnostic
Love. No doubt, this is an inevitable commitment of philosophy.

Common to the three types of ethico-cultural conceptions by Levinas,
Derrida, and Nancy, it is that they share pan-tragicism, Gnosticism, and an
ideal of perfect moralist. Just like the greatest thinkers in the entire history of
western thought whose persistence is on the ultimate meaning and whose con-
cem is with the divine justice, they promote the morality to the ethical life and
then sublimate the ethical life into the utopian conception. But it implies an
imminent danger: a perfect moralist could trip into a passé if his desire to the
ultimate meaning lost its real ground. A perfect moralist’s passé is the same as
every utopian thinker's, of course. Fortunately, for the three contemporary
thinkers who live in the age of technological domination and a highly rational-
ized world, they are no doubt conscious of extreme importance of the accept-
ability of an ideal to the freedom of modem individuals. For all of them, free-
dom as an ethical ideal is merely a very dear and fragile gift. Therefore, free-
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dom means an obligation to the other and a piety to the absolute responsibility
for the other. It is so uncertain that we must liberate ourselves from the isolat-
ed subjectivity and enter the non-symmetry space of being-with in order to re-
alize the freedom. Consequently, the three postmodern thinkers’ ethico-cultur-
al conceptions accord the responsibility for the other with a priority over the
self-identification. This is the aura of the ultimate meaning radiated from their
texts. This aura is transcendently spiritual, but intimately sensible.

Keywords: Postmodem context, Ethico-cultural turn, Deconstruction,
Justice, Ontology of Co-Existence.




JIx. AR BIMRIFRRITRI - 1-

515: NEBMHERFERSHRK

A MAREEBTENBHAE, NAROGEFHRAT
BEMZE, RERETAW, HERMTRE, AIIREHRE
HRE-HAREREN R ZAMZ UBEREKHTIR. RELR
HAHBHER, RERD THEN LR, RLE “BPEAR"
Mz P HRREMA L B— D MEBR ERERNERE, FH8
Wi HEARER. B2, —MRKBERY, “FRA” AEHREER
S LB KMIAT, TFEARR W # LR P IF B AR Z R E LR
W H R/,

B2, RIX “BFRR” REHFMEL? 3 “FRABE" R
BORIUM? RNAE, BENAERNREE, FAR” RA -1
AZKHEEE, SXMAVEHERGBEAYLEETEZEE,
HARMERBER, “FRA” SRBONEXRE ., FHRRE
BB 2 BB HRE OX—Rxt “FHR” R E N —R
YRR, BRT —EMRNER, £ PE¥EFRE TR
BAIXBER, “FRA" REMRA X OUMEE, ENEAR
WRFR, WP “EREE” HitFER—TRETHOEE
HMEREWRST. mbxp, “FEHRA" Bh— 0 EKEE, 519
EARTEEATRAGENFSRE, REPEXALAREAT
Rt L OMAEERN NS, CRERBEY -RBA
CEBLOMAERFS LERZRAXECREERBHNERE,
2001 4F 8 A, WRREEERURIERZAN—1TA, EERER)
¥ ERARARE XTHSETTRARANERER, B4
FRRES, “SHOAE"! AR, BN, XEURER----W




c . S 2 R D BT S

WESMERE S XK “FHEAR” AR, AKNEE, RE
g7

M B —-EEFENRS AR R OHBREE,
HIH R A B X ARE, S AMEUBFENE, RITIAIEEEMAE
EEXR “FE MAAZH, RINMESHHEFRXEH “HH
K7 BEEMRT: RIMITFE “—BEDHFS”, BUgTHXHE
(FIRIE); iRl R B FRE, AHEs “BAEREL
FXBRBEL” MBRGHE (EBEX); UEHRENEGFS S
Y, BEEEME, HABE. RIKENTRER (Eei#); B
MEFEEET, —F EEL W R TS, —FEE
THE, BRTEXWH AR ARNIRAT, BEMIKA (HE
BEE), e RH SR ERAR—FBRE AR

