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GENERAL INTRODUCTION 

« La responsabilité morale est la structure essentielle, première, fondamentale de la 

subjectivité ». 

LEVINAS, Éthique et infini1 

If there is an image that shook the anesthetized conscience of Europe amidst the 

humanitarian crisis of refugees, it was the heart-rending and morally disturbing 

image of the 3 year old Syrian boy Alan Kurdi whose lifeless body, still clad in red 

T-shirt, blue shorts and tiny shoes with face down on the sand, which was washed 

on the Turkish beach of Ali Hoca Point in Bodrum on 3rd September 2015 when 

Kurdi and his family boarded a small rubber inflatable boat in a futile attempt to 

reach the shores of Europe.  The boat which capsized as it was overcrowded and 

drowned Alain, his brother, and mother thus making a miserable end to that 

simple but treacherous dream. The image of the boyřs body on the beach, which 

in fact, expressed irresistibly the scream of his silent body, shook the social media 

and outraged moral anger of several political leaders.  If this moving image could 

move and change the perceptions of the world irrespective of religion and regions, 

it is because of the power of ethics!  His Řfacelessř visage made an imperative that 

no men of reason could ever remain untouched, let alone ignore.  Everyone felt 

immediately responsible for the death of that innocent child.  Such images are not only 

rare but unfortunately saturate the television screens and newspapers everyday all 

over the world.  It is this feeling of collective moral guilt and the consequent 

interrogation of oneřs moral responsibility that intrigued me and my research.  

One can find in this moral event a possibility to analyse the reason, logic and ways 

of human moral rationality.   

Research Context and its Relevance  

It is true that we live in a critical stage in the history in which the value of a human 

life seems to be growing old and mass murder is taking place in large scale every 

day in the name of religion and region, politics and property.  Carnage is no news 

today!  Morality and moral sensibilities are being considered out-dated and seem 

to lose significance in everyday choices.  Now-a-days, it is not men who are being 

killed in the street: it is often someone who stands up for an ideology, confession 

or conviction; be it political or religious.  In a civilization wherein the streams of 

                                                      
1 In his conversation with Philippe Nemo, on speaking of the uniqueness of responsibility in 

Otherwise than being or Beyond Essence, Levinas affirms: ŖI speak of responsibility as the essential, primary 
and fundamental structure of subjectivity.ŗ LEVINAS, Éthique et infini, 91. 
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moral sense of the people have almost dried up; the once-warm-blood of moral 

sensibility has turned cold and bitter and the moral sensitivity of the majority is on 

the verge of a near extinct, we need a sound moral system that would address the 

moral maladies of the modern world.   

It is at this decisive juncture that the significance of Emmanuel Levinas,2 

for his contributions to moral imagination, becomes crucial.  Levinas summarizes 

his entire philosophy in a statement: ŖThere is something more important than my 

life … and that is the life of the other.ŗ3  Levinas was preoccupied not with the 

narrow concerns of the professional academic, of interest only to a few dozen 

colleagues, but with the great events and issues of our century, of interest to all 

who think and care about the world in which we all live so precariously together.  

Levinasř thought is preoccupied with the brutal and almost inevitable reality of 

violence, and with the possibility of ethics,  justice and peace.  Even philosophy 

cannot remain aloof and isolated forever from such concerns.  Levinasř thought 

brings philosophy nearer to them. The context of Levinas writing points out the 

urgency of his call to responsibility.  ŖThe full weight of Levinasř thought is a 

question of opposing the philosophy that produced and underwrote the colonial 

arrogance of Europe and the totalitarian cruelties of Hitler and Stalin.ŗ4  The 

horror of the incessant flow of atrocities made it difficult to sustain belief in God 

who exercised power in history.  As Thomas G. Casey interestingly puts, ŖSince 

God did not personally intervene to halt this atrocity, Levinas decided to shoulder 

onto the human subject the infinite responsibility of responding to the call of the 

Other.ŗ5  He was a survivor6 who began one of his most prominent works as 

                                                      
2 Levinas is one of the leading and one of the most influential expositors of twentieth-

century phenomenology, born in Kaunas (Kovno), Lithuania on 12 January 1906, studied philosophy 
in Strasbourg, and also in Freiburg with Edmund Husserl. He introduced phenomenology to France. 
The Nazi period left him Ŕ he was a Jew Ŕ with memories, which dominated his later works. After the 
war he was the Director of the Ecole Normale Israelite Orientale in Paris until 1961. From 1947 to 
1949 he studied the Talmud. His first university appointment was in 1964 as Professor of Philosophy 
at the University of Poitiers and then at the newly established Paris X University Nanterre in 1967. He 
was appointed Professor of Philosophy at the Sorbonne (Paris IV) in 1973, where he remained until 
his retirement in 1976, after which he held an honorary professorship. He held a visiting 
professorship at the University of Fribourg in Switzerland from 1970.Through his books Totalité et 
Infini (1961) and Autrement qu‘être (1974), he became acknowledged as philosopher of the Other.  He 
also published a great deal in the field of Jewish religion. He was professor at the University of Paris-
Nanterre and director of the Parisř École Normale Israélite Oriëntale. Levinas died in the year 1995. 

3 LEVINAS, ŖThe Paradox of Morality,ŗ 172. 

4 SMITH, ŖReason as One for Another,ŗ 67.   

5 CASEY, ŖLevinasř Idea of the Infinite,ŗ 383. 

6 A Lithuanian Jew, whose mother tongues were Russian and Hebrew and who acquired 
French as student in Strasbourg and German in Freiburg, he lived the Ŗexperienceŗ of five traumatic 
years in the Nazi French prisoner of war camp at Stammlanger.  He survived the World War II under 
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follows: ŖTo the memory of those who were closest among the six million 

assassinated by the National Socialists, and of the millions on millions of all 

confessions and all nations, victims of the same hatred of the other man, of the 

same anti-Semitism.ŗ7    

For Levinas, the essential problem for twentieth century consciousness is 

the question, ŖCan we speak of morality after the failure of morality?ŗ8  Thus the 

problem that drives his philosophy is not so much the intellectual problem of the 

end of metaphysics, but the moral problem of the end of human race Ŕ and in 

particular the near destruction of his own people.9  What is interesting, and 

perhaps unique, about Levinasř writing is that he does not derive ethics from 

metaphysics, nor does he abolish metaphysics in the name of ethics.  Rather, he 

makes ethics the philosophical starting point upon which metaphysics itself 

depends rather than vice versa.10 The opening line of Totality and Infinity indicates 

the orientation not only of the work itself, but of Levinasř mature philosophical 

composition in its entirety: ŖEveryone will readily agree that it is of the highest 

importance to know whether we are not duped by morality.ŗ11  Levinas is 

concerned about the apparent allegiance between Western modes of thought and 

the obscenity of the twentieth century violence.12  He is concerned with the fate of 

the notions of morality in a world, which he forcefully reminds us in the following 

lines: 

[T]his is the century that in thirty years have seen two world wars, the 
totalitarians of right and left, Hitlerism and Stalinism, Hiroshima, the Gulag, and 
the genocides of Auschwitz and Cambodia.  This is the century which is drawing 
to a close in the haunting memory of the return of everything signified by these 
barbaric names: suffering and evil are deliberately imposed, yet no reason sets 
limits to the exasperation of a reason become political and detached from all 
ethics.  Among these events the Holocaust of the Jewish people under the reign 
of Hitler seems to us the paradigm of gratuitous human suffering, where evil 
appears in its diabolical horror ... The disproportion between suffering and every 
theodicy was shown at Auschwitz with a glaring, obvious clarity...  Did not the 

                                                                                                                                                        
difficult and humiliating circumstances, in which his family, with the exception of his wife and 
daughter, perished. He was a victim of the Jewish holocaust in the heart of Modernity. 

7 LEVINAS, ŖDedicationŗ to Otherwise than Being, by Emmanuel Levinas, i. 

8 LEVINAS, ŖThe Paradox of Morality,ŗ 176.  

9 FARLEY, ŖEthics and Reality,ŗ 215 Ŕ216. 

10 For Levinas, metaphysics is opposite of ontology; it is the discipline that orients one to 
Ŗthe elsewhere,ŗ and the Ŗotherwiseŗ and the Ŗotherŗ (LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 23).  Given 
Levinasř ethical reading of alterity, it is clear that he is exploiting metaphysics for its ethical rather than 
its ontological content. 

11 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 21. 

12 FARLEY, ŖEthics and Reality,ŗ 215. 
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word of Nietzsche on the death of god take on, in the extermination camps, the 

signification of a quasi-empirical fact?13 

The World Jewish Congress hailed Levinas as a philosopher who Ŗnever ceased to 

pursue his quest for a world morality following the Holocaust.ŗ14  After the 

Holocaust, responsibility for the other is shaped by the needs inherent in 

suffering.  The otherřs demand upon me emerges out of that desperate condition 

of suffering.15  Perhaps most fundamentally, his philosophy is addressed to the 

question Carl Jung posed in an essay on the Holocaust appropriately titled ŖAfter 

the Catastrophe,ŗ a question many people, academics and non-academics alike, 

have also posed: ŖWhere now is the sanction for goodness and justice, which was 

once anchored in metaphysics?  Is it really only brute force that decides 

everything?ŗ16  Or, as Levinas himself has put it, after Auschwitz,17 ŖWhy God let 

the Nazis do what they wanted?ŗ18  Levinas insists that another power remains to 

oppose the brute force of violence.  He calls this other power Ŗethicsŗ or 

Ŗgoodness.ŗ  The ethical aims of the individual must be subjected to moral norms, 

but respect for norms reaches its full meaning only if it is based on a respect for 

others.19  Thus, the self-respect which is gained by compliance with moral norms 

becomes respect for oneself as another. This is not a form of moral solipsism, but 

is instead a form of empathy and concern for others.   

The Subject and the Logic of the research 

The questions of morality have always intrigued me and the origins moral 

consciousness has particularly been a topic that I was passionately interested in 

and curious about.  This thesis, entitled The Archeology of Morals: Towards a 

phenomenology of Moral Responsibility in Emmanuel Levinas, is an attempt to explore the 

origins of our moral responsibility by phenomenologically analysing its 

components and tracing the roots of our moral rationality in the sentiments of 

respect and empathy as responsibility is the essential structure and constituent of 

                                                      
13 LEVINAS, ŖUseless Suffering,ŗ162. 

14 STEINFELS, ŖThe New York Times Obituary,ŗ [Online].  

15 DUSSEL, ŖSensibility and Otherness,ŗ 129. 

16 JUNG, Essays on Contemporary Events, 71. 

17 All over the world, Auschwitz has become a symbol of terror, genocide, and the 
Holocaust. It was established by the German forces occupying Poland during World War II (the 
Nazis) in May 27, 1940, in the suburbs of the city of Oswiecim which, like other parts of Poland, was 
occupied by the Germans during the Second World War. The name of the city of Oswiecim was 
changed to Auschwitz, which became the name of the camp as well.      

18 LEVINAS, ŖThe Paradox of Morality,ŗ 175. 

19 RICŒUR, Oneself as Another. 203. 
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subjectivity in the moral imaginations of Levinas.  The Archeology of Morals is a 

thesis that is open to multiple formulations; ŘWhy do men act morally?ř  ŘHow did 

we become moral?ř  ŘAre we naturally moral?ř  All these questions can be made 

clear by asking a couple of complimentary questions.  The first is concerning the 

Ŗmoral nature of manŗ which can be reformulated as ŖWhence have we acquired 

the capacity for moral evaluations?  It deals evidently with the origins of our moral 

rationality.  The second question, which is an extension of the first, aims at 

elucidating the architecture of this capacity by posing the following question: 

ŖHow do we elaborate our moral conceptions?ŗ whose object is the genesis of our 

moral reasoning.20  The questions like ŘWhy does the other concern me?ř,  ŘAm I 

my brotherřs keeper?ř,  ŘHow have we become the way we are?ř, ŘHow have I 

become responsible?ř and ŘWhy?ř are essentially linked to the question of the 

origins of moral consciousness and evoke the need for finding and founding the 

rationality of manřs fundamental moral nature in responsibility.  It is therefore an 

inquiry into the archaeology of our moral sense and moral sensibility that is 

undertaken in and through a phenomenology of responsibility as found in Levinas 

while tracing the origin of it in the moral sentiments of respect and intersubjective 

notion of empathy. 

Looking at the various existing theories and the diverse claims on moral 

foundations, one thing is clear that morality does not have either a unanimous or 

an  undisputable foundation.21  Evidently, Levinas does not present himself 

interested in either evolutionary scientific studies or in sociobiology.22  But his 

ethics of innate responsibility that has its origin in the face of the other serves not 

only to base morality on a novel foundation but also to create a platform upon 

which any ethical theory would make sense.  The Řwhy we are the way we areř is, in 

short, at the heart of this research traversing a hitherto untraveled path of Levinasř 

moral insights to be interpreted to explain a new foundation for moral rationality.  

