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Maternal Compassion in the Thought of René Girard, Emil Fackenheim, and Emmanuel Levinas 

Like empathy, compassion is a word that seldom occurs in the writings of René Girard, who prefers to answer to Martin Heidegger's “anxiety” [Die Sorge] before death by speaking instead of a “concern for victims” [le souci des victims]. Maternal compassion does enter Girardian analysis directly, however, in his discussion of the biblical good harlot, a compassionate mother whom Girard calls “the most perfect figura Christi that can be imagined.” In this paper I focus on the neglected theme of maternal compassion in the writings of Girard, letting them enter into conversation, first, with Emil Fackenheim's reflections on the plight and actions of Jewish mothers during the Holocaust and, second, with themes sounded in the philosophy of Emmanuel Levinas. I argue that maternal compassion is actually central to Girard's understanding of the unveiling of the victimage mechanism, because it sees goodness in the very life of every potential victim, regardless of what that person has done or is capable of doing, simply because he or she exists, has a face. The “innocence” of every victim is reducible to the innocence of the infant, because an infant within a sacrificial system can substitute for every other possible victim. The infant and, even more, the unborn bring us back to the very origins of life, to the Creator. There is, as Plato asserts and Levinas reminds us, a “Good beyond being” that, on a transcendent plane, constitutes the “innocence” of every human being that lives, protesting against any one's murder. 

To illustrate the triangulation of desire, the rivalry of doubles, the mimetic crisis, and its possible outcome in victimage, René Girard turns to the famous biblical story of the judgment of Solomon in 3 Kings 3:16-28. In that story two women, two harlots, approach the king, each claiming to be the mother of a single, living infant, over whom they are fighting. “The symmetry is obvious,” Girard writes, “and it represents the very essence of human conflict.” Unable to determine the truth of the case on the basis of their conflicting testimonies, the wise king tests them by proposing a sacrificial solution that parodies distributive justice. He decides to cut the baby in half, giving each woman an equal share, the symmetrical division of the victim mirroring the symmetry between the litigants. “The Latin word decidere,” Girard notes, “mean etymologically to divide by the sacrificial knife, to cut the throat of a victim” (p. 238). 

The proposed sacrifice is averted because its horrific promise of an equal apportionment of parts of the baby's body—a sameness that would confirm the two as doubles—reveals a significant difference between the two women. According to the usual reading of the passage, one of the mothers, having (either deliberately or accidentally) killed her own baby by smothering him, lacks any genuine love for the other woman's infant. As Girard explains, “The only thing that counts for her is possessing what the other one possesses. In the last resort, she is ready to accept being deprived of the child as long as her opponent is deprived of it in the same way. . . .All that counts is her fascination with her hated model and rival” (p. 239). The other woman, however, filled with yearning for the life of the child to whom she has given birth, reveals herself to be its true mother by renouncing her maternal rights in a passionate plea: “I beseech thee, my lord, give her the child alive, and do not kill it” (3 Kings 3:26). 

Commenting on the passage, Girard characterizes the values of the false mother as sacrificial, those of the good mother as anti-sacrificial. With reference to the child whose fate hangs in the balance, the distinction is clear enough. The true mother begs for the baby's life, whereas the false mother is ready to see it killed, its body divided before her eyes. But is the true mother sacrificial with respect to herself in a way that the false mother is not? The latter question gives Girard pause. The true mother, after all, sacrifices her right to her baby. “We could even say that she puts herself forward as a sacrifice,' Girard admits, because “she risks her own life” in opposing the king's judgment (p. 240). When she speaks, after all, she cannot be sure how her words will be interpreted, since her sudden renunciation of her claim could signify an admission of an original lie. 

Girard's imaginary scenario points to an ambiguity in the text and another possible interpretation. What if the “true” mother, who gives up any claim to the child, is in fact the “false” mother, whose own infant has died through an accident during the night? Traumatized by this loss, she has desperately taken another woman's baby in place of her own. Confronted by the threat of the king to kill the second infant, she recoils from a repetition of the infanticide, strives to prevent the king's bloody mimesis of her own action. She acts to spare the child's life and thereby atones for the accidental killing of her own baby; through renunciation of the living child, she begins to come to terms with the loss of the infant who has tragically died. She refuses to cause another mother a mourning, a grief, a bereavement comparable to her own. 