WRE “BRR” ZREmME—A “EX7, BRBHEEMERE
AIRT o Bl “EX7, BRRR—RPIKG SR R 2 A S 1 A i
RERE, MALARBBFTERN IR R ERX A— sk,
BN, MEREMHA, — PUBELHE. REXE. BER
2. SABRMEE . ERHADVFEMHR, B4, BRAZRT
X—-YILMEERMAIS? HAR, BB “BRARENL", RE—FX
W ¥R, EEMMFGERAE ., RAERSE, BHERK, &
FERE, TREAREXERUBBRAEFTRE “RAFIME".
‘WM LAR “NHEERM”. B AR, FFiE “FERAEN B
FRARFE, BERAE, BORHEMTE; NEREERECHE,
HEEABRR—MBLBRBHE, UXAWEEZE, BERR
MKARR. EFAB, AR BExtFe—EHRTE, S
B, BEAS. BROAERN—-FREEKER, ERRMR—
RAEHBREBEZ S, TR TAREERDHR O

TR, SHATHERARRHLBHEO™HFHE: “FRRERL
REREWN . BKEBXH., SRR EEN. EEMEXTN, &
ks, EREM, SESHUEERTIEREN “BFER"
N EHEBHN WASERNERIEIEE 1979 SRR T RS0




Jin. AR RIFEARERIK 3

TR TH PR E SH CRRABZE, URESLBRE
MBKES, BRBAZL], EPRNAE—T THREAR LR
Mo “Hit, IERMKBXMEB 7THEE S MBERFEOHF, B
BB HEAHA, REREZEHNE, FEANAR
R B AR FIRA HERM 4, MEXEE."OHANLXE
g

AR A7 AN A7 X T — M ERE, X
ARIREE, MEKRET. FA-MMERE, D ARHA
M, ER—NEBMEAE, ETFXARAEEEBIT & 8
RABGERNZH, BAREXEEN, RMARFHBRER, R
THEXRTEERA R BBHE, Bib AELBREN, ERXANE
BAHEFE, AR BB T B8 T H A% B A7
At ABSCRBEHAF? I AEEEX U SRR BRI
RE BT B CBBIR? It 28 FEFKEMARREAN B
RERNTABRBB—HIE LR It 28 AL OB B A
ERRAERCRRRFHEET? RIOZZEEEBHBBA T —1
g KB ME R R SR BRA X TG R BRI,
RNEEXEFRRBBRBR LR ETHETHE, LLO&H
e, DARMENRERENGRALLEE, BRROXTEHR
LR,

AR, ZBRUHE, ER—FATET R, KR E L0 R
Prial, HESHRZPHMRMERRNET: RIVEFERFZ
o XEM BET, MUBEBARET RN A4 — 4
BRESERAENMR, MHRMEMIRNREREHEERE, %
HBIR BT, WIBME “KE”, MR “E2E PN
BXHARBARAFE, EREEZKEREN ‘4T #EN
FRZHEEBRN “KE” BRT, IMERRT - HYSER
Bk, MRWRRLRNORIR O, EREFER “HEK
B M 2R BRET. BOMEEEHRER, T EMNEER
AP BfE, BMEACKEW, WnEBRHED, Hhsm




S X MR P IS

M- BROER, MHEER—-EABIT. REMRFINZR, BT
MRNAMESE. Hik, REBKEHERER “KE” o “4F"
M BT, REFELN R OM EE, RARBITGED
MZER. FRBEBBT R KROREMERE, B5XKEMEHN
BARERBRIMAREK, XBERITERLBNEE N RERENR
Ja BRI E BRI A B

A AZEN, £ “FROMERS" £ FREEMNE,
SAARREARE? A4 “WHH A" EEE S FRAER
KW, SARZMRE? BEEXEHRE, ROFAEEFHER
REE, FEXRRTHAR “— M EMAMERE". VO, ¥
FRRERRE 1 “ERONMEES", XRESHERLF, H5%,
“REAEAE” MEMNRIE— “BEH" FEERNNE. I
Rit, AHe L “BUR B8 15 819 HEXBHE, B4, &
BABEMBAREHE 2 RARFE, —REAT - MEHET 0%
Hahs, EBACRERLR B F 08 48 1 2 T A 2 SLAUN M A
o RRARE E BUER” ZHERBET TEE, BRIRR
AESEA B e OBk 2 i FiX Sk Ty [Red, ‘IR B
AU B B R BT Ui/ B0 R B — FiOR LY 3w, R B BIBEAR
A, BEEERNARZ AT R, &N RSN
A= MRAAR, FRRBBORARMERS.

