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new bouk, “The Testament of God,” wit
the comment, it takes some insolence to
continue to speak of hope in the century of
the gus chambers and the concentration
camp.” Banal as it may be, the observa-
tion is surely correct. put it provides 2
point of contrast with, and a departure
from, Mr. Levy's widely acclaimed con-
tribution to the noupelle philosophie, the
radically anti-Marxist current of thought
that kil the French intellectual world with
the force of the mistral few years ago.

The chiaracteristic note of that contribu-
tion, a book called Barbarisin With a Hu-
man Face,’ had been unrelenting pessi-
mism. Mr. Levy conclnded then that the
idea of social progress was d terrible mis-
take; it was inevitably taken over by fana-
lics who in the name of abstract conecepts of
humanity brought down unspeakable mi-
series on human beings. Nevertheless, he
suggested that one nust persevere in liv-
ing ethically. In affect. Mr. Levy adopled a
stance reminiscent of Albert Camus, t0
whom he referred reverently, “The anti-
barbarian intellectual will be a moralist,”
wrote Mr. Levy. Rernard-Henri Levy's
purpose in his new hook is to establish the
principles of an wanti-harbarian” stance.

Te do this Mr. Levy anchors himself in
two major traditions: political liberalismn
and ethical monotheism. He wishes to show
thal there is & political theory available to
modern man that offers the means to re-
gigt the disastrous consequences of the
wfascist” ideologies. {He uses the word [as-
cist Ioosely, but it is clear from the histori-
enl examples he refers o that he has in
mind Communism and Nazism.} He wishes
io show that an ethic is available for the
taking in the Bible and in Jewish tradition,

in which, allowing for a few contradictions

in his text, he includes Christianity.

The discovery of constitutional demeo-
cracy, the “formal liberties” and the im-
portance of private property as bulwarks
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’s Called God’s Testament,

Fitlingly. Bernard-Henri Levy opens his It
h
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But It’s Only Mr. Levy’s

apainst totalitarianism may strike Ameri-
cans as about as exciting as a half-cooked
omelet, which is indeed the nonliterary ob-
ject Mr- Levy's book most closely resem-
bles. And his reduction of the Jewish ethi-
cal tradition to 2 somewhat vague para-
phrase of the Noachic code may strike
American Jews as deja-vu--namely, deja-
vil in 19th Century Reform Judaism. One is
nard-pressed to find anything in this book
that has not been said glsewhere more pro-
foundly and rigorously.

The Bookshelf
“The Testamentof God”™
By Bernard-Henri Levy. Translated
by George Holoch. Harper & Row.
302 pages. §15.95. T

Thus one finds hiroself agreeing with
most of what Mr. Levy has to say about
the institutions of liberal democracy. and
at the same time wishing that instead of
spending so much time demonstrating how
original -and clever he is Mr. Levy had
simply acknowledge that it is indeed possi-
ble to rebel into a tradition and that the next
step 15 a respectiul and thoughtful study of
the basic texts of the tradition.

Mr. Levy's rhetorical manner can be ir-
ritating. In the short chapter in which he
discovers the virtues of constitutionalism

he writes: “A democratic constitution is °

not, as we still believe (who are “we"?)
the opposite of an aristocratic or oligarchic
constitution; it is the opposite of caprice, of
the state of arbitrary decisions: it is the
form of the universal against the anti-le-
galism of leaders apd the blind terrorism
of crowds.” This statement is followed

quickly by a digression on lheocTacy; a
wild and dubious statement {0 the effect
that = . . a good constitution is one which

" venerates the Law so much ouly be-
cause it is known to be strictly inapplica-
ple™: a remark that revolutionary politics
are theceratic in nature; and a comparisai
petweer. St Augustine and Joachim of
Flora.

Mr. Levy's inability or unwillingness to
sollow through on sound premises prevents
him from understanding fully what was
wrong with his eqrlier ideas and leads him
to dsingenuous atiempts at justifying past

. positions, which serve only to diminish the

importance of what he 15 saying now.

Corsider, for instance, his brief com-
ments on Indochina. He believes it was
hoth right to resist the intervention in Viet-
nam by American “imperialisny” and right
to ase'st the “boat people.”” What sort of
nonseqse is this? .

M1 Levy has meditated approvingly
upon e effects of liberal institutions with-
out 1hinking very deeply, if at all, about
what it takes to sustain those institutions.
His intention is instead to find the tools
with which to "‘resist” the totalitarian evil
agatnst which the good man, the good peo-
ple, nre basically always on the defensive.
Leaving aside whether this is true, it gives
Mr. Levy very littie to say about the major
force for liberty in the world, the U.S,

The eccentricilies of this important
book are even INOIe apparent in Mr.
Levy's attempt W draw sharp lines
throughout the Western traditfon between

* menotheism and polytheistic paganism. It

is an extremely important issue in the his-
tory of ideas that hie has reopencd here.
with mere than a little courage.
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