Whatever happened (and the text refuses to tell us), the mother who pleads for the child's life is a “true” mother in her attitude, in her maternal compassion and self-sacrifice. The king in his wisdom has discovered the one who is worthy of the infant. Girard answers his own doubt in terms of the good mother's motive, in which there is no suicidal death-wish: 

She wishes to go on living to take care of her child. But she is ready to renounce her child for ever, even to renounce her own life if necessary, in order to save his life. This is her only motive and there is nothing `sacrificial' about it. . . .The good harlot agrees to substitute herself for the sacrificial victim, not because she feels a morbid attraction to the role, but because she has an answer to the tragic alternative: kill or be killed. The answer is: be killed, not as a result of masochism, or the `death instinct,' but so that the child will live. (pp. 241-242) 

The biblical story, in fact, pointedly opposes any putative death wish with a different kind of instinct, a maternal compassion, a yearning for the child's life that arose out of the mother's very body. In the Douay translation of the Vulgate we read: “Her bowels were moved upon her child” (3 Kings 3:26), the son she had carried within her womb and to whom she had given birth. Closely identified with the child, the true mother shares its threatened status as a victim and refuses to abandon him. That refusal takes the ethical form of a renunciation of rights, a self-denial that distances her from the baby she loves, whose life she would preserve even at the price of her own. 

The story does not explain why maternal compassion is operative in one woman and not in the other. Both women are mothers of infants. The good harlot is presumably the biological mother of the living child, but the false mother was equally related to her own baby boy, upon whom she lay, smothering him during the night. The tale points to the physical bond between mother and child as a source of compassion. Such a bond clearly does not in itself account for the disparate choices of the women, however. Biology is not destiny to that degree. Nor does maternal compassion in itself decide the fate of the child and its mother. The king must give a ruling. 

The tale of the judgment of Solomon dramatically presents alternative sacrificial and non-sacrificial solutions to a mimetic crisis. Girard speculates that Solomon's decision to spare the child and award him to the true mother illustrates a strong historical movement in ancient Judaism away from human sacrifice, especially child sacrifice. In this story from the Book of Kings, the child does not die as a substitute for the archaic king-victim; rather, the life of the child, preserved by Solomon's wise decree, confirms both the king in his rule and the kingdom in peace. The tale reworks elements from the story of Moses, whose infant-life under a death-sentence was spared through the maternal compassion of two “mothers”—Pharoah's daughter, who adopted him, and his own mother, who assumed the lowly role of a nurse, renouncing her mother-rights. By contrast, the myth of Oedipus begins with an attempted infanticide by a father-king, who exposes his newborn son in order to preserve his own life. Oedipus, who becomes an unwitting king-killer, then later a king himself, and finally a scapegoat—the blinded victim expelled from plague-stricken Thebes—was always already an outcast and physically marked as such by the ankle-wounds he received as an infant, when he was bound and exposed. In mythic, sacrificial societies, the victim is either an infant (the most defenseless and expendable of victims) or someone who has survived infanticide in order to die later as a king or king's substitute. 

In the Gospel according to Saint Matthew, the ancient link between child sacrifice and a threat of deposition to the king gains classic expression in the story of King Herod's slaughter of the innocents. Jesus lives to be crucified as an adult because he first survives an attempted infanticide, from which he and his parents escape by flight into Egypt, the foreign land from which he returns as a stranger to his own people. The narrative of the slaughter of the innocents ends with a haunting quotation from the prophet Jeremiah, which gives quintessential expression to the maternal compassion that joins the fate of mothers to that of their slain children: “Then was fulfilled what was spoken through Jeremias the prophet, `A voice was heard in Rama, weeping and loud lamentation, Rachel weeping for her children, and she would not be comforted, because they are no more” (Matthew 2:18). 

