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FOREWORD

MARIA DIMITROVA

The format of this book is not at all like the gmshtic philosophical
expositions of such heavy and voluminous treatiseSchelling’sSystem
of Transcendental IdealismHegel's Philosophy of History Fichte's
Foundations of the Entire Science of Knowledgecke's Two Treatises
on GovernmentHume’sA Treatise on Human Naturer Kant'sGeneral
History of Nature and Theory of the Heayetc. In the age of optimistic
modernity philosophers have strived to create tesy®f knowledge that
is compatible with the totality of the world - thenity of nature and
society. Paradoxically, they have faced somethingxpected which can
be called the original and eternal incompletenddbi experience of the
world. It is as though the completeness of the e&pee and the
completeness as such, for us mortals, can not tualdout, in the best
case, only potential, only possible. Consequetly,idea that modernity
coincides not with the completed period of histbry with the everlasting
project of modernization has come to the fore. Moitig concurs with the
very process of its construction, which remainsajpsvard Transcendence,
again and again.

Modern authors were motivated by their metaphysigatertainties
and strove to overcome any limit and transcend laanyzon. But how
could they accomplish this? Their solution was tigto expanding the
finite to the size of the infinite. The task waseéstablish an unshakable
beginning to that process of development. Theyekell they would reach
alterity by means of extrapolating some universajins and principles on
the other; their wish was to capture the Otheraitegories and in this way
to reduce it to the Same.

But, apparently, the situation has turned upsidenddn the postmodern
situation, the naive expectation that othernesseagnored or, reversely,
assimilated within the totality—cultural, cognitivpractical, interactive,
social, historical, etc.—is frustrated. This staflefrustration has been
perceived as a decentralization of the experienoehwthe modern man
organized around‘l* think’ that accompanies all my representatibns
This sense of disorientation that has emerged whennivocal perspective
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is missing (determined earlier by the presencehefthinking Self as a
point of departure of any movement) is neither gded nor encouraging
but rather disorganizing and depressing. Howeueis is exactly the
reason why we are asking ourselves whether in ttitisatening and
boundless ocean of the pluralistic postmodernitherns we helplessly
swim in the turbid waters of confusion, pluralistmmulticulturalism,

hybridization, eclectics, profanation and demoslan, Levinas’

philosophy, declaring ethics as first philosophguld not be a saving
remedy.

For Levinas, the notion of totality (understood aagically by a
traditional philosophy as the sum of all possibleneents and their
relationships identical with the Being or existermsea Whole) is derived
analytically from thinking, which is viewed as theghest instance of
synthesis of knowledge. Levinas opposes this pbjlbg with the idea of
ethics prior to ontology. He questions the departitom the thinking
subject and gives priority to the moral subject &mthe relationship with
Exteriority or Transcendence, understoodaasrement qu’etrethat is,
beyond BeingAccording to Levinas, Transcendence revealsfisar to
the objectifying thinking and summons me by theefatthe Other to give
a response to the incessant challenge of his athsrn

The otherness of the Other is not determined iaticel to the items
inside the world system, but is the absolute oth&sr-otherness outside
any context. The face of the Other occupies aistapoint in Levinas’
philosophy and it means the pure exhibition of @ther in his human
vulnerability, finiteness and mortality, which cée read in his naked
eyes. By his very presence, even if it is silemt, ©ther is appealing to me
to not ignore him and to not kill him with indiffence, relegating him to
the level of mere object. The Other is calling noeréspond to his
humanness. The encounter with the Other takes @aer if | turn my
back to him and try to avoid him because | havanegsed the revelation
of his face even before showing indifference. Irvihas’ words, this
encounter with the Other (not in his capacity o€iabrole performer
inside the system of society but as a human faoed-the face cannot be
anything else but human) throws into doubt totaltyerein each relation
is dominated by cognition and power. Through theahielationship with
the Other, the subject is transcending its beingthie process of
irreversible ageing, whose human (and not nattiglissense is an
expiation for the Other. In response to the oth&snef the Other, the
moral subject becomes aware of the existence ofnityf and,
correspondingly, his own finitude.
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But how can the finite human being comprehend dea iof Infinity?
He somehow cannot but grasp Infinity as somethiag éxists and, in this
sense, as something commensurable with the othsterts and/or at least
with existence as such. Immediately, | hurry toesdr that Levinas’
intention is more radical than Heidegger’'s. Thauéskere is not just to
shed some light on existence, which is veiled leydhkisting items, but to
overcome the Being itself, which is also dependenits meaningful
structure—in the very core of theritological difference* on the logic
of cognition and truth, that is, upon the ided ofality.

On this issue, Levinas goes back to Descartes, agsames that the
idea of Infinity is not created by us but is rativestilled in each of us. For
Levinas, the idea of Infinity is not a product afrcconstitutive faculties,
nor a goal of our projects. It is also not a congagion of our weakness by
expanding our own narrow-mindness to a cosmic simd even to
Eternity. The very idea of Infinity occurs to usginally each and every
time we encounter the otherness of the Other. iBhtbe reason that in
Levinas’ philosophy the relationship between théné@dtand me is the
initial horizon of any reflection, including the ipdsophical one, upon
existence, cognition, action, communication, tinédi and the infinite.

If the face of the Other is radical othernesst isialways beyond my
perception (a perception that turns it into an of)jethe very fact of its
manifestation provokes its inclusion in the totalif consciousness. This,
however, annuls its otherness and the Other igtuback into the bosom
of identity, as an element of the system that lidsnétted to its necessity.
That is why in Levinas’ philosophy, the otherne§she Other is defined
as absence from the world horizon, as that whichbeyond. It is
transcendence, which can never be reduced to inmangor expressed
with the names of existing items. It can also netsibsumed under the
concept of existence itself. In this sense, Leveragies that the otherness
of the Other is disclosed only as something pasta-taace.