The central purpose of my research is to see if there is a philosophical explanation 

other than a merely biological or evolutionary explanation for our moral sensibility 

                                                      
20 NUROCK, Sommes-nous naturellement moraux?, 11. 

21 Darwin based it in social instructs and the formation of conscience in the evolutionary 
process, Schopenhauer found compassion and an immediate participation in order to eliminate the 
suffering of the other, Spencerřs idea of altruism as the foundation was shared by modern 
evolutionary scientist like Westermarck and Wilson, and de Waal who explained it in terms of the 
outgrowth of social instincts and in line with the emotions that we share with animals argued that 
morality is a movement from empathy to sympathy; an emotional response to the plight of the others. 
Cf. WESTERMARCK, The Origin and Development of the Moral Ideas; WILSON, Sociobiology: The New Synthesis; 
DE WAAL, Primates and Philosophers: How Morality Evolved.  

22 The term Řsociobiologyř was first introduced by Wilson and he defines it as the Ŗsystematic 
study of the biological basis of all social behavior.ŗ  See, WILSON, Sociobiology, 4. 
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and responsibility without having been taught.  Its central concern is to investigate 

the origin of the moral responsibility as is found in the philosophy of Levinas and 

to reinstate its sources and grammar.  The complex conceptual formulations of 

responsibility in the history of philosophy are basically centered on the idea of 

man as a moral responsible subject.  In order to explain the conceptual 

foundations responsibility, two significant contributions of Levinasř predecessors 

are relied upon viz., the Kantian notion of respect, and the Husserlian 

intersubjective notion of empathy.     

Research Issues and Objectives  

Our values may have biological roots, but we still need philosophy to make sense 

of it.  Our attempt in this regard is neither to provide a genetic history of our 

moral rationality nor to trace an evolutionary origin of manřs moral thinking; this 

research is limited as it undertakes to investigate how the notion of responsibility 

from a Levinasian point of view can serve as a foundational aspect of our 

collective moral imaginations.  Since the knowledge of the other and the relation 

of the self to the Other are the grounds where the moral sentiments spring up, it 

is important to trace the sources of the origins of self-other relations in Levinas.23  

The attempt is to emphasize the features of Levinasř development of the concept 

of responsibility that are different from that of Kant (respect), Scheler (sympathy) 

and Husserl (empathy), but at the same time they are crucial in explaining his 

philosophy.  Kant concludes the second Critique with a hopeful note on the 

future of ethics.  The wonders of both the physical and ethical world are always 

not far for us to find and to feel awe; we have only to Řlook upward to the stars or 

inward to the moral law in our hearts.ř24  By juxtaposing Kant and Levinas, the 

rational foundation of morality of the former may be phenomenologically 

analysed to trace the origin and logic behind the concept of responsibility of the 

self in the latter which is born in the face of the Other.  Thus it is an attempt in 

                                                      
23 For instance, Scheler on analysing sympathy is getting at knowing the other and different 

feelings we have with regard to the other.  Husserl is most interested in knowing the other, whether in 
simply describing the passive syntheses by which I recognize the other or in theoretical constitution.  
Kant is interested in a theoretical ethics and Levinas is describing the encounter and the ethical 
summons experienced prior to engaging in theoretical justification.  Levinas describes the fact of 
reason from which Kantřs ethics takes off in the second critique.    

24 ŖTwo things fill the mind with ever new and increasing admiration and reverence, the 
more frequently and persistently oneřs meditation deals with them: the starry sky above me and the moral 
law within me.  Neither of them do I need to seek or merely suspect outside my purview… I see them 
before me and connect them directly with the consciousness of my existence.  The first thing starts 
from the place that I occupy in the external world of sense and ... The second thing starts from my 
invisible self, my personality…  See, KANT, Critique of Practical Reason, Ak V: 162. 
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order to arrive at the arché of our moral rationality with special reference primarily 

to Levinas and secondarily to Kant.  The entire edifice of Levinasian moral 

rationality is a phenomenon of relationality that operates in the matrix of 

sensibility.  This further reiterates the Levinasian stand with the claim: to be a 

subject is to be for the other; thus making subjectivity and alterity essentially 

morally intersubjective.  

Therefore, the task that is envisaged to undertake in this phenomenological 

debate is threefold:  firstly, to see how the notion of respect in Kantian moral 

metaphysics serves as the rational foundation of responsibility in Levinas;  secondly, 

to argue how the intersubjective concept of empathy in self-other encounter gives 

birth to the idea of moral responsibility that is emblematic of Levinasian moral 

reasoning;  thirdly, to re-present this novel moral responsibility as an essential 

structure of subjectivity.  One of the central questions is to explore how the 

epistemic function of intersubjective moral emotion of empathy can perform a 

normative function in the Levinasian heritage of responsibility whose 

metaphysical foundation is proposed to be found in the Kantian notion of 

respect.  Thus an attempt is made to redefine responsibility as of substitutional 

identification with the Other thus making responsibility the spine of moral 

reasoning and explicit elaboration of subjectivity. This research therefore analyses 

and contextually interprets the major works of Levinas.  As the Kantian concept 

of respect and the intersubjective notion of empathy are taken to provide the 

rationale of responsibility as reiterated in Levinas, the research is extended to also 

explore some of the works of Kant and Husserl both to explicate their 

interconnectedness and to highlight their relevance for Levinasian insights.  A 

word about the literature and the language thereof seems fitting.  As this research 

is written in English, the existing English translations of most of Levinasř works 

have been made use.  Nonetheless, when either the existing translations found 

wanting, or when a special emphasis had to be made, personal and free 

translations have been effected.  It must also be acknowledged that the value and 

significance of crucial critical philosophical literature and reflections on the topic 

in French have been sufficiently taken into account even though the literature in 

English has been privileged. 

Plan 

The entire project has been divided into three parts.  In the first part, Kant and 

Levinas are juxtaposed to create a platform for this research.  The second part 

seeks to elaborate the moral relations of self and other in a triad of subjectivity, 
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alterity and intersubjectivity in Levinas based on his magna opera: Totality and Infinity 

and Otherwise than Being. In the third part a phenomenology of moral sentiments is 

presented in which two crucial moral sentiments of respect and the intersubjective 

emotion of empathy are analysed.  The former would serve as the metaphysical 

foundation and the latter as the explicit means to effect responsibility which serves 

as the foundation for a phenomenology of moral responsibility in Levinas.  In 

doing so, the Levinasian concept of responsibility gets richer and ethics finds itself 

on a new foundation where it serves as the arché of moral rationality.   

The first part entitled Juxtaposing Kant and Levinas comprises of two 

chapters.  The intent of the first part is three fold: first of all,  by placing Kant and 

Levinas side by side, the 1st Chapter Ŕ Levinas Face to Face with Kant, makes an 

attempt to argue that there is a possibility to stitch several important connections 

between these two otherwise irreconcilable and apparently antagonistic thinkers.  

This is done by placing side by side Kant and Levinas, who are associated with the 

highest expressions of ethics in the history of philosophy.  These two have 

revolutionized the moral imaginations and their implications in their time and 

thereafter: Kant with his characteristic categorical imperative and Levinas with his 

fascinating Řface.ř  Both of them center ethics on a concept of being human as a 

concern for the other.  The purpose of this chapter is to see how, on juxtaposing 

Kant and Levinas, a novel metaphysical foundation of the thoughts of Levinas can 

be traced back to several of the Kantian notions.  Kant and Levinas, as 

independently as both stand and are presented in this preliminary chapter, remind 

us of both the richness and the challenge that their moral reasons would evoke 

when placed side by side.  It is important to note that this kind of a juxtaposition 

of Kant and Levinas is an under exploited research topic,25 which has immense 

philosophical ramifications in establishing new horizons in moral reasons, which 

in fact is the goal of the entire research.  Placing the central themes of Kantian 

and Levinasian precepts in pairs - such as ŘMoral Reasonř and ŘFace of the Otherř; 

ŘPrimacy of Practical Reasonř and ŘEthics as First Philosophyř; the ŘTheory of 

Sublimeř and the ŘTheory of Infinityř, - there emerges a common philosophical 

ground, first of all to understand the claims of each of them for their merit 

independently, and secondly to build the strategy for the further discussions by 

analysing the sameness and the differences that could be traced in the thoughts of 

both Kant and Levinas interdependently. 

                                                      
25 Some of the important works that merits a mention in this regard are: CHALIER, Pour une 

moral au-delà du savoir : Kant et Levinas;  LLEWELYN, The Hypocritical Imagination: Between Kant and Levinas; 
RÖMER, « La raison pure pratique au-delà de lřêtre. Levinas lecteur de Kant »; RÖMER, ŖThe Sources 
of Practical Normativity Reconsidered Ŕ with Kant and Levinas,ŗ 120- 136; SURBER, ŖKant, Levinas, 
and the Thought of the ŘOther,řŗ 294Ŕ316. 
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Secondly, in the 2nd chapter Ŕ Proximity and Distance: Kant and Levinas, an 

attempt is made to appreciate the proximity and the distance that can be discerned 

between these two gigantic moral philosophers of two different epochs.  Needless 

to say, no one has more systematically contemplated on morals than Levinas after 

Kant.  Therefore, the proximity and distance between Kant and Levinas, as a 

theme, is of great interest and importance in modern moral philosophical circles.  

It is precisely because of this reason that contemporary researches on both Kant 

and Levinas continue to provoke our thought.  Levinasř philosophy of alterity is 

not only compatible with Kantřs philosophy of practical reason; it complements it 

in the form of a phenomenological elaboration.  While the phenomenological 

mode of presentation differs sharply from Kantřs formalism, the principle of 

responsibility for the other expressed by Levinas can be derived from the 

categorical imperative.  Both Levinas and Kant agree that transcendence is the 

basis of genuine rationality.  The principle of universalizability involves the 

necessity of transcendence.  The Kantian emphasis on rational deliberation and 

the Levinasian emphasis on a pre-cognitive encounter with the other person are 

not, despite appearances to the contrary, mutually exclusive.  In fact, Levinas 

argues that it is this openness to the other that makes the universality of reason 

possible.26  If mainřs moral duty to himself derives from his original self-

relatedness, must not his duties to other persons depend upon another and equally 

fundamental aspect of the same existential situation?  Kant held that we should 

treat other persons as ends and not as means merely, which is, after all, only to say 

that we should treat them as persons (subjects-in-themselves).  If one asks: ŘWhy 

should we treat other persons as ends-in-themselves?ř, the answer would appear to 

be quite simple and direct, namely, because they are just that.  But if such a 

straightforward answer can be admitted, it would appear that the primary ground 

of the obligation to another person is the person himself.  Considering the 

possibilities and the depth of indebtedness that Levinas owes to Kant and  

juxtaposing these two monumental moral philosophers, one thing becomes 

evident that there exists in Levinas a Kant more than what the former would 

confess to have inherited despite the apparently irreconcilable opposition that the 

exists among their moral structure.  There exists evidently a philosophical debt 

that Levinas owes to Kant whether or not they are in black and white.  

Undoubtedly, several of the characteristics of Kantian morality are incorporated in 

the ethical edifice of Levinas.    

                                                      
26 SKEMPTON, ŖAutonomy of the Other,ŗ 246. 
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Thirdly Ŕ which, in fact, is the task of the rest of the chapters Ŕ to open up 

a phenomenology of responsibility based on these connections to propose a novel 

moral archeology in Levinas in a concrete way by drawing insights from the 

Kantian moral imaginations.  But in order to do that, it is imperative to analyze 

clearly the self and other relations in Levinas, which is precisely the task 

undertaken in the second part entitled Moral Relations of Self and Other in Levinas.  As 

the title indicates the second part of this project is an attempt to elaborate in four 

chapters the moral relations of self and other.  It is an investigation into a 

threefold analysis of the crucial moral concepts of Subjectivity, Alterity and 

Intersubjectivity which constitute the fabric of Levinasř moral edifice.  