Jewish philosopher Emil L. Fackenheim brings that same verse to bear upon the experience of Jewish mothers and their children during the Holocaust. “One characteristic action of the Holocaust world,” he notes, “was the most painful possible murder of Jewish babies, conducted, whenever possible, in the hearing or sight of their mothers.” He cites the testimony, given at the Nuremberg trials, of a Polish guard at Auschwitz: “'Women carrying children were [always] sent with them to the crematorium. The children were then torn from their parents outside the crematorium and sent to the gas chambers separately. When the extermination of the Jews in the gas chambers was at its height, orders were issued that the children were to be thrown straight into the crematorium furnaces, or into the pit near the crematorium, without being gassed first.'” A survivor of Ravensbrueck reports that the Nazi endeavor to destroy Jewish life at its very origins extended into the mother's womb: “In 1942 the medical services of the Revier were required to perform abortions on all pregnant women. If a child happened to be born alive, it would be smothered or drowned in a bucket, in the presence of the mother. Given a new-born child's natural resistance to drowning, a baby's agony might last for twenty or thirty minutes [Italics added.].” Torturing the mother through the torment of the baby, they punished two crimes at once: “Jewish birth and giving Jewish birth”—a “conjunction of birth and crime” that Fackenheim calls a “novum in history.” After the Holocaust, he insists, Jews and Christians can never read the passage from Jeremiah about “Rachel weeping for her children” (Jeremiah 31:18) without recalling the compassion of Jewish mothers for and with their children: “There is a novum. Never merely peripheral for Jews, the weeping Rachel has moved into the centre. . . .a Rachel weeping for children who have not returned, nor will ever return, from the land of the enemy.” 

The situation of pregnant Jewish women and of Jewish mothers during the Holocaust raises now, as it did then, a host of ethical issues. Since pregnant women and mothers with infants were always among the first to be killed, “orthodox rabbis, considering the situation, permitted abortions despite the stern Halakhic opposition to the practice.” Why then, Fackenheim asks, “did even a single pregnant Jewish mother refuse an abortion, give birth to her baby, and show the energy and ingenuity to conceal it for a day, a week, a month? . . .What hope was there to save [their children] from the buckets or the flames?” To this question, Fackenheim suggests two answers: the first, a “no” to the Nazis; the second, a “yes” to life, existence, and the infinite responsibility it entails. 

The Nazi attack on the Jewish people aimed at their complete degradation and extermination. As Fackenheim explains, “From the Nazi point of view, the ideal `solution' of the `Jewish problem' was wholesale Jewish suicide, but only if preceded and motivated by Jewish self-loathing . . . extreme enough to lead to Jewish suicide.” From this perspective, the Nazis failed miserably, for their Jewish victims, “so long as they were still able to choose at all, . . . chose life much rather than death, and loathed (or despised) their persecutors rather than themselves.” Expressed in Girardian terms, they refused to desire the desire of the Führer, to appropriate his hatred for themselves, to imitate the actions of their killers by killing themselves and their babies. 

This “no” to the Nazis was accompanied by a “yes” to life, their own and their babies. Whereas the Nazi persecution of pregnant mothers aimed at inducing them to kill their babies in a vain attempt to save themselves, most Jewish women chose instead to live the life of their children and to die their death with them. They, in effect, imitated their children, making their will to live their own.. “Jewish babies, like all babies, are incapable of self-loathing or suicide,” Fackenheim observes. As such, they represent a kind of pure life-principle that simply wants to live, to grow, to realize potential. To ally oneself with the unborn, with the infant, with the young child, and to imitate their desire to live was for the mothers to live in hope; it was to stand at the furthest possible remove from the desire of the enemy, who wanted them to despair and to kill. “It is natural for women to want to give birth, to love their children even before they are born,” Fackenheim writes, and one's “will” cannot oppose something so rooted in “nature.” “In the mothers,” therefore, “we have touched upon an Ultimate.” 

With this comment, Fackenheim begins to think about a topic that is central to the thought of Emmanuel Levinas: namely, what are the things that limit choice and, therefore, “freedom,” as it is commonly understood? Posing the “most traumatic” question of all, Fackenheim writes: “One would wish to ask about the children, unable to choose, and hence unfree to choose martyrdom. . . . One would wish to ask, too, about the mothers wanting to die in their children's stead but denied this choice.” Pursuing a similar line of light, Levinas finds a lack of freedom, defined as choice, even in the case of a death-defying courage, which would seem to realize a “total independence of the will,” because “the acceptance of death does not enable me to resist with certainty the murderous will of the Other,” who desires my death. 