While in Totality and Infinityattention is paid to the descent of the
Other into my world, which gives me a chance bdorghim to-be-
myself, inOtherwise than Being or Beyond Esseheginas deals with the
withdrawal, disappearance, or escaping of the Offtan the totality of
the world in which | willy-nilly encapsulate him.h& face of the Other
withdraws to what is beyond the world—not the kafdvorld behind our
world but in what is beyond the entire dramaticediima of “being—
nothingness”. In the totality of the world the faée veiled with
expressions, masks, roles, images, appearanceduacttbns inside the
system. And of course, when he withdraws from thesmat remains for
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us is just his absence. Levinas, however, doeagrae that the absence is
as simple as it seems.

From the most remote past, we know that the Otherldeen, is, or at
least can turn, into my hell. But recently we hdearned—probably
together with Sartre—that the Other is the holéhanbeing and through it
the entire experience, the whole world can flow. olihen, the Self
remains alone in the absurdity of its lonely nak&istence in this frontier
situation. Levinas’ lesson reminds us that afterlithdrawal of the Other
the world does not disappear forever but is tramséal into irretrievable
past. As the Other’s freedom is not equal to mimeidsuperiority - in this
sense in spite of all efforts—it cannot be closadthie framework of
totality; the Other escapes from my power. Aftex disappearing from
view, after being hidden behind the horizon of tharld, still something
remains of the Other: it is his absence and hietrévhile causes produce
effects, people leave traces.

It is necessary, however, to take a clear and sabevunt of the fact
that when we begin reading and reconstructing &ate people who left
the traces no longer remain. That is why the Oiheever in the here and
now but is always given as passing, in his tradachvis not a sign like
other signs but points exclusively at the absene amhom no
reconstruction could restore to life in a capaafymy contemporary
inside the present time. A human being relatei¢oQther always in the
past tense. The saying—my immediate relation to-halways precedes
what is said, i.e. what is objectivized accordioghe logic of being and is
always late, is always lagging behind. Levinas higts that there is such
a difference in any discourse. After the saying whaaid is stopped and
fixed in a certain way. But at the same time, najralready said—what is
articulated, written down, or memorized—can claifme tlast word.
Everything said can be put under question by a saying which denies
its pretence to put an end to the infinite conumea The otherness
summons us again, provokes, and surprises, andriattempt to capture
it, to enclose it in the scope of totality, we iealthat it evades, passes,
withdraws beyond the boundaries not only of whativen, but of what is
possible.

The radical discourse by itself is inseparably déidkvith the boundary.
It is here, at the very place of frontier, that lr@s makes us aware of
something, that might be more important than theespondence between
the truth of the discourse and the status of #@stin the world, and the
separation of what is here from what is there; éntj@ discourse aiming to
categorize cannot exist without addressing, eveplidgitly, the Other.
Language isogos but also amppeal
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This is the exact reason why this book is not a atitiic, didactic,
deductive, monological exposition of logos peculiar the author’'s
interpretation of Levinas’ position. It is a coltem of commentaries that
have provoked the response of the author and heoagved the author’s
comment. Eventually, it gives us something morenthssimple attempt,
among the many others already published, to stéipeirdeep trace left by
Emanuel Levinas in our conversations and meditatidme intention of
its editor does not go beyond her desire thathibisk be viewed by the
reader as a gesture of respect and as an evidégcatitude for Levinas’
deed.

*kk

I would like to express my thanks to the colleagwbsse names | am
not going to mention here because they will apjreside the book along
with their corresponding contributions to this vole. My special
appreciation goes to Sofie Verraest and George sthrifor their
translations and to Karim Mamdani for his final pfoeading.






CHAPTERONE
ETHICS IN AN EXTRA-MORAL SENSE

JERARD BENSUSSAN

To present in a single conference a line of thoughtstrong, as
original, and as peculiar as that of Emmanuel Lavimvolves a major
difficulty. How indeed do we know where to beginprh what point of
view to enter the subject, from which angle toadtice it? Every decision
runs the risk of seeming arbitrary, every determichoice of seeming
exclusive or forced. However, a choice has to belepaa mode of
exposition has to be decided upon. If we reflecirupp somewhat, it does
not seem the least judicious option to depart fritvat which is not
Levinas’s thought, but which it is neverthelesenfunjustly held to be.
Maybe, in this way, we can shed light upon a paxaddich is so
surprising that it seems to lead to some redoubtalidinterpretations here
and there. Perhaps to signal them is not the wpeosisible way of
broaching an oeuvre burdened with disdain and ovelmed by
simplified yet dominant readings.

The register in which this line of thought is deejpiscribed, the space
in which its actuality has seemed to impose itsii:at, as we all know,
“ethics”. As far as this term of ethics and its doamt uses is concerned,
we have to be careful from the outset not be mislEte reception of
Levinas’s oeuvre — understood in a broad senseby.e public of non-
philosophers in the strict sense of the word, dipudf non-specialists —
had to deal with a conceptuality that is so newt thahas had, and
continues to have, the reputation of being difficuh this reception, the
theme of ethics and the theme, more or less conanomivith it, of
responsibility have come to be added to one anoterit were
spontaneously, and with good right. In Levinas’ awne and its outdated
modalities, the reception of his work was largedqative. If one were to
reconstitute its history in the mobile panoramalofosophical ideas, one
would notice that Levinas, for a good thirty yeangs neither read nor
heard, except by a few “amateurs” who went to fiste him at Jean
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Wahl’s Collége philosophique, or at the Ecole Ndarlaraélite Orientale
for his Talmudic Saturday morning lectures. Markegd marxism and
existentialism, and then by structuralism, overedwined by the political
context (the Cold War, colonial wars, the mobilgitheme of “changing
the world”), the great debates in France afterSaeond World War took
no notice of him, whereas he most certainly hadatedge of them, as his
articles show us very clearly. If we take someatise, we can more easily
understand this silence surrounding his oeuvresiegumenical reception.