In the 3rd chapter, entitled Selfhood and Subjectivity in Levinas, what is argued 

is that the question of morality is inseparably linked to the essential human 

distinctiveness and the fact that the relations of self and other are at the heart of 

moral philosophy.  As the relation of self to other assumes central place in 

Levinasř moral phenomenology, the ethical character of selfhood and its intimate 

relation to the alterity of other person is significant.  Levinas insists that 

subjectivity is a process of disruption in which one comes into existence in the 

instant when one is turning oneself into words.  The substitution is not only the 

effect of the other in the self, but also, necessarily, the excessive responsibility by 

which this effect is signified.  The subject is absolute only in bearing the weight of 

the otherřs fault, in substituting itself for another.  The self is in itself only as for 

another.  Ethics, or in other words, our responsibility to the Other, is part of our 

subjectivity.  Thus, in the birth of the subject we can identify three moments; viz., 

the affirmation of a responsible subjectivity, the irreducibility of the alterity of the 

Other and the primacy of ethics.27  The 4th chapter Ŕ Otherness and Alterity in Levinas 

Ŕ inscribes the essential existential problematic par excellence of Levinas viz., the 

question of the Other - ŘHow is being before the Other?ř and ŘWhat links can I 

stitch with the Other?ř  Levinasř phenomenology of the Other is a paradoxical 

relation between Self and Other.  It is rooted in the Otherřs irreducible 

strangeness and yet calls us to the most intimate and radical responsibility for the 

Other.  The whole of Levinasř thinking can be interpreted as an immense attempt 

to overcome the roots of violence by thinking otherwise.  This Ŗthinking otherwiseŗ 

is developed from the beginning as thinking about the Ŗother.ŗ  We cannot 

possess the Other; rather, we allow the Other to penetrate our being without limit.  

The unalterable difference between Self and Other does not mean the end of a 

relationship; it means we are free to enjoy the Other without dissolving the Other 

                                                      
27 POIRIÉ, Emmanuel Levinas, 15-16. 
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in our Self.  Instead of reducing the Other to the Same, Levinas calls us to 

celebrate the infinity of subjectivity, an impossible exigency Ŕ Řthe astonishing feat 

of containing more than it is possible to contain.ř28  In this way, subjectivity 

overflows itself, finds itself inadequate and yet fully containing the Other in his 

radical alterity.29   

The 5th chapter - Intersubjectivity: The self in the Other Ŕ explores the notion of 

intersubjectivity in its origin, growth and its subsequent development in the 

history of the phenomenological tradition.  The chapter has twofold function:  first 

of all, to define the concept of intersubjectivity as it evolved in the history of 

philosophy; secondly, to show how the moral sentiment of empathy is closely 

related to intersubjectivity.  For Husserl, intersubjective experience essentially 

plays a fundamental role in our constitution of both ourselves as objectively 

existing subjects, other experiencing subjects, and the objective spatio-temporal 

world.  The relationship between action and intersubjective empathic relations 

becomes even more evident in the works of Edith Stein for whom empathy is the 

source of my experience of Ŗotherness,ŗ i.e., other persons as centers of agency.  

We examine how both Husserl and Stein used and developed the category of 

empathy as a key concept in their explication of reciprocal intersubjectivity 

between minded individuals. Especially since Husserlřs concept of intersubjectivity 

is, in fact, a concept of inter-subjectivity, that is of the relation between subjects, 

and consequently implies an examination of empathy: how can I experience 

another subject?  Husserlřs repeated insistence that empathy allows us to 

encounter true transcendence, and that our consciousness in empathy transcends 

itself and is confronted with, as he puts it, the otherness of a completely new 

kind.30  When we empathically understand the other, we do so immediately, and 

often without any imaginative illustration.  It is this immediacy of intervention that 

makes empathy an essential factor in evoking responsibility in the subject.  In the 

6th chapter, entitled Levinasian Intersubjectivity: The Other-In-Me, an attempt is made 

to see how Levinas complements and completes Husserlian intersubjectivity with 

his proper version. If Husserlian intersubjectivity, in its entire structure, 

development and purpose was epistemic, Levinasian intersubjectivity is essentially 

                                                      
28 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 27. 

29 Levinas argues that the possibility of ethics rests on respecting the absolute alterity or 
otherness of the Other rather than reducing the Other to an object of consciousness. Our ability to 
satisfy this radical demand depends on our understanding of how we can think an alterity that 
transcends our categories of thought. The Other presents problems of separation, opposition, and 
alienation. In broader cultural terms, death, madness, and the unconscious have been called the Other 
because they fall outside the model of rational self-consciousness. 

30 Husserliana XIV/ 442. 
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ethical.  In fact, Levinasian intersubjectivity is a condition of both being and 

having the Other in me.  This chapter analyses how the concept of 

intersubjectivity in Levinasř moral phenomenology, especially by means of the 

core concepts of sensibility and proximity, transcends and counterbalances the 

missing links in the Husserlian intersubjectivity.  Though the experience of 

empathy, to a great extent, solves the epistemological problems of 

intersubjectivity, its moral dimension remains unaddressed.  Turning to Levinas 

we discover that the way in which one experiences others by means of empathy is 

closely related to the notion of responsibility, when analysed phenomenologically,  

and expresses itself as asymmetrical sensibility that Levinas encounters in the face 

of the other.  

The third and final part of the project, Towards a Phenomenology of Moral 

Sentiments consists of two chapters, is an attempt to look for the foundations and 

the rationality of the moral sensibility in Levinas in the twin concepts of Respect 

and Responsibility, their interconnectedness and how one leads to the other.  The 

7th chapter Ŕ Respect as the Source of Moral Motivation Ŕ aims at analysing the moral 

emotions of respect as well as tracing the foundations of our moral nature in the 

Kantian notion of respect as a source of moral motivation to become a 

responsible subject.  The claim that we all have a radical sensibility which invites 

us to an imperative of responsibility is thus forwarded and an attempt is made to 

affirm that this vocation is inherent in humans and has its foundation in the 

Kantian notion of respect.  It is Kantřs analysis of respect that provides a bridge 

between moral philosophy, understood as referring to the rational part of ethics, 

and anthropology.  Levinasian moral rationality of alterity, simplifying to extreme 

is the responsibility for the Other, and can be seen as a reformulation and 

enrichment of Kantian concept of respect.  It is true that the insufficiency of a 

universal moral law which is not well-connected to action has led several 

philosophers to attempts to reconcile abstract universality and concrete 

particularity in morality.  Kant says that the Moral Law becomes an object of 

respect when it checks selfishness and strikes down self-conceit.  Kant thinks that 

these motivational tendencies are so deeply rooted in our nature that they are 

always present, and must be held in check whenever one acts from a moral 

motive.31 Thus the immediate recognition of the Moral Law is always the 

recognition of a form of value that entails a devaluation of the inclinations.  As 

Kant says in the Groundwork, respect is a Ŗconception of a worth that thwarts my 

                                                      
31 REATH, ŖKantřs Theory of Moral Sensibility,ŗ 301.  
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self-love.ŗ32  It is this very definition of respect that approaches Kant to the 

categories of Levinasian moral rationality.  If Kantian respect understood as the 

representation of a worth that infringes upon my self-love it finds a striking 

parallel in Levinas  who defines ethics itself as Ŗa calling into question of my 

spontaneity by the presence of the Other.ŗ33 

The 8th chapter, entitled A Phenomenology of Moral Responsibility, aims at 

analysing phenomenologically the concept of responsibility in order to argue how 

Levinas redefines responsibility both as the essential structure of subjectivity and 

as an imperative of alterity and how the notion of respect grounds the grammar of 

responsibility.  It is evident that the entire philosophical itinerary of Levinas has 

been structured by the effort to escape the closure of philosophies of totality, to 

exceed the horizon as such, to move beyond ontology, a movement towards 

exteriority or towards the other that has taken with it and redefined the very 

concept of responsibility.  Responsibility in Levinas is the typical expression of 

being for the other,34 or that which individuates me as a moral subject.  It is no 

longer a responsibility for oneself, or for oneřs actions, but a responsibility for the 

other and for the sake of the other.  Levinas posits that responsibility for the other 

represents the essence of subjectivity.  The subject finds its moral identity in being 

infinitely and asymmetrically responsible, in being elected without freedom to 

substitute for the other.  Only a being who can be responsible at all, that is to say, 

who is capable of answering to and answering for, can answer for the other.  

Levinas assumes what needs to be first established, namely the very possibility of 

being responsible. 

It must be affirmed, at the end of this introduction, that philosophy 

discusses all aspects of the human condition, but in so doing there is a 

philosophical disclosure of the most fundamental things because human existence 

does have a kind of foundation.  In human existence there is something that 

comes first, so to speak, and for Levinas that something is ethics.  Ethics, which is 

first philosophy for Levinas,35 is our everyday, habitual and quite banal acts of 

civility, hospitality, kindness and politeness; and responsibility becomes the 

succinct summary and expression par excellence of the entire implications of self and 

                                                      
32 KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV: 401 n. 

33 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 43. 

34 GIBBS, ŖSubstitution,ŗ 162.  

35 Levinasř slogan that Ŗethics is first philosophyŗ seems to suggest that at the bottom of any 
account of human existence lie the elemental questions of right and wrong, good and bad, just and 
harmful.  We are not only fundamentally beings that are rational or beings that have certain desires or 
emotions, we are essentially ethical beings. 
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other moral relations defining the moral grammar of everyday life.  There is 

nothing more primary to human existence than the ethical, and the ethical is its 

own ground.  The Other is the one who calls me into question; this questioning 

for Levinas, is ethical from the start, calling for a response which lets an infinite 

responsibility emerge.  Therefore the other is not simply a step on the 

philosopherřs ladder to metaphysical truth but the true source of wonder with 

which, as Aristotle claimed, philosophy begins, and the arche of morals is not to be 

found by staring into the starry heavens, but by looking into anotherřs eyes, for 

here is a more palpable infinity that can never exhaust oneřs moral curiosity.  
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  CHAPTER 1

LEVINAS FACE TO FACE WITH KANT 

1.1. INTRODUCTION 

In the history of philosophy Immanuel Kant and Emmanuel Levinas are 

associated with the highest expressions of ethics.1  These two have revolutionized 

the moral imaginations and its implications in their time and thereafter: Kant with 

his characteristic categorical imperative and Levinas with his fascinating Řface.ř  

Both of them center ethics on a concept of being human as a concern for the 

other.  The purpose of this introductory chapter is to see how, on juxtaposing 

Kant and Levinas, a novel metaphysical foundation of the thoughts of Levinas can 

be traced back to several of the Kantian notions.  The intent of the first part is 

threefold: first of all by placing Kant and Levinas side by side, Ŕ the task that is 

undertaken in the first chapter Ŕ we will argue that there is a possibility to stitch 

several important connections between these two otherwise irreconcilable and 

apparently antagonistic thinkers; and secondly, in the second chapter, see the 

proximity and the distance that can be discerned between these two gigantic moral 

philosophers of two different epochs;  and thirdly -  which, in fact, is the task of 

the rest of the chapters - to open up a phenomenology of responsibility based on 

these connections to propose a novel  moral archeology in Levinas in a concrete 

way drawing insights from the  Kantian moral imaginations. 

1.2. JUXTAPOSING KANT AND LEVINAS  

As Joelle Hansel rightly observed, Ŗan actual meeting between the two men is not 

purely imaginary.  It took place in Levinasř writings.ŗ2  It is true that Levinas does 

not quote Kant as much as he quotes Plato, Descartes and Husserl.  However, the 

proximity of Levinas with Kant as they relate to major issues such as his criticism 

of ontology and his concept of ethics as first philosophy cannot be easily ignored.   

                                                      
1 On the difference between the terms Řethicalř and Řmoralř, Paul Ricœur makes a useful and 

insightful distinction: the former referes to what is Řconsidered to be goodř and the latter to what 
Řimposes itself as obligatory.ř Thus he reserves the term Řethicsř for the aim of an accomplished life 
and the term Řmoralityř for the articulation of this aim in norms characterized at once by the claim to 
universality and an erect to constraint.  From an historical point of view, we see the ethical concern of 
Aristotle in the teleological interest in the Řgood life.ř The moral point of view is found in Kantřs 
deontology. Ricœur argues at length for the primacy of ethics over morals.  See, RICŒUR, Oneself as 
Another, 171 Ŕ 180. 

2 HANSEL, ŖUtopia and Reality,ŗ 168. 
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Levinasř approach to ethics could be extended in a way that resonates with some 

of the contemporary interpretations of Kant.3       

In his only essay dedicated entirely to Kant, published in 1971 under the 

title ŖThe Primacy of Pure Practical Reason,ŗ4 Levinas applauded the Ŗgreat 

noveltyŗ of Kantřs practical philosophy and its unique contribution to the 

eighteenth-century Enlightenment.5  Levinas found in Kantřs practical philosophy 

something exceptionally close to his own ethical thinking, that is why seven years 

later, Levinas compiled a list of exceptional moments in the history of philosophy 

when Ŗunder different terms [the] relation of transcendence shows itself.ŗ6  

Alongside references to Plato, Aristotle, Descartes, Hegel, Bergson, and 

Heidegger, the list included Ŗthe elevation of theoretical reason into practical 

reason in Kant.ŗ7  Six years after that, Levinas referred to the doctrine of primacy 

not merely as an exception to the tradition of philosophy as ontology, but as an 

exceptional exception, the critical inception of a Ŗnew intrigueŗ that Ŗno longer 

amounts to bringing to light presence.ŗ8  Evidently, traces of Kantian moral logic 

are found in the moral imaginations of Levinas.  Inga Römer beautifully articulates 

and stitches a relation with Kant and Levinas in a couple of articles that worth 

both attention and further research.9 

1.2.1. Kant and the Fact of Moral Reason  

One of the fundamental preoccupations of philosophers of diverse proclivities has 

been the quest to define the standard upon which morality could be judged.  