For Levinas, true freedom is always already limited and bound, because there is something prior to freedom, namely, responsibility to and for the Other. In this regard, he concurs with Martin Buber, who writes: “In the beginning is the relation. . . .The prenatal life of the child is a pure natural association, a flowing toward each other, a bodily reciprocity.” Defining the “self” as “the very matrix of relations,” Levinas calls attention to “the evocation of maternity” in this metaphor, which suggests “the proper sense of the oneself”: “The oneself cannot form itself; it is already formed with absolute passivity. In this sense it is the victim of a persecution that paralyzes any assumption that could awaken in it, so that it would posit itself for itself.” Instead, it must posit itself for the Other. The child, carried in a mother's womb, is always already an “other” mother, a maternal being, responsible to and for the Other. “The oneself has not issued from its own initiative. . . .It is bound in a knot that cannot be undone in a responsibility for others. . . .In the exposure to wounds and outrages, in the feeling proper to responsibility, the oneself is provoked as irreplaceable, as devoted to the others, without being able to resign, and thus as incarnated in order to offer itself, to suffer and to give.” Defining “maternity in the complete being `for the other' which characterizes it,” Levinas describes the self that labors to put the Other first as giving birth to itself through a recurrent “contraction” of the ego. 

“The expulsion of self outside of itself is its substitution for the other. . . .Is not that what the self emptying itself of itself would really mean?” Levinas asks. Girard sees the Christ-like mother substituting herself for the child, risking a death-sentence for herself in order to save the infant condemned by Solomon's judgment. Fackenheim focuses on the desire of Jewish mothers during the Holocaust to be able to substitute themselves for their children, to die in their stead, to assume an ultimate responsibility for their life and death. Levinas extends that maternity to include a responsibility for the persecutor and killer: “To undergo from the other is an absolute patience only if by this from-the-other is already for-the-other. . . .In the trauma of persecution, it is to pass from the outrage undergone to the responsibility for the persecutor, and, in this sense, from suffering to expiation for the other.. . . .There is substitution for another, expiation for another.” 

Whereas Girard's analysis of the victimage mechanism emphasizes the tendency to substitute another person for oneself, loading the Other with guilt, even to the point of human sacrifice, Levinas stresses the opposite process: the substitution of oneself for the Other and the responsible claiming of the Other's guilt as one's own. “The uniqueness of the self is the very fact of bearing the fault of another. . . .The more I return to myself, the more I divest myself, under the traumatic effect of persecution, of my freedom as a constituted, willful, imperialist subject, the more I discover myself to be responsible; the more just I am, the more guilty I am. . . .No one can substitute himself for me, who substitutes myself for all.” 

This, however, is not the end of the story for Levinas. Even as Girard traces the chain of sacrificial substitution back from the adult king to the infant, whose guilt consists in deeds uncommitted but predicted, Levinas imagines the weight of guilt and responsibility that presses upon the just person as leading him to discover at the “hither side” of himself an alterity that is an original innocence, a pure passivity that has been created ex nihilo. “Impassively undergoing the weight of the other, thereby called to uniqueness, subjectivity no longer belongs to the order where the alternative of activity and passivity retains its meaning,” Levinas writes. “In the absolute passivity of being a creature, . . . the self, the persecuted one, is accused beyond his fault before freedom, and thus in an unavowable innocence. One must not conceive it to be the state of original sin; it is, on the contrary, the original goodness of creation. . . .There was a time irreducible to presence, an absolute unrepresentable past. Has not the Good chosen the subject with an election recognizable in the responsibilities of being hostage, to which the subject is destined, which he cannot evade without denying himself, and by virtue of which he is unique? . . .The antecedence of responsibility to freedom would signify the Goodness of the Good; the necessity that the Good choose me first before I can be in a position to choose, that is, to welcome its choice. That is my pre-originary susceptiveness. It is a passivity prior to all receptivity, it is transcendent.” 

This extreme Levinasian passivity, I argue, is at the heart of the maternal compassion that the philosopher likens to birth pains and the suffering of persecution. Not only does it require one to substitute oneself for all the others, bearing their responsibility and their guilt; but it also defines every victim as good and innocent, if not in deed, then in its sheer existence as a creature of God. Innocence thus understood is absolute, not relative. It gives a new way to understand the Girardian dictum: for every victim in a sacrificial system, an infant may be substituted. 
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