The sixties and seventies were highly sensitivehiiory and its
movements, that is to say, to what Levinas defage$otality.” His times
were concerned with urgent and collective affairsvhich the individual
could only give “meaning” to itself by subordinajintself to a project
which exceeded and encompassed it, to a universl aa worldwide
revolutionary project. A meditation on the natuffeLevinas, concerning
my responsibility for a singular other, whateveg thtter does, to the point
that | can be held responsible for his very resitilitg, and focusing on
the absolute uniqueness of responsive subjectigidyld not but appear
misplaced and in need of actualization in the odnté that time. The
climate which subsequently allowed Levinas to tedrevas marked by a
general recession of the human sciences, espeoiallye marxism and
structuralism which dominated the seventies — aggon which is itself
tied up with world history, with global politicalvents and, specifically,
with the fall of communism. The new ideological danape resulting from
these conditions can be described as the condemngti death of the
death of the subject. According to “structural-mst’x themes (or
sometimes the structural-marxist vulgate), mancitediupon rather than
acting, and subjects merely appear as bearerqofidms, as an assembly
of discourses and dispositions, as organizatiomat is to say, as the
expression of a process of which they are nothirtghe unconscious and
determined bearers. Putting forward a quasi-pataxy$orm of
responsibility, of my ownmost responsibility, exde®y all determinations
to which | may be subjected, Levinas seems to aizéhe against a line of
thought which has been dominant all along, and spexific moment in
intellectual but also in political, social, ideologl history — some sort of a
self-reappropriation of the subject, of its actimgividuality, of its
capacity for autonomous initiative.

But, while Levinas’s thought appears credible, freeweral perspectives
a real and profound contradiction seems to existilasian responsibility
in no way results from an active “I want.” It ratheonstitutes an original
predetermination of the subject by means of whlah $ubject is, upon
closer look, more determined than it is by the urscious or by the
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relations of production. In the light of this caadiction, the Levinasian
body of ideas runs the risk of being simplifiedhematized and fixed as a
moral quasi-ideology corresponding in a Hegeliammnea to an era of
universal history (whose necessity and legitimasy by the way,
understandable), to a determined moment of thiotyisvhich today is
itself revolutionized. This intermediary era is tthaf altruistic and
humanitarian morals, that of the verbal inflatioh & divided ethics
confused with deontological codes, that of the sealiery of enterprise,
the market, but also of human rights. An era of &xhibition of ethics,”
as Plato describes constitutions concerning demgcren era where one
could, for example, speak of an ethics of jourmajise medical ethics, an
employer’'s ethics, none of which is hardly linked tanother.
Consequently, the theoretical panorama in whicly #re inscribed, with
its disassembled and often chaotic elements, apsaa Tower of Babel.
Ethics of discourse, communicational ethics, nasiateliansm,
utilitarianism, contractualism, communitarianismiffetentialism, meta-
ethical reflection, applied ethics — so many maqakitions which are
practical, regional and competitive, which undodbtéhave their effective
importance from a theoretical and practical poihwiew, from the point
of view of foundation and of the question of contpmnt, but all of which
have nothing in common with the ethics which Lesgiranstitutes as the
pivot of all thinking about subjectivity.

The ambition of the author @therwise Than Beingndeed, is not to
put forward (within the accustomed range of phifdsoal disciplines,
from epistemology to anthropology through hermeiesyta new theory of
ethics as the study afthos an analysis of average and general human
behavior. Reacting against a number of prejudicesstablished readings,
we have to begin by emphatically stating that Lasidoes not propose a
moral philosophy. He even enjoins us to be caneéwler to fall “victim”
to it; those are the first words @btality and Infinity In order to read him
well, then, we have to keep ourselves apart from hhrried and the
dangerous, and — let us say it as it is — attemfind in his body of ideas
a prescriptive ethics comprising laws or normatiegulations capable of
improving the moral quality of a given historicabramunity. This
preliminary clarification is necessary and very artant. Levinas's ethics
never engages in a more or less coherent systatiatiof the entirety of
regulations concerning the behavior of a human grdieither does he
found the possibility of a rational justificatiori moral norms through or
under a unifying principle. It is therefore trulgquired that we understand
and interpret his ethics in its extra-moral sense.
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What does this thinking aim at, what is its endeavbevinas is
attempting to express the “sense” of “what is huniianman” — an
expression pointing to the “non-synthesizable,” has puts it, i.e. that
aspect of and in man which never allows himselbéototalized without
remainder or to be resumed in a totality of “meatiirLevinas’s body of
ideas constitutes an Ethics of Ethics, accordin@eorida’ or an ethics
without law, without concept, without morality, anhich precedes its
determination in laws, in concepts, and in mondls. are dealing less with
outlining the foundations of subjectivity than afturning to its arche-
origin along the uncertain axis of the relationshipf man to man.
Levinasian ethics proposes to think of this intenha relationship as an
encounter, something unexpected, the event ofakbre and, even more
radically, as a consequence, a relation to thaitefiof which the face — as
the site of the break-in — in its absolute nakednesuld be the trace, i.e.
the non-site. As such, the face resists all déinitTo define the face
would be to forget about the infinite it upholdsthe finitization of its
definition. In other words, if the other is whatisei.e. if he is defined in
any way whatsoever, if he is enclosed in any sbréssence, he is no
longer the other, he is what he is, he is his owmdy As such, in his
alterity as the singular subject, we never encauhi characteristics of
being, characteristics which are and which makehepother, but rather
his face as nakedness “without qualities,” withioeihg identifiable.

Consequently, the other is nothing but his face.

One might immediately point out that using the véobbe as a
“predicate” for the other’'s “essence” as a face iobsly involves a
considerable difficulty, since the face is employaexits definition. All
Levinasian philosophizing is conducted with a shatfention to the
sealed destiny to which the human being from thseblwconfines the
other’'s language of beiri§ while incessantly trying to retract the fatal
said in which our language definitively fossiliz8his form of prudence
makes up his philosophical style and gives his imgitits inimitable
respiration, breath and breathlessness, anger igilldigion. Rather than
encouraging, like many of his contemporaries, thed” of a philosophy
which is always too metaphysical, Levinas overlogdélosophy. To
philosophy, he adds a historial effort, exaspegatiras he tries to retract
philosophy with the exaggeration that animatesyitneans of what he
calls “his emphasis” or his “exasperation” throwgh“excess of expression.”

L L'écriture et la différenceSeuil, 1967, p. 164.
2 Autrement gu’'étre ou au-dela de I'esseridere de Poche, p. 16.
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For Levinas, this retracting accompaniment of puojghy consists of
“passing from an idea to its superlatie.