Being one of the major proponents of deontologism,10 Kant argues that what 

                                                      
3 How the categorical imperative is based on the conditions of rational agency, provides us 

with a way to connect Levinasř notion of the face-to-face relation with a theory of moral judgment 
that retains the spirit of Kant and Levinas.  Looking at Levinasř ethical thinking in terms of a theory 
of deliberative moral judgment and rational agency, we can begin to see fruitful implications of the 
affinity between Kant and Levinas. 

4 LEVINAS, ŖThe Primacy of Pure Practical Reason,ŗ 451.  

5 ATTERTON,  ŖThe Proximity Between Levinas and Kant,ŗ 244-260. 

6 LEVINAS, « La Pensée de lřêtre  et la question de lřautre », 185.   

7 LEVINAS, « La Pensée de lřêtre  et la question de lřautre », 185.  

8 LEVINAS, « Transcendance et intelligibilité », 19-20. 

9 RÖMER, « La raison pure pratique au-delà de lřêtre. Levinas lecteur de Kant », 12-29; 
RÖMER, ŖThe Sources of Practical Normativity Reconsidered Ŕ with Kant and Levinas,ŗ 120- 136.  

10 The word has its origin from Greek to deon, what is proper, what ought to be, or duty.  It is 
an ethics based on acting according to duty. It concentrates on moral motives and takes obligation or 
duty as its central notion. Deontology holds that there are certain things that are right or wrong 
intrinsically. We should do them or not do them simply because of the sorts of things they are, 
regardless of the consequences of doing them..   
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defines morality is reason.11  The argument Kant offers in the Critique of Practical 

Reason for the claim that our consciousness of the moral law is a fact of reason is 

notoriously obscure.  At the beginning of the third part of Groundwork of the 

Metaphysic of Morals12 Kant lays out his program for what follows: he wants, he says, 

to make Ŗintelligible the possibility of a categorical imperative.ŗ13  Kant says that 

his Ŗsole aimŗ in the book is Ŗto seek out and establish the supreme principle of 

morality.ŗ14  He wishes to delineate the basic features of the situation in which 

moral decisions are made, and so to clarify the special character of such 

decisions.15  For Kant the peculiarities of the human moral situation arise from the 

fact that men are both intelligible and sensible.  Because I consider myself as 

someone belonging to the intelligible order, I see myself as Ŗunder laws which, 

being independent of nature, are not empirical but have their ground in reason 

alone.ŗ16  It is clear that practical reason is the foundation of Kantřs moral 

philosophy.  Kant now claims to have discovered the supreme principle of 

practical reason, which he calls the Categorical Imperative.17  To understand 

Kantřs argument properly, we have to appreciate the idealistic dimension of the 

ascription of freedom it involves.  

                                                      
11 Kantřs duty-based moral philosophy, with its vision of the rational self-legislation of free 

and autonomous agents, has been the major rival of utilitarian consequentialism and Aristotelian 
virtue ethics in modern ethical thinking.  The supreme principle of his moral system is the 
ŖCategorical Imperative,ŗ which in various formulations requires the universality of moral judgments, 
respect for humanity in oneself and others as ends-in-themselves, and action as autonomous members 
of a moral community or Ŗkingdom of ends.ŗ Kantřs moral theory is delineated in the Groundwork for 
the Metaphysics of Morals (1785) Ak IV: 387- 463, the Critique of Practical Reason (1788) Ak IV: 3-163, and 
the Metaphysics of Morals (1797) Ak VI: 205-493.  

12 Hereafter referred to as Groundwork. 

13 KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV: 447.  It is worth noting that the purpose of Levinas was neither 
different: « ma tâche ne consiste pas à construire lřéthique; jřessaie seulement dřen chercher le sens ». 
LEVINAS, Ethique et infini, 95.  In an interview with Philippe Nemo, Emmanuel Levinas makes a very 
revealing comment about what he was trying to accomplish in his ethical philosophy. In response to a 
question about the Řstarting pointř of his ethics, Levinas protests: ŖMy task does not consist in 
constructing ethics; I only try to find its meaning . . . One can without doubt construct an ethics in 
function of what I have just said [in describing his philosophy up to this point in the interview], but 
this is not my own theme.ŗ See, LEVINAS, Ethics and Infinity, 90.  

14 In the first Critique there are only hints as to the form Kantřs moral theory would take, and 
the account of practical reason in the Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals and Critique of Practical 
Reason is radically new. 

15 Encyclopaedia of Philosophy 2006 edition, s.v. ŖKant, Immanuel.ŗ 

16 KANT, Critique of Practical Reason, Ak V: 109. 

17 He proposed a number of formulations of the categorical imperative that on the surface 
differ radically from one another, although Kant himself believed that the different formulations are 
equivalent. The core of Kantřs deontology is to ground all duties in the categorical imperative. 
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In addition to claiming that freedom implies subjection to the Categorical 

Imperative,18 Kant argues that moral obligation19 implies freedom.20 Throughout 

the critical writings, Kant argues that Ŗnothing in appearances can be explained by 

the concept of freedom.ŗ21  So he frequently insists that morality Ŗexists in the 

sensible world [the world as known through the senses and by science] but 

without infringing on its laws.ŗ22  Experience of the objective world therefore 

gives us no warrant for assuming freedom. Instead it is to our consciousness 

or subjectivity that Kant turns. Kant also says, Ŗthe moral law, and with it practical 

reason, [have] come in and forced this concept [freedom] upon us.ŗ23  In the next 

section, Kant introduces this idea in notorious terms, as a Ŗfact of reason,ŗ24 

which has been the object of considerable scholarly discussion.25 The finely 

layered argument aiming to establish the validity of the moral law presented in the 

Groundwork  is replaced, in the Critique of Practical Reason, by a mere assertion Ŕ we 

are aware of the moral law as an a priori fact of reason:  

                                                      
18 The deduction of the categorical imperative, the arguments for the moral law, do not in 

and of themselves bind reason to acting in accordance with that law. Here something else is needed, 
namely a description of reasonřs coming to feel the force of that law, a description of what is like a 
feeling (an intellectual feeling, a moral feeling), respect. 

19 Moral Obligation, according to Kant, pertains only to beings whose faculties of desire are 
divided into lower and higher stems, the lower determined pathologically and the higher intelligibly. 
There can be no obligation for a being with a holy will, such as God, whose will would be determined 
entirely by the moral law, since there would be no inclination pulling his will in another direction. He 
would act morally correctly as a matter of course. 

20 Kant seeks to dissolve the antinomy of freedom and necessity by means of two expedients. 
First, he insists that the idea of freedom required for morals is not a theoretical but a practical idea. 
Freedom does not need to be established as a metaphysical fact; it is enough that we find it necessary 
to act on the assumption that freedom is real, since ŖEvery being that cannot act otherwise than under 
the idea of freedom is precisely for this reason actually free in a practical respect.ŗ See, KANT, Groundwork, 
Ak IV: 448.  

21 KANT, Critique of Practical Reason, Ak V: 30. 

22 KANT, Critique of Practical Reason, Ak V: 43. 

23 KANT, Critique of Practical Reason, Ak V: 30. 

24 This fact has caused considerable controversy among commentators for several reasons.  
Either because Kant is not altogether clear about what he takes this fact to demonstrate, or because 
he has repeatedly argued that morality cannot be based on facts about human beings, and must be 
revealed a priori. A final source of difficulty is that this Ŗfact, as it wereŗ does not feature in his earlier 
treatise, theGroundwork, and does not appear again.   

25 Important discussions of this topic include: HENRICH, The Unity of Reason: Essays on Kant‘s 
Philosophy; RAWLS, Lectures on the History of Moral Philosophy; AMERIKS, Interpreting Kant‘s Critiques; 
AMERIKS, Kant‘s Elliptical Path; SUSSMAN, ŖFrom Deduction to Deed: Kantřs Grounding of the Moral 
Law;ŗ KLEINGELD, ŖMoral Consciousness and the ŘFact of Reason;řŗ KAIN, ŖPractical Cognition, 
Intuition and the Fact of Reason;ŗ ŁUKÓW, ŖThe Fact of Reason: Kantřs passage to Ordinary Moral 
Knowledge;ŗ and LUECK, ŖKantřs Fact of Reason as Source of Normativity.ŗ  
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Consciousness of this fundamental law may be called a fact of reason because 
one cannot reason it out from antecedent data of reason, for example, from 
consciousness of freedom (since this is not antecedently given to us) and 
because it instead forces itself upon us of itself as a synthetic a priori 
proposition that is not based on any intuition, either pure or empirical, although 
it would be analytic if the freedom of the will were presupposed; but for this, as 
a positive concept, an intellectual intuition would be required, which certainly 

cannot be assumed here.26 

Kant merely adds that it is only through our consciousness of the moral law that 

our own freedom is revealed to us and that the latter is the Ŗkeystone of the whole 

architecture of the system of pure reason.ŗ27 Kant takes it as an uncontroversial 

feature of our experience as agents that, in deliberating on our actions, we are 

confronted with unconditional moral demands.  Crucially, Kant holds that this 

common moral experience not only involves our being aware of the demands of 

the moral law but also our awareness of being able to act on it. Thus Kantřs 

argument of the fact of reason reveals the deep significance of his transcendental 

idealism for his practical philosophy.   

The crucial shift between the Groundwork  and the Critique of Practical Reason 

is that Kant no longer applies the doctrine of practical knowledge to the notion of 

freedom, as he did in the Groundwork, but now applies it to our awareness of the 

moral law: we are aware of the demands made on us by the moral law and are 

faced with the task of accounting for the possibility of this awareness (i. e. 

integrate it into our general worldview). The only way to account for the necessity 

with which the moral law presents its demands to us is to regard it as an a priori 

law legislated by our own noumenal self. In the Critique of Practical Reason, our 

awareness of the moral law is presented as something that is in no need to be 

inferred, but is a mere datum in our experience as agents. Thus Kant takes our 

ordinary moral experience as a given and develops a view of ourselves as agents 

that allows us to account for the salient feature of our practical experience. While 

Kantřs argument does involve the immediate presence of moral demands in our 

consciousness, its status as a Ŗfact of reasonŗ is not secured by an act of intuition, 

but by a process of reflection.28 ŖThe fact of reason itself can neither be derived 

from freedom nor from the moral law, neither of which is given in intuition. It 

must, therefore, be a fact sui generis, constructed out of reflection on the possible 

activities of our reason.ŗ29 Consciousness of the moral law can be regarded as 

                                                      
26 KANT, Critique of Practical Reason, Ak V: 31. Cf. V: 6, 42, 47, 55, 91, 104. 

27 KANT, Critique of Practical Reason, Ak V: 31. 

28 KANT, Critique of Practical Reason, Ak V: 31. 

29 ŁUKÓW, ŖThe Fact of Reason,ŗ 215. 
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Řgivenř only in the sense that it is an unavoidable product of reflection, which we 

experience as constraint, and not as self-evident datum.  Kantřs fact of reason, 

given as the a priori feeling of respect, is the ultimate source of  normativity and as 

Kant shows in the Critique of Practical Reason, that reflective structure of 

consciousness is itself given as commanded in the fact of reason.30  

In the Critique of Practical Reason, the moral law is no longer derived from 

descriptions of how our faculty of reason functions, but is rather presented as 

Ŗgiven, as it were, as a fact of pure reason of which we are a priori conscious and 

which is apodictically certain, though it be granted that no example of exact 

observance of it can be found in experience.ŗ31 To say that we are a priori 

conscious of the moral law is not simply to say that we know the content of the 

law a priori. The a priori consciousness in question here is not so much a matter of 

knowing about the moral law as it is a matter of finding ourselves subjected to it 

always already. It is a consciousness, according to Kant, that Ŗforces itself upon 

us.ŗ32 The sole fact of reason is this ineluctable experience of the constraint of the 

law. Indeed, to refer to our consciousness of the moral law as a fact (Faktum) is to 

highlight this experience of constraint that is given immediately with the law.33  

The name that Kant gives to this consciousness of the moral law and to our 

immediate recognition of that law as binding is respect.34 

1.2.2. Levinas and the Face of the Other 

The moral phenomenology of Levinas starts from the experience of the face of 

the other person; from the otherřs Ŗproximity.ŗ  To build up an ethics of 

otherness and to explain the ethical breakthrough Levinas takes the face of the 

other as the starting point.  In Levinasř view, the human face is not simply what it 

seems to be, and it is much more than that.35 No term in Levinasř strange moral 

                                                      
30 The fact of reason is immediately prescriptive, given in the imperative voice. That is, to be 

conscious of what morality requires of us is at the same time to experience the constraint that it 
imposes on our practical reason.  This immediate unity of the law and the felt constraint that renders 
it obligatory is the cardinal insight of Kantřs Critique of Practical Reason. 

