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The poststructuralist arena presents a rather gruesome and depressing spectacle with far too many dead bodies about – Death of God (which though is said to have occurred some earlier, but whose unequivocal declaration done definitively only by Nietzsche), Death of the author(ity) (Barthes), Death of man (Foucault), Death of Philosophy (Heidegger), Death/end of History (Fukuyama) and so on.

Hence, the nihilistic legacy, whether one likes it or not, in poststructuralism is hard to shake off. The implications of such a nihilistic position are far reaching. Firstly, it underscores the impossibility of all values, truth and meaning. For, it boils down to the fact that all that we have thought as truth, meaning and reality are found to be our own constructions and hence at best, illusory. Significantly, nothing replaces it, except by pure absences. The corollary is the most persisting and damaging criticism made against poststructuralism that it destroys all grounds of any ethical inquiry or action. Significantly and on the other hand, that the poststructuralist thought turned out to be the rallying point for a host of oppressed sections of society, namely, women (feminisms of sorts), marginalized colonized races (postcolonialism), the underprivileged working classes (a variety of movements taking off from some Marxist persuasion) and so on, does not render the theoretical edifice of poststructuralism any stronger. One cannot simply wish away the antiessentialism and antifoundationalism so deeply and inescapably ingrained in the decentred universe of poststructuralism. It is here that one explores the viability of an ethics underpinned by such a system with special reference to Levinas and Gandhi.

This study tries to show how the conceptual framework offered by Levinas and Gandhi overcome the problem of the unworkability of ethics and to show how these thought systems gel with poststructuralism.

Both Levinas and Gandhi, as representatives of two broad global systems, and as individual thinkers, accord pride of place to ethics. When Derrida famously declared that “the repercussions of his thought will have changed the course of philosophical reflection in our time”, it was as much a tribute to the ability of Levinasian thought to redeem poststructuralism from the disastrous course of nihilism it was taking as well as how it is consonant with his own deconstructive enterprise.

Though one would be hardpressed to call Gandhi a poststructuralist, one can with considerable cogency, show that Gandhian thought is germane to postmodernity.

Both Levinas and Gandhi engage the issue of the failure of modernity in surprisingly parallel ways, yet in characteristically different modular form as well. Even as the unprecedented achievements in science and technology, liberal political organization, socio economic improvement engendered a sense of confidence of a world mastered by humanity, it brought in far too many issues such as holocaust, pollution, ecological disaster and so on.

And if postmodernity is marked by the end of the enlightenment dream of mastery over nature, and with a revelation of the insufficiency of science and rationality, Gandhian thought, it seems, anticipated it all. For instance, if Gandhi entered politics, it was not to liberate his country in the sense generally understood in the West, “but to establish the Kingdom of Heaven or Ramrajya” (Tidrick), which again, far from a transcendental realm, is actually a heaven on earth for Gandhi. Indeed, though Gandhian and Levinasian thought are theistic, they are paradoxically antifoundational and hence are able to steer clear of the charges of being steeped in a metaphysics of presence.

It may be noted that all of Gandhian key terms such God, Moksa, Satya, Ahimsa, Swaraj, far from being a fixed locus are ultimately identified with human welfare – lokasamgraha. And Gandhi’s argument runs: “My uniform experience has convinced me that there is no other God than Truth. And . . . the only means for the realization of Truth is Ahimsa”. And then he goes on to identify love of God with love of humanity. Hence, Gandhian thought can in a way escape the charge of being trapped in a metaphysics of presence.

Like the Gandhian Ahimsa (nonviolence), Levinas too takes off from the rather negativist, “thou shalt not kill”. While Gandhi viewed violence as a corollary of western modernity, Levinas views Western philosophy itself as violence, and modernity as its worst expression. For Levinas, Western philosophy is ontology, and it works by comprehending and philosophizing the other, which itself is violence. Ontology for Levinas is a result of the refusal to recognize the radical alterity of the other. For the other being ineffable, indefinable, and hence radically other cannot be ontologized. Violence, for Levinas, hence, consists in reducing the wholly other and essentializing the other that is beyond essence. Violence also occurs when the other becomes the object of one’s study. Therefore, Levinas’s ethics, far from being a set of precepts, is a relation prior to philosophy and ontology. And it becomes the ground and antecedent to philosophy.

Interestingly, this relation is more than a relation in which one ‘faces’ and speaks to, and is responsible for the other. “This relationship with the other . . . puts me into question, empties me of myself . . . . The ‘I’ is expelled from this rest”. Ethics understood this way is prior to philosophy and is the first principle. Hence, one might describe Levinas’s project as directed to the unworking of Western philosophy that works by ontological violence, and to that extent it becomes a viable alternative.

The implications of such a stance are many indeed. All representations including art and literature are suspect in Levinas, though, he unlike poststructuralists generally, retains faith in language. Besides, the unworking of philosophy for Levinas is to be achieved through the performative use of language. A performative relation is one that speaks to the other and not about the other.

Levinas explains his position with two related questions, namely “what is an ‘I’?” and “How is society possible?” Levinas rejects the Hobbesian position that man is narcissistic and hence everyone is an enemy of everyone else. Instead, he says, that an individual is far more than conatus Essendi, standing for and of oneself. Therefore the secret of society is based on the twin concepts of radical alterity and heteronomous responsibility for the other. According to Levinas, ‘I’ cannot disentangle myself from the society of the other and such a relationship “precedes all ontology” and belongs to a preoriginal past, an anarchical past. Thus the other, for Levinas has almost the status of a god, “the way of the infinite”.

And much like the Gandhian lokasamgraha, universal human welfare, Levinas’s ‘face’ refers to all others in need. This love for the other, which is not exactly of one’s choosing is the kernel of “thou shalt not kill” and ahimsa, and probably the best that can emanate from poststructuralism as well.

*   *    *

The two papers that follow elaborate on what has been said above. The third paper though not exactly related to the topic was written and published during the period of the project.
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