In this way, he carries the contents of philosopkRyond themselves.
That is to say, basically, that he investigates exptesses the “truth” of
the ontological language which makes up these atsitBut he transposes
the “truth” of this inquiry and of this expressiamo the “always” of a
promise, of a future, of a lo'eOne could describe this as a shift from
essence to the time of essence; from truth in phpby to the temporality
of a promise; from theananké stenaiwhere concepts stand, to a
continuous diachrony. Levinas thus in no way intetal do away with
philosophy. Rather, he invents for philosophy apranedented character
by interrupting it, that is, by desynchronizing Rhilosophy, indeed,
guarantees its prestige as a synchrony of beingaana line of thought
where Levinas finds nothing but a “dialectical’ esite wherein all
signification returns and turns back upon itselft B this is the case, it is
equally necessary that from the depths of thimsée from what makes
this silence be, something rise up which alreadudos it, which converts
it, something like a pre-synchronic change of linlse a gravity, as
Levinas also puts it. A Saying preceding everythSad, a doing-being
rather than a being that has to impose itself amghinto existence its
“destructure’® This can only happen in a movement of composition,
decomposition and recomposition — the Saying isn‘tand turn about
affirmation and retraction” of the SafdWe must have philosophy — it is
indeed the same “must” which Justice requires -eriler to discharge
philosophy. If philosophy is allowed to have thén& word,” could this
final word, which is never spoken in the said ahd tvritten logos of
philosophy, ever exhaust the Saying? Could it iz#adn ultimate meaning
in a Said and succeed in saying the end of the ¥trthere is an ethics
preceding ethics (an abyss of responsibility pregedur beginning,
freedom and presence of mind), there equally igsalt following the
result, an ultimate following the ultimate — andstis again the abyss of
endless and incessant responsibility, without ewbtaining unjust
satisfaction. This infinite of ethics presents litde philosophical inquiry
and to the mode of this inquiry as a challengasé,ta duty of invention.

3 De Dieu qui vient & I'idéeVrin, 1992; pp. 141-142.

4 Autrement qu’étre ou au-dela de I'essencirre de poche, p. 53AF) : “The
truth promises itself. Always promised, always fetualways loved, the truth is to
be found in the promise and the love of wisdom...ité€ in French in the
original.)

5 Autrement qu’étreéd. cit., p. 76.

5 Autrement qu’étreéd. cit., p. 75 (emphasis added).
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The act at the same time conforms to tradition-atoleast to a tradition
inside the tradition (Aristotle, Pascal) — and cadly heterogeneous to
tradition. Moving from truth to truth, Levinas's simchronizing
transposition equally moves from philosophy to gdiphy. It creates —
both within and beyond philosophy — the adventura disproportion, a
transcendence, a dis-interest. Levinas manifedisiaterest in philosophy
in order to venture into the exploration of theiedh structure of all
subjectivity.

To say that the other is the face of the other thuertaxes the
superlativization of every definition, its exaspgara in an indefinable, an
infinite. This means precisely that the face is agiastic form, a sensible
appearance, a phenomenon; it does not consistaif iveiee of it, of what |
can touch of it. The face is that which remainsafutach of these figures
of meaning (of immediate sensibility and intentibsignificatior’). Being
the face of the other — necessarily of the otherya shall see — it decides
the entire appearance of the world, it deformsyte form, it invisibilizes
its own visibility, it “takes us beyornf. The other thus announces itself as
a face among the phenomena of the world; and ewene precisely, as
that which undoes all phenomenality:tele in the worll as Sartre put it
in a text dating from before the First World Wamtiled Visages
Somehow, the face is not in the world. The relaiop between form and
deformation, between a phenomenon and its abséeteeen visibility
and elusiveness, this “relation” between unrel@&abims which the face
presents, is the trace of the infinite — but ofrémite which is properly in
the finite while yet never being present in itidtexactly this register of
full presence and representation that the facelidates. One could say
that the face runs through the trace of that whieker appears — the
Infinite — while at the same time appearing somehioshe-finite, in-
finite. Maybe literature is more able to capture face than philosophy.
While watching Albertine sleep, Proust’s narratogages in a meditation
on this “in-finite”:

... beneath that blushing face | felt that therevgad like a gulf the
inexhaustible expanse of the evenings when | hadkmawn Albertine. |

might, if | chose, take Albertine upon my kneee tadr head in my hands;
I might caress her, pass my hands slowly overligr,just as if | had been
handling a stone which encloses the salt of immihoceans or the light

" The original French text ties up “meaning,” “ségilitly,” and “signification” with
a play on words relying on the homonymy of the Ehesens
8 Ethique et infini Livre de Poche, p. 81.



Ethics in an Extra-Moral Sense 7

of a star, | felt that | was touching no more thhie sealed envelope of a
person who inwardly reached to infintty.

We could thus say that the face as the face obther is, properly
speaking, the only expression of alterity. Theraasother. There is no
alterity, in the strong sense of the word, of afjeoty or of a subject
objectively grasped and understood, or of an otlfech would be another
me, because such an alterity is always reducedhg¢osameness of the
consciousness measuring or considering it. Consgiguéhere is no way
for me to experience the face. In the “science taf experience of
consciousness” of the phenomenology of spirit,stligiect alien to itself —
alienated in and through the other — asserts iitsd¢lfe other’s recognition
of its free subjectivity. If it loses itself in thiassertion, if it loses itself as
subjectivity, as freedom, in the pure eternity tf objective being, it
nevertheless recovers from this loss which is tbediion of its self-
reconstruction. None of this, however, is presenthie submission in
which the face immerses me; nothing of the orderaofMHegelian
Erfahrung The face comes before all possible arrival; ecedes all
experience | might have of it when appropriatingait “enrichment” of
my experience of the world and others. We are dpgaéf an ordeal.
“Infinition” is an ordeal; it is the ordeal of tt@ther man, the Other as the
absolute other, every other and any other (Deryithe first to arrivé®
(Levinas). That is, insofar as the infinite canwwelerstood, as we have
pointed out, as in-finite, in the finite. An othir the same, such is the
“structure of subjectivity” according to Levinakgtmost intimate mark of
the subject’s subjectivity, the inscription of tfieitude of a trace which
will come to disturb it, do violence to it, desutfjgize it. In this
descriptive category of subjectivity, in this stiwe of the Other-in-the-
Same, we can discern a few structural traits asafarthe subject is
concerned. Thus, we can portray what a subjeesisyell as the nature of
its relation to the other who faces it. | will diss at least one of these
structural traits: a decisive one since it encorspssll of the others and