31 KANT, Critique of Practical Reason, Ak V: 47. 

32 KANT, Critique of Practical Reason, Ak V: 74. 

33 ŁUKÓW, ŖThe Fact of Reason,ŗ 214. 

34 LUECK, ŖKantřs Fact of Reason as Source of Normativity,ŗ 605-606.  

35 What is called Ŗfaceŗ in English is less common than it seems to be.  There is no basic face 
in the sense of Dantořs basic actions.  Even on the linguistic level the connotations differ from one 
language to the other.  Let us take the languages that Levinas spoke.  The French word visage, like the 
German Gesicht, refers to seeing and being seen.  The Hebrew expression panim ... emphasizes the face 
facing us or our mutual facing.  The Russian term lico means face, cheek, but also person, similar to 
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vocabulary has been subject to more analysis or given rise to more confusion.36 

Levinas uses the term with a very special connotation.37 It is the expression of a 

separated being, of sheer transcendence.  As he said, Ŗthe way in which the other 

presents himself, exceeding the idea of Other in me, we name here face.ŗ38  ŖThe 

true essence of man is presented in his face.ŗ39 

The revelation of the Otherřs face breaks the hegemony of totalizing and 

reductionist forces; the face is present in its refusal to be contained, 

comprehended or encompassed.  Levinas argues that Ŗthe face is the way in which 

Other is presented to me, exceeding the idea, anticipation, belief or representation 

that I might have of him.ŗ40 When he presents himself as a face, he is not present 

to me as a determinate theme, nor as a subject capable of supporting the 

ascription of psychological predicates (e.g., character traits like ambitious, shy, 

irritable, neurotic).  The other cannot be made explicitly as an object.  Nothing in 

this encounter, in this epiphany of the otherřs face, matches or is adequate to any 

idea by which I may try to measure him.  In his essay on Levinas, Derrida writes, 

ŖNo logos, no rationalism, can comprehend, and this rupture of Logos is not the 

beginning of irrationalism but the wound or inspiration which opens speech and 

then makes possible every logos or every rationalism.ŗ41 

The face is a term that Levinas elevates to status of a philosopheme, a term 

endowed with a specific philosophical role.  The face does not refer to the 

plasticity of a visual form in Levinas, nor is it just the look of the other, since the 

Řface speaksř42 in Levinas.  It is perhaps the phenomenal basis, or as Levinas 

sometimes says, the Ŗmise-en-scèneŗ or theatrical Ŗproductionŗ of the appearance of 

                                                                                                                                                        
the Greek prosôpon which literally refers to the act of Ŗlooking atŗ and which stands not only for the 
face, but also masks and roles, rendered in Latin by persona.  

36 The confusion lies because of the differences in the understanding of what is generally 
understood by face and what Levinas specifically assigns to mean by face when he uses it.   

37 For Levinas the other is invisible, thus opposing himself to the frequent misunderstanding 
in the Ŗfaceŗ of the other is confused with his or her Ŗcountenance,ŗ which is to say with his or her 
appearances and describable, physiognomy, personality or character, familial and social status, 
intellectual and religious origin and background, and so forth.  What Levinas refer to as the Ŗfaceŗ is 
precisely that which exceeds the Ŗcountenance.ŗ  This implies that every attempt to make him or her 
visible through one or another account of life already involves a form of misunderstanding.     

38 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 50. 

39 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 290. 

40 JOPLING, ŖDesire, Dialogue and the Other,ŗ 420. 

41 DERRIDA, ŖViolence and Metaphysics,ŗ 98. 

42 « Le visage parle ». LEVINAS, Ethique et infini, 82. 
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the person, and it is the way in which we may become aware of God.43  ŖThe face 

puts into question the sufficiency of my identity as an I, it compels me to an 

infinite responsibility.ŗ44  The human face we encounter first of all as the otherřs 

face strikes us as a highly ambiguous phenomenon.  It arises here and now 

without finding its place within the world.  Being neither something real inside, 

nor something ideal outside the world, the face announces the corporeal absence 

of the other.45  

 The face-to-face encounter with the Other is essentially an ethical event, 

and it constitutes a new dimension within the realm of the sensible, the historical 

and the perceived.46  The otherřs face resists our powers of thematization and 

representation not because its resistance cannot be overcome, but because Ŗit 

breaks with the sensible form which tries to contain and represent it.ŗ47  Thus, the 

face represents an obligation, or rather the imperative of responsibility in Levinas 

which serves as the foundation of his moral rationality.  

1.2.3. Kant and the Primacy of Practical Reason  

Kant defines primacy as Ŗthe prerogative of the interest of one insofar as the 

interests of others is subordinated to it,ŗ48 and gives a couple of reasons for 

thinking that practical reason has this Ŗprerogative.ŗ  First, practical reason can be 

Ŗpureŗ or independent of Ŗpathological conditions,ŗ that is, our inclinations.49  

Second, Kant argues that we cannot leave the question of primacy undecided, 

because practical reason would otherwise come into conflict with theoretical 

reason. The interest of theoretical reason consists in expanding our knowledge 

                                                      
43 SMITH, ŖEmmanuel Levinasřs Ethics of Responsibility,ŗ 8.  

44 LEVINAS, Of God Who Comes to Mind, 133. 

45 WALDENFELS, ŖLevinas and the Face of the Other,ŗ 63. 

46 Obviously we can look at a personřs face, and interpret the facial expressions we see; but 
this is not the transcendental level of which Levinas is speaking.  Levinas is emphatic in making clear 
the distinction between the dimension of this face to face encounter, the face which cannot be looked 
at, instituted or read and the dimension of the historical and the sensible.  At this transcendental level, 
the Otherřs face does not convey information about inner psychological workings.  It is not a medium 
or vehicle for hidden intentions, or for meanings other than what it expresses.  It is immediate 
presentation. The Other is fully present in this manifestation.  If he is looked at or perceived, then he 
is still part of the context of the visible world, and his face serves as a source of information. 

47 JOPLING, ŖDesire, Dialogue and the Other,ŗ 420. 

48 KANT, Critique of Practical Reason, Ak V: 119. 

49 This implies that it is not conditioned by anything elseŕfor instance, by a desire for 
happiness or merely subjective wishes.  In other words, practical reason has an independence from 
our inclinations; by contrast, theoretical reason falls into error if it pretends to independence from the 
deliverances of sensibility and understanding. 
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and avoiding error , that is to say, suspending all claims to knowledge beyond the 

bounds of experience.  Nonetheless, as long as theoretical reason has interests at 

all, this is itself a practical matter, Ŗsince all interest is ultimately practical.ŗ50 In the 

preface to the second edition of the Critique of Pure Reason, Kant makes the 

following affirmation:  

So far, then, as this criticism is occupied in confining speculative reason within 
its proper bounds, it is only negative; but, inasmuch as it thereby, at the same 
time, removes an obstacle which impedes and even threatens to destroy the use 
of practical reason, it possesses a positive and very important value. In order to 
admit this, we have only to be convinced that there is an absolutely necessary 

use of pure reason Ŕ the moral use Ŕ in which it inevitably transcends the limits 

of sensibility.51 

This excerpt calls for two remarks.  First of all, that criticism assumes, as an 

unmistakable fact, the existence of a practical interest in reason. Kant does not 

demonstrate why morality is vital; rather he poses it as an unavoidable fact. In the 

second place, the obstacle to be destroyed is the negation of the liberty which 

would result from the extension to the supra-sensible of the laws of causality 

which are appropriate to sensible phenomena. By breaking the thrust of 

theoretical reason in its claims to know the suprasensible, criticism is creating a 

space for practicality.52  In the Critique of Practical Reason, II. ii. 3, entitled ŖOn the 

Primacy of Pure Practical Reason in its association with Speculative Reason,ŗ 

Kant writes:  

In the linkage of pure speculative with pure practical reason for a cognition the 

latter has primacy Ŕ supposing, i.e., that this linkage is by no means contingent and 

discretionary but based a priori on reason itself and hence necessary. For without 
this subordination a conflict of reason with itself would arise, because if pure 
speculative and pure practical reason were merely adjoined (coordinate), the 
former would by itself tightly close up its boundary and admit nothing from the 
latter into its domain, while pure practical reason would nonetheless extend its 
boundaries over everything and, where its need requires, would seek to 
encompass pure speculative reason too within them.53 

The interest of pure practical reason, according to Kant, Ŗlies in the determination 

of the will with respect to the final and perfect end.ŗ54  As Kant repeatedly asserts 

in the second Critique, it is only the Moral Law qua Ŗfact of reasonŗ that is capable 

                                                      
50 WILLIAMS, ŖKantřs Account of Reason,ŗ [Online]. 

51 KANT, ŖPreface to the Second Edition,ŗ 7. 

52 DEKENS, Comprendre Kant, 16. 

53 KANT, Critique of Practical Reason,  Ak V: 154. 

54  KANT, Critique of Practical Reason, Ak V: 120. 
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of establishing the legitimacy of the Idea of freedom.55 Theoretical reason is 

altogether insufficient here.56  Pure practical reason is basic because, as Kant says 

in Groundwork, Ŗreason must look upon itself as the author of its own principles 

independently of alien influences.ŗ57 The Moral Law thus supplies not only the 

rule for autonomy but also grounds for believing that it exists (though of course it 

might not).58    

By making the Moral Law Ŗthe principle for the deduction of an 

inscrutable faculty: freedom,ŗ59  Kant has done two things necessary to assure the 

primacy of morals. First, he has established an independent interest on the part of 

morality in the idea of freedom.60 Theoretical reason indeed demands that 

freedom be thinkable in its attempt to think the unconditioned in a causal series 

and to attain completeness, but it is morality that provides the only rational 

interest in asserting that it has objective reality.  Second, he has shown that the 

Moral Law is not only the supreme principle of the practical use of reason, but 

also of reason in its theoretical capacity, since Ŗwe cannot possibly conceive of a 

reason as being consciously directed from the outside in regard to its 

judgments.ŗ61  

Rationality, for Kant, is definitive of human nature; it is universal among 

human beings. All human beings, then, because that have the capacity to be 

rational, ought to be moral.  But if pure reason of itself can be and really is 

practical, as the consciousness of the moral law proves it to be, it is still only one 

and the same reason which, whether from a theoretical or a practical perspective, 

                                                      
55 ATTERTON, ŖThe Proximity between Levinas and Kant,ŗ 247. 

56 Freedom may be a condition that reasoners in the Ŗdiscussionŗ presuppose as having been 
realized, but, as Habermas would argue, it is also a practical goal to attain.  

57 KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV: 448. 

58 Indeed, it is because Ŗthe moral law expresses nothing else than the autonomy of pure 
practical reason,ŗ (KANT, Critique of Practical Reason, Ak V:  33) being none other than the Ŗsupreme 
principleŗ (KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV:  409) of following principles that can be shared by all, that 
Levinas is justified in making the seemingly hyperbolic claim that  Kantian Ŗpractice. .. is the basis of 
the logos.ŗ See. LEVINAS, ŖPrimacy of Pure Practical Reason,ŗ 451. 

59 KANT, Critique of Practical Reason, Ak V: 49. 

60 At the most general level, Kantřs notion of autonomy already implied some sort of 
primacy for pure practical reason. In denying theoretical reason all insight into the supersensible 
(against various stripes of rationalism) and in denying normative authority to the inclinations (against 
Hume), Kant thereby rules out the only ways that that theoretical or instrumental reasoning could 
supply authoritative reasons to act: only pure practical reason can do this. Now, however, Kant argues 
that pure practical reason has Ŗprimacyŗ even on the home turf of theoretical reason. That is, pure 
practical reason should guide some of our beliefs, as well as our actions. 

