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I. The Question of Peace

Peace is a most elusive phenomenon. Human beings universally desire
it, yet it constantly evades our grasp. What peace exactly is mystifies the hu-
man mind since it belongs to the same order of vagueness as the timeless
ideas of happiness, justice, and truth. According to our common linguistic
usage, human beings are said to be “peaceful” or “at peace” and a particular
people may be living “in a time of peace.” The essence of peace, it may be
asserted, is intimately related to concrete human life and is by no means an
abstract reality with no bearing on how human beings fare in this temporal
world. But the reason why human beings desire peace in the first place is
due to its unfortunate absence in human affairs. It is plausible that peace
would have no meaning for human beings if it were a permanent part of ex-
istence and if it were not identified in contrast to its absence or lack against
which it is measured and prized. One may suspect that peace receives its
very nature in relation to its opposite, an equally mysterious reality, but
which at its core is manifested in conflict, be it internal or external, person-
al or social. However, it is worth noting that the absence of peace, as with
peace itself, is known only in the context of human living which has been
upset and traumatized in some fundamental aspect. In light of this initial
hypothesis, therefore, it is worthwhile studying the state of life which is not
peace in order to determine what peace truly is.

In Totality and Infinity Emmanuel Levinas wrote that “the state of war
suspends morality.”! These thought-provoking words serve as a meditation

1. Emmanuel Levinas, Totality and Infinity: An Essay on Exteriority, translated by Alphonso
Lingis (Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania: Duquesne University Press, 1969), 21.
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