® In the C.K. Scott Moncrieff/Terence Kilmartin tation. The French original:
“Alors sous ce visage rosissant je sentais se vw&secomme un gouffre
'inexhaustible espace des soirs ou je n'avaisqoasu Albertine. Je pouvais bien
prendre Albertine sur mes genoux, tenir sa tétes dags mains, je pouvais la
caresser, passer longuement mes mains sur ellg, coaime si jeusse manié une
pierre qui enferme la salure des océans immémowaube rayon d’une étoile, je
sentais que je touchais seulement I'enveloppe didse étre qui par I'intérieur
accédait a I'infini”. @ la recherche du temps perdiéiade, Ill, p. 386)

19 French originalle premier venu
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infinitely over-determines them. More preciselywish to point out the
trait of the asymmetrical nature of the subjecgtation (a formulation
which now clearly appears as far too impreciseadbnest) to the other.
An ethical I/Other relation is only possible in asyetry. The reason for
this is very simple: in the relation of a face-tmé ethics, | am not the
Other, never, and under no circumstances couldssiply be that. | and
You, me and you, these do not occupy interchangeadbsitions and are
not alternatively experienceable: neither of thesmable successively to
take up the role of the other. The latter situgtighich is ideal-type of the
symmetrization of relations, is present in politicéizenship. However, in
the rigorous terms of Levinas, this citizenship relsterizes something
completely different from an ethics; we should tlulesarly set apart each
of these orders and effectivities. Indeed, in tlsifpn | am in, being
someone who is to respond to the other, | cannoeplaced by anybody
or anything, as is the case with my death. Thi®ibecause | myself could
never have a face thanks to a thematizing revétgibif this were
possible, | would be implicated in a relation whisot ethical, but rather
political or judicial, in which people are juxtapasto one another as
NebenmenschefHermann Cohen) whose places can be exchanged and
whose relations can be symmetrized.

The properly ethical relation is structurally ergked in asymmetry.
Else we would be changing registers, passing froenxdomain to the next.
When symmetrizing and equalizing, we jump or overtimto politics in
the strictest sense of the term, that is, intosgifeere of Justice, as Levinas
calls it. When inverting the asymmetry in an asyrrioal way, | find
myself confronted with an anti-ethical reversaltioé relation, that is to
say, in an utterly concrete situation where |, &s iadividual or a
community, would say: the Other is Me myself. Thbi@l asymmetry
thus is the indication of what it is not; beingustj politics, it wrests an
unjust differentialism from the extreme dangemitdlves. It pronounces
itself in a very articulate manner since the ireddly dissymmetric
positions which it delineates imply practical reganents to which the
subject finds itself assigned. The Other differdis difference; | myself
am bound to non-indifference. The Other calls; Meeply; in no way
could | not hear the call. The Other has/is a fte, | am subordinate to
this extreme fragility of the face of the Other.eT@ther shows himself in
the transcendence of this face exceeding all sensitateriality, he is
“closer to God than | am”; Me, on the other handie$pond to this
transcendence through the immanence of immediaterialaaid: by
dressing, feeding, housing him. Else, if | respotwd the other’s
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transcendence by my transcendence of subject,ihfalthe ‘hypocrisy of
the sermohby seriously undervaluingtie sincerity of hunger and thirst:

Levinas thus touches upon something unprecedeifitdat other, and
even the absolutely other, is the other man, tkigession, the other man,
denotes with powerful precision an asymmetricapprapriateness. The
other and me, we are in no way units of the samed, kkiwo somehow
equal individuals who are to be situated indiffélein a relation. The
other is not a human being in the way that | am an¢he way that he or
she or they are human beings. It thus becomes abvitat Levinasian
thought is philosophically speaking not a humanilins, in fact, on this
warped line of humanism and ethics that moralitjeots to this ethical
duo: how am | to do justice to humans, to all othemans, to all these
“thirds” to whom | necessarily do violence by sutlioating [them?] to the
singular face of the other? The moral requiremdritivis opposed to the
ethical one is neither illegitimate nor unanswegablut it can only hold in
the aftermath of the immemorial. The other is imd@eomparable, non-
interchangeable, he only shows up out of the ircdde and unique
singularity of the I, the self which | am and whichm only insofar as this
place is non-transferable. It is indeed this refatiwhich is strictly
speaking not a relation that Levinas characte@sesthical.

When undoing all reciprocity, all reversibility andll isonomy,
asymmetry in particular entails that from an ethipaint of view the
“relation to the other” does not allow for mediatipn. It cannot pass
through mediations which would render it intelligitand relative, that is,
which would turn it into a relation between terrihis is not possible
because the other holds in an absolute, in an atixsol of which | am not
a part. Levinas speaks of a relation/non-relatietwveen me and the other.
In the strongest and most extreme sense, indeed tiannot be a relation
in the way that each would be relative to the qtherelation in which |
would be the other for the other, and the otherldidne another me. We
are rather dealing with an exposure, a denudirggabisolute impossibility
of escaping the call of a face, my response toritmy renouncing
response. We are dealing with a subject’s structlisinter-est for the
defection of his being; that is, of his interedfce interest (as Hegel
pointed out) means inter-beifgbeing in or among. A subject is a being
which acquits itself of its condition of being. Be human, to be a human
subject, is not to be a being among beings, a hiaibging, another being,

11 De I'existence a I'existan¥/rin, 1990, p. 69.
2. The French original inter-étre refers to the previously mentioned
désintéressemeandinterét
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a class in a general ontology or a region of belfmbe a subject, for the
desituated self (dismissed and deposed) thus ismpti¢ having a place in
being, not having a place there where being-witbsetf* means to
nomadize being in its entirety.