61 KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV: 448. 
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judges according to a priori principles.  Therefore, it is clear that, its capacity does 

not extend to establishing certain propositions affirmatively, although they do not 

contradict it, as soon as these same propositions belong inseparably to the 

practical interest of pure reason it must accept them as something offered to it 

from another source…  Thus, in the union of pure speculative with pure practical 

reason in one cognition, it is the pure practical reason that  has primacy, assuming 

that this union is not contingent and discretionary but based a priori on reason 

itself and therefore necessary.62 

Kant held that if we think of ourselves solely in empirical and deterministic 

terms we will necessarily think of ourselves as heteronomous, as moved by our 

desires for this or that, and never solely by respect for law.  But the Critique of Pure 

Reason showed that the deterministic stance of theoretical reason is valid only 

within the bounds of experience.  Theoretical reason has no jurisdiction over the 

beliefs morality requires us to hold.  This, thus is the primacy of practical reason.63 

In short, our nature as rational agents dominates our nature as rational knowers.64  

It is worth noting a recent article of Inga Römer65  where the author analyses 

Levinasř text « Le primat de la raison pure pratique »66  and presents him as a 

reader of Kant whose notion of the primacy of practical reason invokes special 

interest in Levinas and assumes a particular status.67  

1.2.4. Levinas and Ethics as First Philosophy 

Western philosophy characteristically takes ontology - the study of essences, of 

what is - as first philosophy;68 upon this ostensibly sure foundation, it then 

constructs an ethics.69  Traditionally, ethics has been seen as a branch of 

                                                      
62 KANT, Critique of Practical Reason, Ak V: 121. 

63 KANT, Critique of Practical Reason, Ak V: 119-121. 

64 SCHNEEWIND, ŖAutonomy, Obligation, and Virtue,ŗ 331. 

65 RÖMER, « La raison pure pratique au-delà de lřêtre. Levinas lecteur de Kant ». 

66 LEVINAS, « Le primat de la raison pure practique », 6-11. 

67 It is for two reasons, first of all, it is probably the only document where Levinas treats such 
a detailed and coherent way the philosophy of Kant, and secondly this article marks the reception of 
Kant by Levinas. See, RÖMER, « Présentation », 3. 

68 JOPLING, ŖDesire, Dialogue and the Other,ŗ 406. 

69 For Levinas ethics does not mean a system of values and norms which are implicitly lived 
in a community.  It refers to a concrete relationship with the absolute, with that which can no longer 
be reduced to knowledge or power, with the radical exteriority and proximity of the Other.  Here 
ethics and metaphysics coincide.  See, BOUCKAERT, ŖOntology and Ethics,ŗ 402. Levinas has 
declared several times over the years that he never wrote an ethics, and this is obvious from the 
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philosophy, one of several areas of enquiry to which the philosopher could turn 

his attention and to which he could apply his rigorous conceptual thought.  

Levinasř originality and importance lies in the attempt he makes to reverse this 

hypothesis: ethics is first philosophy,70 by which he means not only that ethics 

must not be derived from any metaphysics, not even an Řonticř metaphysics (i.e. an 

Řanti-ontologicalř anti-metaphysics) like Heideggerřs, but also that all thinking 

about what it is to be a human being must begin with such an Řungroundedř 

ethics.71  This doesnřt mean that Levinas wishes to deny the validity of the 

Řcategorical imperativeř.  What he rejects is any formula of the form ŘBehave in 

such and such a way because.ř  In many different ways, he tells us that it is a disaster 

to say Řtreat the other as an end and not as a means because.ř72  Yet to most people 

there seems to be an obvious Řbecause.ř73 

His argument begins with the premise that Ŗevery philosophy seeks the 

truthŗ74 and truth is essentially exterior to the subjective knower Ŕ the Ŗsame.ŗ  

The other is that which is most primordially and essentially exterior.  Levinas 

argues that the dynamics of thought is one of subjecting the other to the same; it 

attempts to strip the other of its alterity in order to make it fit the categories and 

structures of thought.75  If the other cannot be reduced to thought, how can one 

apprehend him at all?  Ethics is an exteriorizing mode of relationship to the other. 

Rather than importing the other into the same, ethics carries the same beyond 

itself to the other.  ŖEthics does not think the other, it welcomes the other76 or 

discovers him.ŗ77  For him, ethics is not just one branch of philosophy;78 he insists, 

                                                                                                                                                        
ensemble of his texts if we understand Ŗethicsŗ as a doctrine about the moral principles, norms, 
obligations, and interdictions that rule human behavior.  See, PEPERZAK, Ethics as First Philosophy, xi.  

70 Levinasř criticism of Heideggerřs ontology on ethical grounds has to be evaluated in light 
of Levinasř own insistence that ethics is not a branch of philosophy, but first philosophy. See, 
LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 304.  Cf. LEVINAS, ŖEthics as First Philosophy,ŗ 75Ŕ87. 

71 PUTNAM, ŖLevinas and Judaism,ŗ 34-35.  

72 This is one of the significant complaints of Levinasř Totality and Infinity.   

73 For example, if you ask someone ŘWhy should we act so that we could will the maxims of 
our actions as universal laws?ř or ŘWhy should we treat the humanity in others always as an end and 
never as a mere means?ř or ŘWhy should we attempt to relieve the suffering of others?ř, ninety-nine 
times out of a hundred the answer you will be given is ŘBecause the other is fundamentally the same as 
youř. The thought Ŕ or rather the cliché Ŕ is that if I realized how much the other was like me I would 
automatically feel a desire to help. But the limitations of such a Řgroundingř of ethics only have to be 
mentioned to become obvious.  See, PUTNAM, ŖLevinas and Judaism,ŗ 35. 

74 LEVINAS, Collected Philosophical Papers, 47. 

75 FARLEY, ŖEthics and Reality,ŗ 216. 

76 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 27. 

77 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 33, LEVINAS, Collected Philosophical Papers, 56 Ŕ 57. 

78 WRIGHT, The Twilight of Jewish Philosophy, 1. 
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ethics provides the standpoint from which philosophy itself can be judged, and 

from which it must receive its orientation.  He insists that philosophy must 

abandon its self-definition as Ŗthe love of wisdomŗ and regard itself instead as 

Ŗthe wisdom of love at the service of love.ŗ79 Dedication to Good must guide the 

search for the True.80 Ethics is thus first philosophy;81 it is the discipline that 

orients the subjects to truth.82  

It is not simply that philosophy, until Levinas, has been mistaken about the 

nature of the ethical relation; rather, Levinas insists that when philosophy fails to 

recognize the alterity of the other, it issues in violence.83  In Totality and Infinity 

Levinas introduces a distinction between two different types of theoretical 

knowledge: Ŗontology,ŗ which is violent, and Ŗcritique,ŗ which is ethical.  

Ontology reduces all alterity to sameness.  The second form of theory, Ŗcritique,ŗ 

exhibits more respect for alterity.  Critical thought calls into question Ŗthe 

freedom of the exercise of ontology.ŗ84  This calling into question of spontaneity 

is brought about by the selfřs encounter with the other. 

A calling into question of the Same Ŕ which cannot occur within the egoistic 
spontaneity of the Same Ŕ is brought about by the Other.  We name this calling 
into question of my spontaneity by the presence of the other ethics.  The 
strangeness of the Other, his irreducibility to the I, to my thoughts and my 
possessions, is precisely accomplished as a calling into question of my 
spontaneity, as ethics. Metaphysics, transcendence, the welcoming of the Other 

                                                      
79 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 162. I think it is in place to introduce a fascinating work by 

Roger Burggraeve which is titled as The Wisdom of Love in the Service of Love: Emmanuel Levinas on Justice, 
Peace and Human Rights. Burggraeve argues, ŖThe wisdom of love needs the love of wisdom.ŗ  See,  
BURGGRAEVE, The Wisdom of Love, 185.   

80 WRIGHT, The Twilight of Jewish Philosophy, 1. 

81 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 304. 

82 FARLEY, ŖEthics and Reality,ŗ 216. Truth is exteriority, that is, truth is what cannot be 
reduced to subjectivity.  The irreducibility of the face reveals the limits of any philosophical or 
political system that would absorb alterity into itself.  The vulnerability of the face condemns all forms 
of tepid intellectualism, which fail to feel the force of ethical command.   

83 Levinasř commitment to philosophize against the ever-growing phenomenon of violence is 
a reflection of what he underwent in his life and therefore saturated his philosophical literature. A 
Lithuanian Jew, whose mother tongues were Russian and Hebrew and who acquired French as 
student in Strasbourg and German in Freiburg, he lived the Ŗexperienceŗ of five traumatic years in the 
Nazi French prisoner of war camp at Stammlanger.  He survived the World War II under difficult and 
humiliating circumstances, in which his family, with the exception of his wife and daughter, perished. 
He was a victim of the Jewish holocaust in the heart of Modernity. He was a survivor who began one 
of his most prominent works as follows: ŖTo the memory of those who were closest among the six 
million assassinated by the National Socialists, and of the millions on millions of all confessions and 
all nation, victims of the same hatred of the other man, of the same anti-Semitism.ŗ See, LEVINAS, 
ŖDedicationŗ to Otherwise than Being, by Emmanuel Levinas, i. 

84 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 42. 
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by the Same, of the Other by Me, is concretely produced as the calling into 
question of the Same by the Other, that is, as the ethics that accomplishes the 

critical essence of knowledge.85 

The word Ŗethicsŗ86 in Levinasř discourse has a very particular meaning.  

Levinasian ethics is neither a set of laws or moral rules, nor a theory of such 

rules.87  Instead, Levinas uses the word Ŗethicsŗ to refer to the Ŗface-to-face,ŗ or 

ethical, relation to the human Other and ethics is simply and entirely the event of 

this relation.88  He defines ethics as Ŗputting into question of my spontaneity by 

the presence of the Other.ŗ89  Levinas challenges the hegemony of epistemology 

and its concomitant truncation of reason by means of an Ŗethical metaphysics Ŕ 

that is to say, by means of an ethical account of transcendence that exceeds but at 

the same time requires knowledge.ŗ90 For reason to be reasonable it must neither 

be rational alone, nor absorbed by its irreducible poetic-rhetorical dimension; Ŗit 

must rather be responsible.ŗ91 Thus the word Ŗethicsŗ in Ŗethics as first 

philosophyŗ points to something more radical and originary: it indicates a Ŗpointŗ 

where the ethical and the theoretical cannot yet be opposed Ŕ or even 

distinguished Ŕ a Ŗpoint,ŗ as Peperzak puts it, where Ŗthe opposition between Ŗisŗ 

and Ŗoughtŗ92 is neither valid nor even possible.ŗ93 

                                                      
85 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 43. 

86 Ethics, in his use of the term, is neither a code of rules nor the study of reasoning about 
how we ought to act. See, SINGER, Ethics, 4.  The first use of the word éthique in the original preface to 
the 1961 edition of Totality and Infinity informs us that Ŗethics is an opticsŗ See, LEVINAS, Totality and 
Infinity, 23. Later he qualifies his definition; Ŗethics is the spiritual opticsŗ See, LEVINAS, Totality and 
Infinity, 78. 

87 DERRIDA, ŖViolence and Metaphysics,ŗ 111.  Derrida describes the ethics of Levinas as an 
ŖEthics of Ethics.ŗ 

88 CRITCHLEY, The Ethics of Deconstruction, 5. 

89 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 43. 

90 COHEN, ŖTranslatorřs Introduction,ŗ 16. 

91 COHEN, ŖTranslatorřs Introduction,ŗ 16-17. 

92 Many of the Western approaches to ethics implicitly concern themselves first with the 
epistemological and ontological questions (e.g., about the nature of reality, and the nature or essence 
of human being) before turning to questions of ethics.  The assumption is that once it is known what 
human nature is, and why it is as it is, it will become clearer what goodness is and, derivatively, what 
we ought to do.  

93 PEPERZAK, Ethics as First Philosophy, xi. If ethics is the thoughtful consideration or the 
theory of the ethical Ŕ and primarily of its root or origin Ŕ while Ŗfirst philosophyŗ is the most 
Ŗoriginaryŗ or Ŗradicalŗ dimension of theory Ŕ a dimension that must precede all other dimensions.  
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1.2.5. Kant and the Theory of the Sublime  

 ŖTwo things fill the mind with ever new and increasing admiration and reverence, 

the more often and more steadily one reflects on them: the starry heavens above me 

and the moral law within me.ŗ94 With his excellent  and rhetoric observation Kant 

seems to affirm and stitch a  relationship between morality and sublimity,95 as   his 

argument concerning the sublime is analogous to obligation and is relevant to an 

understanding of the categorical imperative.96  At the outset it is to be noted that 

Kant grounds sublimity on moral or rational ideas and for whom the moralization 

of the sublime can arise in various ways.97  Kant indicates that we are determined 

toward some end other than animal self-preservation; the enjoyment of the 

sublime in nature apparently helps us to appreciate this end, or reinforces an 

existing appreciation of it.98  Kant argues that the sublime represents or acts as a 

symbol of the moral law, suggesting that by having judgments of sublimity, we 

understand by analogy how the moral law feels.99  He goes on to argue that he 

sublime offers us the possibility of feeling the freedom to choose to live up to the 

demands of morality.  Kant reformulates this point when he claims that the 

enjoyment of the sublime arouses a certain Ŗfeelingŗ for our Ŗsupersensible 

vocation.ŗ100  He later identifies this as Ŗmoral feelingŗ: a feeling for the Ŗvocation 

of the mindŗ that Ŗentirely oversteps the domain of [nature].ŗ101  He even claims 

                                                      
94 KANT, Critique of Practical Reason, Ak V: 162. „Zwei Dinge erfüllen das Gemüt mit immer 

neuer und zunehmender Bewunderung und Ehrfurcht, je öfter und anhaltender sich das Nachdenken 
damit beschäftigt:  Der bestirnte Himmel über mir, und das moralische Gesetz in mir.ŗ The importance of this 
affirmation is evident as both  this is how he concludes the second critique and secondly this is what 
stands written as epitaph on the tomb of Immanuel Kant.  The Statement relates Ŗthe starry heavens 
above,ŗ one of Kant's favorite  illustrations of the Řmathematically sublime,ř and Řthe moral law 
within,ř  by which he explains the Řdynamically sublime,ř within the context of  his ethical speculation.   