HK, FRRBEREE-NER, ME—AHEMERE M
MR AR, G RREE, NX—BIR&HNMRZPRITE”
ARSI 3R 5 A0 F JLBKR . SCAAM T, AR, RER M
LARPHETE I LR

gk, FIRABEMA T “EFRHE” (Linguistic
Tum), TREAEEE . HEMXEANEE L. FTF EFHREN",
R BENEC AN ERTE T EEREEEBNES IARER,
HE B BESEHER DL, B HCARRE AR L
MER. BEl, BXENTREE, RAYTFORENRR. B4




JiAE. ASERHIRIFRRITR + 5

T BRETERENMT LR, B¥ELEN AN ENE, 2o
“BE¥EN ZENEERBENEARmZ—, fFRXBE L
RERRBENRE, FHBRBRLEANATRERN “BERHEZ
PHHEER” NGB, XBHEAEMFE —-NEH, BEXBER L
MR MBEREEIZ P ORISR R T B 4 A
VTR, HRASCERFEMARRIRE, XEXESTHERLN
ARG, ERRPEVFEHM SEMMENBLELEH,
MHAB T H . B2, R RRNB#H 2 L nmEsizs,
BEAREIACERNE %, REMCEMENBESER, £
M4 80 484, AEMIFZHRA —FE LR F LHIE, 2
XAESHTAEN MR REEXEER, —SAH M0
RESRANEEEUSBER “REME", # X568 x4
HEOFEEUFOEER BB CERITFZ b, X—RBHEARNS
XEFRARNBERN TR RERR, MASKES 8- &% RN
HYRRE NS BRRBRA K. XK 5RBEHAHIITFRCRE.
BHRER S M RIE R E U MIER, otk LR, EM—=
BB SCLHE IR R, ERHEBHIER, CBOAMER, EXEAH
RRBERERZ P, K#) (). Hillis Miller) FIEHME (Martha
Nussbaum) HSSMEBEM. KBBH T “BENAE", HHEEET
RY-E-80 “RENES", AFEHRe%TIEEEN TR,
HRAERACHERRER. X—HEHETHREERNERE L,
A—HEXBRRTEELRNFRNRR, EameE M EAR
B CERNT ¥R, BATRAERANR, AR THRT LY
B TE R B A B 02 2 R R i ©

R RE S, ERABEBEF TS MHH, E e
T0 KM, RBENGEEHE LBES RENE XMLt
BB MA EER, NTSET “SULBIE” M2, LUIER N
REWEEMEXHF WG S LOERRE. B0, HESEFURAIE
ERHARETHRREROBRY, NTHRE T HRBEa ko,
XM LREN, URBARIBEBENRNEH, UELERHEER




-6 - BRI BER PR LNS

AR 2SR AESE U B REAEE L, AREEHE, 7
R TAEE, BREXERURERLESRITT 27 ALRHHA,
SIRGFMEE B, S ERRREEE, B TERRASOEH
THEB R R GIIPBR 2P X PS5 5RO AR A
B MW f e AT RIT AU AR B A, HEHME T
AREBEHRBZ %, B8R THRTHMERY, BREMBKBRE,
WHIEH T “Ha@BN", il b sU ) s F oy —F A
FRFOME T RIS, RPER, R TURKIL”,
EHBRE “RRHE" EREHAMANFE. A, EHRER
WFEIRAGAT KR, BT — b SAHERIR AL 3 SR ) 1) B AR
XHER . EWHSRERENREE, IR EERREBMER
J5 SR M — R A SR 2 e E 1 ©

EFR=ZRWAT, FRARERT THEREERRR, UK
ARBEARAR PO SREBH IR YSHR P RERANEL,
Frif ‘e BWEMANHEREE: —HERERYHEL, B
HEY, BMMRELSREARD S, EEABENBET, HH
BA— N E—— B, H—-HENELSRRERE, ©
MR, SREARRMEANNZ EEFRANKRREER, R
RMEER, BEEA—MILSHBERRANIZERX EHNE, &
F—MAERHAFEXF, ELRYEMARRANEZSF,
AR AR RME A BT & O 0 RIESHAE R T R M
MERSTE R, B B RIARK B iR TR A AT 7EX R
HRT, SROCELIERFZBUR NGB RFH T M EE,

5% 0 B L Fel—— B T b B R R —— R A SCHE B Btk i ke £
HEBRAAR B 2 AR RN R X—BKBHRETE
ARBEMREL—E, EERTHESWEXNRE, F£L
A 80 N EHIBN R, ESEEMALERTHEE RHE
W, EENDTHERETANEE, 8 TFXRERIERES,
X BMER TR ERERZ P B E X ME AW, HHH
—HERRTHRRE “8 —” WBBREM, HNREFFHRRTH