Before even constituting a philosophy of alteribgvinasian ethics
thus brings about a theory of subjectivity andréspondsive structure.
This is the most important. | am being put into sfien by this face that
haunts me, the | is traversed by the other andttharsverberation makes
up its structure. We can thus come to understaad tthere truly is a
violence of the ethical in Levinas. What appearthin ethical connection
as relation/non-relation always and violently cdnogts an event; it
radically alters the structures of all that appdaes the established order
of things) and evidently disturbs, in the strongsmtse of the word, my
subjectivity of subject, since this appearance Wwhiestabilizes all
appearance, obligates me to respond or not to mespn any case, | am
obligated through an obligation which does not canoe in me. On the
contrary, it is | who commence after this respomsenon-response.
Subjectivity, penetrated by the other who pierdeH,iis structured as a
having-to-respond. This structuration precedingrg\e makes the very
use of terms such as “subjectivity” or “responsetiedicate matter, and
their usage may sometimes appear borrowed. Thejetlibcan both
“respond” or not “respond,” as we have already teadrout, but we are not
speaking here of a choice, since | am not freeetr lor not hear the call.
Indeed, the response precedes the question, asasefdgrmulates it. It is a
doing which is not the product of an autonomousisiee that sets the
interrogation in motion. The having-to-respondnsriemorial; it goes far
back and precedes all questions | can ever asklimgsecerning the
reasons why | have responded or not. And often,nwhgave arrived at
weighing the pros and cons, it is already too ldte,time to respond has
passed, the time of thinking and weighing has aheli it.

Evidently, the ethical produces a radical disruptio the subject,
which is destabilized in its principles and its gimi disturbed in its
assumptions and its initiative — to formulate tlsing a very euphemistic
way, that is. On the other hand, charity, altruism,a fortiori, moralizing
recrimination always consolidate the subject irlfisin its substantial
contentment and its own identity. Another warniagnécessary here if we
wish to avoid a contradiction in reading Levinase dess widespread than
the contradiction concerning a morality in which w\aeke part, but
nevertheless highly prejudicial to the understagdifihis oeuvre. To say,

13 French originalétre-chez-soi
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as | have just done, that ethics destabilizes,upisr desituates and
deposes the subject is to comply to a “logologicahstraint, that is, a
constraint related to the language speaking bdimgother words, the
discourse justifying the structures and contentkedfinas’s ethics cannot
but formulate these in a vocabulary which is tHadrdology. It is destined
to fix in a said, i.e. in the said of the conceg, ethical saying which
actually refers to something which is infinitely radfluid and mobile as
well as “subject to” an a-chronological and a-l@itcemporality. It is
therefore important to be wary of the chrono-loggciribed by the order of
discourse as the necessary price of its rigor.dddéhe subject is always
already disrupted, structured as disrupted, ifl gpout it thus. Otherwise
no subject would ever exist as an “other-in-the-aani things happened
otherwise, i.e. chronologically (first a subjeatcend its destabilization),
the effective, empirical disruption would be neitpessible nor thinkable.
I am referring here to an objection which has ofteen made to Levinas
(for example, by Ricoeur): in order for me to resgpdor the other or to
the other, would | not necessarily first have toecto grips with myself,
assume myself in the authentic manner of Heideggdbasein, before |
could turn to others? Levinas meets this objectiprlisregarding such a
model of reciprocation and chronological inter-citioding. Indeed, in his
view nothing is less certain than what is presupgads this objection and
the model it carries. Am | really able to respondhie sense of an ethical
responsibility (which is very different from thesponsibility of imputation
or penal responsibility), in the sense of a subjagtstructured as always-
already having to respond, if | begin (or assumesatfyin order) to
respond from my own being, from my ontological gahse and
subsistence? Does the objection, on the contraoy, boil down to
“somewhat justifying” one’s ethical non-respon$ephis being the case,
we can understand why Levinas sought to distanosdif from the moral
philosophies and the different varieties of moralig\ll of these consist of

1% French original#s’argumenter un peu” pour répondre, en raison, s& non-
réponse éthique” In a footnote, the author adds that the argunsend its
formulation are borrowed from Rousseau who strorsgiyses how obviousthe
call preceds theeason(justification). This remark is followed by a gatibn from
Rousseau’sDiscours sur l'origine et les fondements de l'inktgaparmi les
hommegfrom Oeuvres complete®aris, Seuil, Il, p. 224) which an old translaton
renders as follows: “Nothing but such general ewls threaten the whole
community can disturb the tranquil sleep of thegdupher, or tear him from his
bed. A murder may with impunity be committed unbisrwindow; he has only to
put his hands to his ears and argue a little wiittsblf, to prevent nature, which is
shocked within him, from identifying itself with ¢hunfortunate sufferer.”



12 Chapter One

reflecting on duties and thinking of them as a mordess superficial or
more or less dense crust which agglomerates arannddivisible core of
being, the subject. Levinas proposes a completiffigrent figuration and
a completely other possibility of thinking the mbdliak itself. The subject
is not, therefore it has no core, neither moral mpoe-moral. The
subjectivity of the subject, on the contrary, ispditting of the self, a loss,
an infinite opening. The subject does not direchpproach to the other, it
does not take the initiative for it, it does novéahe good-will to do it — it
is not voluntarily good. It is directed by its drtbwards the other. And
even if it refuses to partake in it, like Rousssalphilosopher,” this
refusal itself is again an indication of this pedtavhich is the having-to-
respond. Even if | make myself a murderer, this daurperpetrated in
extreme banality and in confusing ontological esstill the sign of a
furious impotence before the face. There is no comgse if we are to
believe Levinas and read him in the right way. Comfed by the face,
“we speak or we kjll in Blanchot’s lapidary expression. What a subjec
says, states, thinks, does, thus appears to flonv & Saying anterior to all
signs, gestures and significations, of which tHgestt can believe itself to
be the authorized author in an illusory way, andwimich it believes it
contemplates its own origin. It is this registeatthevinas has thematized
as pre-original or an-archic:

The responsibility for the other cannot arise frany engagement, my
decision. The boundless responsibility in whicind fmyself is produced
by that which precedes my freedom, by an “antetieall-memory,” an
“ulterior-to-all-accomplishment,” by the non-preserpar excellence by
the non-original, the an-archic, by that which pedes essence or lies
beyond it. The responsibility for the other is #ite where the non-place of
subjectivity locates itself®