95 The discussions can be found  in CROWTHER, The Kantian Sublime: From Morality to Art,  
134Ŕ135, 165Ŕ166; SCHAPER, ŖTaste, Sublimity, Genius,ŗ 384; CRAWFORD, Kant‘s Aesthetic Theory, 
145Ŕ159; CRAWFORD, ŖThe Place of the Sublime in Kantřs Aesthetic Theory,ŗ 161Ŕ184; MATTHEWS, 
ŖKantřs Sublime: A Form of Pure Aesthetic Reflective Judgment,ŗ 165Ŕ180; ALLISON,  Kant‘s Theory of 
Taste, 398;  KIRWAN, The Aesthetic in Kant, 89Ŕ100; MAKKREEL, ŖOn Sublimity, Genius and the 
Explication of Aesthetic Ideas,ŗ 614Ŕ619, 619Ŕ620. 

96 NAHM, and  MAWR, ŖSublimity and the Moral Law In Kantřs Philosophy,ŗ 506.    

97 Robert R Clewis in The Kantian Sublime and the Revelation of Freedom  examines the ways in 
which different kinds of sublimity reveal freedom and indirectly contribute to morality enumerates 
seven  ways in which the sublime indirectly supports morality: freedom, motivation, harmony with 
nature, respect for humanity, aesthetic ideas, unifying tendency, and modal for education.  See, 
CLEWIS, The Kantian Sublime and the Revelation of Freedom, 139-141. 

98 MERRITT, ŖThe Moral Source of the Kantian Sublime,ŗ 41.   

99 KANT, Critique of Judgement, Ak V: 271. 

100 KANT, Critique of Judgement, Ak V: 257. 

101 KANT, Critique of Judgement, Ak V: 268. 
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that this Ŗvocationŗ is itself Ŗsublime.ŗ102  The experience of the sublime not only 

presupposes these ideas, but it reveals that the judging subject has practical 

freedom and a moral vocation, a calling to be moral.103  Circumstantial evidences 

are not rare in the Critique of Practical Reason to support the claim that Kant saw a 

connection between moral feeling and the sublime.  Once Kant concludes his 

account of respect,104 the remainder of the chapter revolves around the topic of 

the sublime.  Kant denies that morality is like beauty, something pleasant and 

gentle, which we would enter into without any feeling of aversion, but instead he 

affirms that it is like the sublime.105  Then Kant follows with an encomium to the 

sublimity of duty Ŕ sublime due to its source in what Ŗelevates a human being 

above himself as a part of the sensible world.ŗ106  The sublime according to Kant 

contributes to the reflective work of critical philosophy by illuminating the moral 

psychology of the rational animal.107  Kant conceives of human nature according 

to this ancient formula and claims that our appreciation of the sublime in the 

sensible world has its Ŗfoundation in human nature,ŗ and, specifically, in our 

propensity to be affected by Ŗpracticalŗ or Ŗmoralŗ ideas of reason.108   

Before we proceed further, it is important to examine the notion of 

sublime historically. The two philosophers most associated with the ideas of the 

sublime are Edmund Burke109 and Immanuel Kant, though their views on the 

                                                      
102 KANT, Critique of Judgement, Ak V: 264; see also KANT, Critique of Judgement, Ak V: 262. 

103 CLEWIS, The Kantian Sublime and the Revelation of Freedom, 126. 

104 In chapter III of the Analytic of Pure Practical Reason cf. KANT, Critique of Practical Reason  
Ak V::81.  A detailed analysis of the notion of respect is reserved in the third part of the project. 

105 KANT, Critique of Practical Reason , Ak V: 82-84; see also KANT, Critique of Judgement, Ak V: 
271. 

106 KANT, Critique of Practical Reason Ak V: 86. Kant sees sublime feeling as an experience of 
division and disproportion in our faculties, in stark contrast to the harmony of their functioning in the 
experience of beauty, a harmony felt as part of that experience.  The Kantian sublime is the 
paradoxical experience of the disproportion and inadequacy of that world to the inherent demands of 
human reason.  See, BARNOUW, ŖThe Morality of the Sublime,ŗ 501. 

107 Thus the sublime presupposes and reveals a capacity to transcend the sensibly given 
(mathematical sublime) or a practical power not to be determined by sensibility (dynamical sublime) 
or the capacity to be moral (the moral sublime).  See, CLEWIS, The Kantian Sublime and the Revelation of 
Freedom, 134. 

108 KANT, Critique of Judgement, Ak V: 262, 265. 

109 Burke (1729 Ŕ 1797) is a British philosopher, statesman, and political thinker prominent in 
public life from 1765 to about 1795 and important in the history of political theory. His contribution 
to aesthetic theory with his famous work:  A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime 
and Beautiful, which appeared in 1757, gave him some reputation in England and was noticed abroad, 
among others by Denis Diderot, Immanuel Kant. BURKE, A Philosophical Enquiry into the Sublime and 
Beautiful and Other Pre-Revolutionary Writings. 

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/aesthetic
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subject are different.110   To Burke ŖWhatever is fitted in any sort to excite the 

ideas of pain, and danger, that is to say, whatever is in any sort terrible, or is 

conversant about terrible objects, or operates in a manner analogous to terror, is a 

source of the sublime; that is, it is capable of producing the strongest emotions 

which the mind is capable of feeling.ŗ111  Prior to Burke, the sublime was 

essentially a style of writing, which he expanded into an aesthetic experience, 

applied not only to literature but well beyond it. Kant describes the sublime as 

something which arouses enjoyment but with horror, while Beautiful is a pleasant 

sensation, making one joyous and smiling. Night, according to Kant, is sublime 

while day is beautiful; tall oaks and lonely shadows are Sublime while flower beds, 

low hedges, and shaped trees are Beautiful.  According to Kantřs typology, there is 

a fundamental feeling of the sublime112 to which are added other kinds of 

feelings,113 resulting in one of the three kinds of sublimity,114 viz., the noble,115 the 

                                                      
110 Immanuel Kantřs essay, written seven years after Burkeřs Enquiry, elucidates the notions 

of delight into what is specifically sublime versus beautiful. The predominant difference lies in the 
degree of emotion which one experiences.  Burke seems to stress the immanence of the sublime: it is 
an irrational, emotional force, which Ŗfar from being produced by them, it anticipates our reasonings, 
and hurries us on by an irresistible forceŗ (Burke, Part II, ch. 1). It is based in terror and self-
preservation, and seems to involve an intensification of affect, rather than any kind of transcendence. 
For Kant, the sublime, is transcendent, rational, and reminds us of our Řhigherř moral functions. It is 
seen in terms which might seem in some ways to be closer to the Neoclassicist notions of the sublime 
- it involves the lofty and the elevated, and seems to inscribe questions of value as central to the 
notion, whereas in Burke, although questions of value, morality and religion are not excluded, they do 
seem to become secondary.  

111 BURKE, A Philosophical Enquiry, 36. 

112 To understand the significance of Kantřs account of the sublime we have to place it 
within the context of the architecture of the project of the three Critiques. Kant was writing to confute 
both on the one hand the empiricism of Locke and Hume, which claimed that all we know comes 
from the experience of our senses, and also, on the other hand, the Rationalism and Idealism of 
European philosophers who claimed that our only true knowledge comes through the recognition of 
Ideas, pure forms which pre-exist our sensory experience. In the critical writings, Kant argues that our 
experience can neither be entirely derived from sensory experience, but neither do we have a direct 
access to a divine truth. He suggests that there are certain categories which are innate to us and 
determine our sensory experience. Such things are our awareness of time and space themselves, or of 
cause and effect, which form the conditions of our perception of any object. Similarly, Kant argues 
that there are certain a priori Ideas which we carry into the phenomenal world, and without which we 
could not make sense of it: Ideas such as Infinity, Unity, Freedom, Justice, the Absolute, and so on. 
These, he suggests, cannot be derived from any empirical incidence that we might experience, and so 
stem from our Řsupersensuousř powers of Reason; they are Ideas which we carry with us into the 
world, as Rational beings. Kant termed this philosophical system Řtranscendental Idealism,ř and it is 
into this system which he sought to insert his notion of sublimity. 

113 KANT, Observations, Ak II: 209. 

114 KANT, Observations, Ak II: 209 

115 The noble sublime is the feeling of sublimity accompanied by Ŗquiet wonder,ŗ evoked by 
a great height, an Egyptian pyramid, an arsenal, and even a poetic description of the past in Albrecht 
von Hallerřs Über die Ewigkeit (1736).  Above all, it is virtue that elicits the noble sublime.  
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terrifying,116 and the splendid.117  What should be seen as sublime are not the 

objects in nature which have been up to this point associated with sublimity - they 

are, in fact, merely formless, horrific, chaotic, and hardly deserving of such a noble 

epithet - but the powers of Reason to which the mind will turn when confronted 

with them. As Kant writes: 

[T]he sublime, in the strict sense of the word, cannot be contained in any 
sensuous form, but rather concerns ideas of reason, which, although no 
adequate presentation of them is possible, may be aroused and called to mind by 
that very inadequacy itself which does admit of sensuous presentation. Thus the 
broad ocean agitated by storms cannot be called sublime. The sight of it is 
horrible, and one must have stored oneřs mind in advance with a wealth of 
ideas, if such an intuition is to attune it to a feeling which is itself sublime Ŕ 
sublime because the mind has been incited to abandon sensibility, and employ 

itself upon ideas involving a higher purposiveness.118 

Kant defines initially sublime in his third Critique as Ŗthe name given to what is 

absolutely great.ŗ119  He goes on to elaborate it by adding substantial element later 

on. He would say, Ŗthat is sublime in comparison with which all else is small.ŗ120  

At the end he concludes, with a supplementary notion: ŖThe sublime is that, the 

mere capacity of thinking which evidences a faculty of mind transcending every 

standard of the senses.ŗ121  Kant contends that when we are confronted with 

overwhelming natural events we experience a feeling of the sublime.122  He 

describes twofold ways that this may happen; he terms the first of these the 

Řmathematical sublimeř and the second the Řdynamical sublime.ř123  The experience 

                                                      
116 The terrifying sublime consists of the basic feeling of sublimity combined with dread or 

horror. The terrifying can be elicited by a far reaching depth, profound loneliness, the notion of a 
limitless future, and even Hallerřs poetics of eternity. 

117 The splendid sublime combines the feeling of sublimity with that of beauty. Kant again 
has in mind not just beautiful sunsets and the like, but the sublimity that is elicited by works of art. 

118 KANT, Critique of Judgment, Ak V: 246.  

119  But he goes on to add that Ŗto be great and to be a magnitude are entirely different 
concepts (magnitudo and quantitas). In the same way to assert without qualification (simpliciter) that 
something is great, is quite a different thing from saying that it is absolutely great (absolute, non- 
comparative magnum). See, KANT, Critique of Judgment, Ak V: 248. 

120 KANT, Critique of Judgment, Ak V: 250. 

121 KANT, Critique of Judgment, Ak V: 250. 

122 Kant introduces the concept of sublime obscurely and transiently in the Critique of Pure 
Reason but not explicated fully until the Critique of Judgment.   Kantřs examples of the sublime are largely 
standard ones, like the vastness of the heavens or the overwhelming violence of natural phenomena, 
sights which excite thoughts of infinite magnitude and infinite power.  When we observe the open sky 
in its seeming boundlessness, or a natural disaster that threatens to annihilate us, the sheer magnitude 
of such impressions of nature appears to our aesthetic judgment as infinite.  See, KANT, Critique of 
Judgment, Ak V: xvi.  