It is because of this anarchic aspect that thestemdental model of
freedom is radically put into question. For, indeasl Levinas asks himself
insistently, is the choice for one’s freedom reallfree choice and can we
be truly certain of this? If my uniqueness as ajettbresides in my
extreme responsibility for the other man who cadisd if in this
irreplaceable uniqueness | cannot possibly fleenfibor rid myself of it,
my freedom is paradoxically located at the ultimaed of “my”
heteronomy. It is obvious that the ethical respdedey no means of the
order of an obedience. We obey a law, an institutia hierarchical
superior, a function, but never a person to whoregcipely, obedience

15 Autrement qu’étre., op. cit., p. 24.
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should not be given over any other insofar as iregulated by the
preliminary consent to a substantial code of cohduEthical
responsibility, on the contrary, concerns the tgpesituation where the
limits of regulation and the frame of prescriptioged to be exceeded by
the responding subject without him even wantingldcso: on the spot he
cannot but invent the rules of his acts or, moexisely, he has to act on
the spot, ahead of all rules. If my self is unigthés is only through the
impossibility of all substitution and all delegatichrough my assignment
tying me to the ethical moment of responsio be free means to do only
that which nobody can do in my plac®.This freedom of uniqueness
establishes ethical discourse. Moreover, it allowgo clearly understand
that it is only possible and tenable for the sdiftlee first person. Its
extension and universalization would boil down taesxersal through
attenuation or anonimization. If Kantian reasonspras itself as truly
practical by means of autonomy, it is only becatls® moral subject
subordinates itself to a commandment which is tiatason itself as it
imposes itself through the moral law, and indepatigeof others. For
Levinas, on the other hand, it is a matter of cating to exteriority rather
than of autonomy of the will. The unconditional mloduty does not come
to us through the reasonable will, but throughrémstance that the face
opposes to me. It is not thanks to the submissicdheowill to the law of
reason as faculty of the universal that ethicsoissible, but thanks to the
inaugural and heteronomous fact of the face’s wdlek law thus appears
to result from a facticity: | encounter the other.

Otherwise ethics would quite simply be reversed aadagely
converted into a disaster for subjectivity — theadier of universalisms
(me, like all the others!), the disaster of diffetialisms (the other that is
me!). This heteronomous freedom where all is irrdiaigly played in the
single instant when a response does or does nat,cegmially allows us to
grasp why receiving the other can constitute, andtroften indeed does
constitute, a trauma. The trauma of an untransiefabedom — a freedom
so radical and so prevalent that | am in no wag frfEnot being freed of
that very freedom — definitively does away with tfiestness” of freedom
in the sense of autonomy, its foundational funct&nthe arché of the
subject. It is a tragic freedom, surely, sinces iexerted entirely in the fine
point of an ungraspable instant: a man drowns, a isideaten, a man is
“being strangled under my window” and | fail to pesd, unalterably,
only thinking about it afterwards. But the wordiisgpleonastic: there is no

16 « La Révélation dans la tradition juive »lin Révélation collectif, Bruxelles,
1977, p. 68 (texte repris hu-dela du verseMinuit, 1982).



14 Chapter One

other thinking than the thinking-afterwards, subgelcto the argumentative
burden, running the risk of reregistering this mesponse in an extra-
ethical domain of my responsibility — that is, tthemain of the political
institution and the juridical administration. Thingedom is not a structure
of the subject consolidating it in its moral ontsaendental autonomy; it is
nothing but worry and anxiety, always “younger” nhany having-to-
respond, since it strikes me before all engagenitiitave done nothing
and yet | have always been at isslfe.One could think of this
“persecution” of the | by the other as scandaldus immense force of
Levinas’s thinking resides therein — insofar ashhe showed us that what
is “most natural,” living and letting die, is moptoblematic, the most
vivid source of our questioning and torment. In\gsy mineness, in its
illustrious “every time,” being — this being whidonstitutes the existent
that | am — can never be its own reason of being.

Translated from French by Sofie Verraest

7 AE, p. 180.



IN RESPONSE TQIERARD BENSUSSAN
Do WE HAVE TO LET OURSELVES
BE DOOMED TOMORALITY ?

MARIA DIMITROVA

Dear Professor Bensussan,

Some people, including well-educated philosophstast to grimace
when they hear the name of Levinas, just becauseassociated - and
should be associated, and deserves to be associatttdmorality. In our
times of moral relativism, ethics is pushed asideto a corner,
overshadowed by ontology. Ontology seems closeci@nce in its claim
of neutrality. And ethics is seen either as unnemmgs ballast or as
falseness and hypocrisy, or even worse - as amystaepressive rules,
required by the rulers to keep the masses in sugonis

Ethics, as we know from Marx and Marxism for examgias always
been engaged in maintaining superiority, legitimgtihe morality of the
dominant and/or comforting the oppressed. For Mamgrality is an
epiphenomenon, constructed on the basis of econasiations and
dependent on their changes — this is how Marxisma aole joins the
long tradition of moral relativism. Conversely, deflers of moral
absolutism are bound to the idea that morality isead of the highest
spirit, the satisfaction of which enriches us spaily (as a spiritual food).
To bring this nonsense (usually supported by atilins, hedonists,
pragmatists, etc.) to its extreme, we must acdegitwe need morality for
the good of our digestion. From the point of view lcevinasian
philosophy, all of this seems ridiculous. Realizthg stupidity of such (at
times even cynical) interpretations and “seeing'gvlay and every hour
the impotence of moral standards,” today many peapt asking why we
need morality at all and why do we have to speak dtis is the subject
of the first pages dfTotality and Infinity" - do we have to let ourselves be
doomed to morality?

There is a persuasive urge to think of morality saagnoral code,
different for different groups and epochs. Howel@vinas’ lesson is that
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morality should not be considered a form of legista encompassing the
unwritten rules of one community or another, butstéad, must be
understood du sense extra-mordl Morality means recognizing the
otherness of the Other, something which is noteetsa enough by laws,
standards and codes. The face of the Other, bafedebme, stripped of
definitions, notions, standards and models, dodsaflow me to hide
behind unifying and homogenizing rules and thusdasfer responsibility
to institutions, to the collective, to destiny, @od or to some other
authority, where the Other is subjected to commuamciple. The Other as
a face transcends the system with its principled ares. Morality is
inevitable - even when | ignore it and try to avtiie appeal of the Other,
the very attempt to escape it is a kind of answand what an answer at
that! There is no escape from personal resportyib®io, according to the
Levinasian philosophy, the relationship between@ieer and me, which
has always a moral aspect, begins even when ¢ {pjaly deaf and blind to
the Other or treat him instrumentally, reducing hionan object or a
means, subjected to my interests, identifying hiithva function in a
social system. The moral relationship is the “alphd omega” of all other
relationships, even those that seem most neufraila® to Descartes, who
argues that thinking cannot be revoked, because a¥en we doubt or
deny it, it's still a form of thought (doubt and rdal are also mental
operations), Levinas states that morality cannoigbered or eliminated,
because the very ignoring or elimination comes véattcertain moral
significance. Morality or sociality is not deterrath by our belonging to
some group, community, entity, territory, but isrided from our
responsibility for others. It stems from the mom#nsitivity of the
individual.

Levinas’ philosophy is radical and its radicalisimeg “all the way.”
Using our common, habitual concepts, it is hardiétermine where its
genius lies. Still, if we have to underline the wvieelming reversal of
thinking it evokes, then probably first in ordemnoes the new understanding
of sociality. Levinas refuses to reduce the sagialf the individual to his
belonging to the Whole — not only to the whole bé tGreek cosmos,
sustained by its laws, but also to the flexibleyagls open and indefinite
historical totality of the monotheistic culturesefining humans through
their belonging to some totality, region, territomjth its divisions — the
way we classify objects through their belonginghe class and genus —is
inadequate; it presupposes the point of view ofistadt observer and
omits the most important — the closeness betweenQther and me,
wherein sociality originates.
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The relationship, in which “One is for the Othes’not territorial, but
moral. Moreover, it does not constitute itself assymmetrical and
reciprocal intersubjectivity, but begins from thighstanding of the Other.
The starting point is set by the appeal of the Fad@ch calls for an
answer. The Other is neither below me, nor equah¢o Egalitarianism
does not respect him enough. The Other is notrgharterritory with me,
which we both inhabit and try to parcel out. Theefiom of the Other is
privileged as high-ranking in comparison with mgegdom and coincides
with his dimension of Transcendence. Our modertuoaildoes not allow
for the superiority of the Other in relation to mmgcause instinctively,
automatically it interprets this as a relationstop dominance and
obedience. Yet Levinas states that in the relatipnbetween the Other
and me, serving the Other is not slavery, but daréim. This care is a
necessity, because the Other is a being, direotedrtls-death. Only in
the presence of a Third, and therefore of “anydee,tand everyone is
“another for the other,” can the basic social rel&hip be generalized,
totalized, and politicized.

Levinas’ philosophy sets a very, very high stand#tra as if Levinas
has set a record in sport, astonishing not onlytHerpublic, but also for
the remaining competitors in the field. He setshsachigh mark that all
other philosophical attempts must be viewed frosngerspective. But
while sport involves only one part of human al@hti Levinas marks the
end of a thousand-year-old way of thinking, andtre same time —
hopefully — the beginning of another. After Kanb, philosopher could be
taken seriously if he didn’t take into account is fwork the thesis of the
categorical imperative; in the same way, after hasi The Face,
concerning me not in the indicative, but in the émgtive’ is a thesis
which cannot be overlooked.

*k%

In Levinas’ philosophy we find the duplication of mumber of
categories we use in order to explain human existeAs in the case of
morality (as obedience to rules) and extra-morafdg caring for the
Other), we can likewise talk of:

- transcendence (of the outer world) and extra-trmd$ence (of the

Other);

- passiveness (in sensitivity) and extra-passive(iasthe closeness

of the Other)
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- desire (directed at the objects of the world) ardaphysical extra-
desire (towards the Other and infinity, revealedttiyy encounter with
him);

- sociality (as belonging to the whole of society}l axtra-sociality
(as responsibility for others)

- justice (according to legislation) and extra-justitaccording to
moral saintleness)

- rationality (as providing the foundation of “I cgnand extra-
rationality (as questioning myself and seeking téelbgustice)

- andsoon.

The list could go on. Exactly because of this dwgilon, which
Levinas uses to revise the centuries-old undersigndf philosophical
categories, the reception of his works is extreradfycult. All categories,
describing human relationships, receive not onlylitaral meaning,
understood through their place in the totality, inethe system of worldly
interests, but also another — metaphorical — megamnéatated to the Face of
the Other. It seems as if ethics is built upon gy, just as metaphorical
meanings are built upon literal ones, but, to sghakruth, the situation is
quite the opposite — metaphorical or ethical megmigive birth to the
ontological. We will even risk a few steps furtherthis direction: even
though it looks like ethical relationships are osimed through the
hyperbolizing of ontological ones, this is really @ptical illusion, because
for human beings authentic, fundamental ontologymisrality itself.
Levinas does not offer us a new morality, but a rieterpretation of
morality: a sense that is not measured by being and not beingbeing
on the contrary is determined on the basis of sénse

For Levinas the true understanding of morality c@es with my
presence in the world, and not with the way | declahat is moral for me
or us — not only “I think,” “I act,” but even théngple “I am” is an answer
to the appeal of others. This is the reason Levh@sto justify himself
philosophizing about morality. He must speak, usthg language of
philosophy, whose roots are Greek and stem fromedtias. In dialectical
debate each party in an argument answers its oppavith a counter-
speech. But for Levinas, the understanding of nitgréd not limited to
forming or articulating some moral maxims; true ersdanding coincides
with everyday language, where deeds are the mqeirtant, not rhetoric.
Besides, for Levinas, the Other is not an adversagpmpetitor; neither is

! Emmanuel LevinasOtherwise Than Being Or Beyond Essenbenslated by
Alphonso Lingis. Duquesne University Press, Pemvasyh, 2000, p. 129.