123 See, KANT, Critique of Judgment, Ak V: 245-336.   
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of the Řmathematical  sublimeř is occasioned by an almost ungraspably vast, 

formless object.124  The Řdynamical sublimeř rather than dealing with a large object, 

deals with an enormously powerful natural force - a storm for example.125 In such 

situations, Kant argues, our sensible understanding becomes acutely aware of its 

own limitations, yet simultaneously this stimulates in us a feeling of might:   

Nothing, … which can be an object of the senses is to be termed sublime ... But 
precisely because there is a striving in our imagination towards progress ad 
infinitum, while reason demands absolute totality, as a real idea that same inability 
on the part of our faculty for the estimation of the magnitude of things of the 
world of the senses to attain to the idea, is the awakening of a feeling of a 

supersensible faculty within us…126 

The realization that we are incapable of totalizing the idea of infinity despite our 

reasonřs insistence upon this totality makes us feel infinitely small in comparison 

to such aspects of nature. However, reason demands totality nonetheless; thus at 

the same time that we sense our own powerlessness, we also recognize within 

                                                      
124 Kant suggests that at a certain point, the powers of our senses and of our Imagination 

(the faculty of the mind that schematises and grasps the sensory world in images and Řformsř) fail to 
be able to synthesise all of the immediate perceptions of such a huge and formless object into a full 
and unified image of a single figure; its sheer scale threatens to overwhelm the mindřs powers of 
comprehension, our ability to grasp its magnitude with Řthe mindřs eyeř. If this is an initially 
displeasing, humbling experience, however, this is also the point where reason steps in. For reason has 
in store another resource - the Idea of Infinity, drawn from within the realm of our supersensuous 
being. Our Reason has at its disposal an Idea which is far larger than the object, and so we can figure 
it as merely approaching - inadequately - the appearance of the infinite. In such a movement, we are 
drawn away from out sensuous experience towards a recognition of the Řhigher,ř sublime, 
transcendental powers of Reason that we have within us.  As with the mathematical sublime, we 
initially recognise in such a force the seeming inadequacy of the human: we are small and weak, and 
the storm might easily sweep us away and annihilate us. See, KANT, Critique of Judgment, Ak V: 245-
336. 

125 As with the mathematical sublime, we initially recognise in such a force the seeming 
inadequacy of the human: we are small and weak, and the storm might easily sweep us away and 
annihilate us. However, Kant suggests that when we are faced with no immediate danger, when such a 
storm can be experienced as a mere representation rather than as a direct threat to life and limb 
(terror, Kant stresses is not in itself sublime; it is an abject, unreasonable, animalistic impulse), then 
we can recognise it as Řfearfulř without being afraid, and at such a point we Ŗdiscover within us a 
power of resistance of quite another kind, which gives us courage to be able to measure ourselves 
against the seeming omnipotence of nature.ŗ (§. 27) Kant goes on to explain the nature of such a 
Řpower of resistance.ř It is a power, Ŗto regard as small those things of which we are wont to be 
solicitous (worldly goods, health, and life), and hence to regard its might (to which in these matters we 
are no doubt subject) as exercising over us and our personality no such rude dominion that we should 
bow down before it, once the question becomes one of our highest principles and of our asserting or 
forsaking them.ŗ (§.27) Although objectively we are physically subject to the power of nature to 
destroy us, as free and reasoning beings, we can also act, in the name of our highest and most rational 
principles, against this narrow self-interest. What is sublime, then, in this experience is the recognition 
of the resources for heroism that we have within us. Again it is a triumph of the Řsupersensuousř over 
the Řsensuous.ř 

126 KANT, Critique of Judgment, Ak V: 250. 
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ourselves the supersensible capabilities of reason. The fusion of these conflicting 

sensations, Ŗharmonious by virtue of their contrast,ŗ awakens in us an awareness 

of ourselves as external to the world of sense.127  Thus it is critical that in moments 

of the sublime the mind…fails to comprehend the phenomenal world; as a result, the 

subject turns to reflect on itself independently of the spatiotemporal conditions of 

empirical consciousness, experiencing Řrespect for the idea within ourselves, as 

subjects.ř128  This respect Ŗmakes intuitable for us the superiority of our cognitive 

powers over the greatest power of sensibility.ŗ129 In this way we are guided by our 

feeling of inadequacy in the face of the infinite to recognize the supremacy of our 

freedom (and thus our inner moral law) over even the greatest feats and threats of 

nature.  The conclusion to his Critique of Practical Reason merits a consideration 

considerable in this regard:   

Two things fill the mind with ever new and increasing admiration and reverence 
(Ehrfurcht), the more often and more steadily one reflects on them: the starry 

heavens above me and the moral law within me. 130  I do not need to search for them 
and merely conjecture them as though they were veiled in obscurity or in the 
transcendent region beyond my horizon; I see them before me and connect 
them immediately with the consciousness of my existence. The first begins from 
the place I occupy in the external world of sense and extends the connection in 
which I stand into an unbounded magnitude with worlds upon worlds and 
systems of systems, and moreover into the unbounded times of their periodic 
motion, their beginning and their duration. The second begins from my invisible 
self, my personality, and presents me in a world which has true infinity but 
which can be discovered only by the understanding, and I cognize that my 
connection with that world (and thereby with all those visible worlds as well) is 

not merely contingent, as in the first case, but universal and necessary. 131 

Catherine Chalier rightly asks, ŖBut what does it signify the connection between 

the starry heavens and the moral law?ŗ132  The starry sky arouses a sublime 

                                                      
127 This awareness is significant for Kant, as his philosophy hinges on transcendental idealism, 

the idea that our perception of the world does not reflect the world as it is in itself but merely the 
world of phenomena as it appears to us through our conditions of space and time. 

128 Kant argues that Řthe feeling of the sublime in nature is respect for our own vocation, 
which we attribute to an object of nature by a certain subreption (substitution of a respect for the 
object in place of one for the idea of humanity in our own self Ŕ the subject); and this feeling renders, 
as it were, intuitable the supremacy of our cognitive faculties on the rational side over the greatest 
faculty of sensibility.ř  See, KANT, Critique of Judgment, Ak V: 257. 

129 KANT, Critique of Judgment, Ak V: 257. 

130 The importance of this affirmation is evident as this is what stands written as epitaph on 
the tomb of Immanuel Kant: „Zwei Dinge erfüllen das Gemüt mit immer neuer und zunehmender 
Bewunderung und Ehrfurcht, je öfter und anhaltender sich das Nachdenken damit beschäftigt:  Der 
bestirnte Himmel über mir, und das moralische Gesetz in mir.ŗ  

131 KANT, Critique of Practical Reason, Ak V: 162. 

132 CHALIER, Pour une morale au-delà du savoir, 119. 
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disposition of mind without representing a threat to the life of man.  It certainly 

reveals its smallness in front of its immensity but, admirably, without disturbing it 

or leaving it to fear for its mortal destiny. On the contrary, it reminds him of the 

meaning of what, in him, exceeds this destiny, viz., the moral law.  Thus, the starry 

heavens, which exceed our sensory capacities in their potential infiniteness, defy 

empirical comprehension and in contrast to their boundlessness we feel infinitely 

small. Yet the boundless skies evoke both fear and delight; they give the subject an 

awareness that the might of nature Ŗhas no dominion over us,ŗ133 (or, more 

specifically, over our freedom from nature as moral agents). The might of nature 

cannot compare to the might of our own natures, to the indestructible moral law 

within us; our fearful admiration for nature becomes a fearless admiration of 

humanity.134  The source of this moral necessity can be found only in the free 

subject; Kant argues that we can, under specific circumstances viz., experiences of 

the sublime, experience ourselves as free and spontaneous agents. The sublime is a 

recognition of Ŗthe idea of humanity in our own self,ŗ135 caused by Ŗthe subjective 

play of the mental powers, that is to say, imagination and reason as harmonious by 

virtue of their very contrast;ŗ136 that is, caused by our reasonřs inability to totalize 

our imaginationřs idea of infinity.    It is also because of the contemplation of the 

sublime proper to the starry sky awakens man to the consciousness of the sublime 

of his moral destination as if an invisible thread connected one to the other.137 

Thus, beyond the experience of being, the infinity of the starry sky awakened in 

him the idea of the moral obligation which holds him without demanding 

theoretical justifications.138 

In the experience of sublime Ŗthe spirit listens to the voice of reason.ŗ139 

What voice does it refer to? What is its source? It cannot be but the practical 

reason as Kant uses the Řvoiceř as a metaphor to indicate the subjective mode of 

                                                      
133 KANT, Critique of Judgement, Ak V: 260.  

134 Because we recognize our physically destructible selves, the empirical ŖI,ŗ we come to 
realize that there is a power within us that no natural power can destroy.  This power is the power of 
the Ought, to which Kant refers in the Critique of Pure Reason, long before his full explication of the 
sublime: ŖThe Ought expresses a species of necessity [for humanity] and a connection with grounds 
which do not occur anywhere else in the whole of nature.ŗ See, KANT, Critique of Pure Reason, 575. 
Thus we know our Ŗintelligibleŗ character only Ŗwhen we motivate our actions by the necessity of the 
Ought.ŗSee, OřBRIEN, ŖThe Primacy of Ethics,ŗ 15. 

135 KANT, Critique of Judgement, Ak V: 257. 

136 KANT, Critique of Judgement, Ak V: 257. 

137 CHALIER, Pour une morale au-delà du savoir, 120.  

138 CHALIER, Pour une morale au-delà du savoir, 120. 

139 KANT, Critique of Judgement, Ak V: 254.  
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expression of the moral law.140   With the dynamic sublime, it will not only be 

question of freedom, but also of its aesthetic impact which places us in the vicinity 

of the theory of respect as a unique moral sentiment.141   In Kant it is the moral 

law, the Řfact of reasonř, that is the principal instance of the sublime and which for 

him characteristically attracts the religious rhetoric of Řawfulř elevation and 

ultimate inscrutability.142 Thus for Kant, while moral virtue presupposes a feeling 

of affection for humanity, this feeling only takes on its distinctively moral 

character when it issues in impartial principles of conduct, rather than ad hoc 

sympathetic responses.143 Kant rightly argues Ŗthe universal affection… is a 

ground of justice.ŗ144 It is, indeed, this very subduing of immediate impulse 

through principle which Kant finds sublime. As he puts it, Řas soon as this feeling 

of affection for humanity has arisen to its proper universality it has become 

sublime, but also colder.ř145  

Of course, there are unmistakable ethical overtones in Kantřs version of 

the sublime.  Morality and sublimity have a complex relationship as Kant grounds 

sublimity on moral or rational ideas. The experience of the sublime presupposes 

that the judging subject has practical freedom and a moral vocation, a calling to be 

moral.  Kantřs account implies that the sublimity elicited by nature can contribute 

to the perfection of moral character.146  In fact, there exists a third kind of 

sublime: the moral sublime.  Although the moral sublime is not explicitly 

characterized as a form of sublimity in the Analytic of the Sublime,147 the existence 

of such a form is implied by Kantřs claim that the sublime represents the moral 

                                                      
140 FŒSSEL, « Le sublime ou la critique de la métaphysique par dřautres moyens », 212. 

141 Certainly, respect is explicitly mentioned in § 27, that is, in relation to the mathematical 
sublime. But this confirms the hypothesis of the uniqueness of the sublime since it is only in the 
dynamic sublime, which is directly related to the faculty of desire, that the way in which the law 
affects the subject is considered. Fœssel, « Le sublime ou la critique de la métaphysique par dřautres 
moyens, » 212.  

142 WALKER,  ŖIntroduction,ŗ xvi. 

143 CROWTHER, The Kantian Sublime From Morality to Art, 11.  

144 KANT, Observations, Ak II: 216. 

145 KANT, Observations, Ak II: 216. 

146 CLEWIS, The Kantian Sublime and the Revelation of Freedom, 126. 

147 While both the mathematical sublime and the dynamical sublime can certainly lead the 
subject to reflect on the idea of freedom, such reflection in the case of the mathematical and 
dynamical sublime happens indirectly, through an interaction with extensive or powerful nature or art. 
In the case of the moral sublime, by contrast, such reflection takes place directly in that the subject 
has an immediate aesthetic response to something that is deemed to have, and that actually has, moral 
content. From the practical point of view, of course, the moral law elicits not the moral sublime but 
the moral feeling of respect.  See, CLEWIS, The Kantian Sublime and the Revelation of Freedom, 84 
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law aesthetically even better than does the beautiful.148   The moral sublime refers 

to the effect on consciousness when the moral law, or some representation or 

embodiment thereof, is observed or perceived aesthetically rather than from a 

practical perspective. That is, an experience of the sublime is one of the moral 

sublime if and only if something moral, such as an idea, object, mental state, act, 

event, or person, elicits the sublime in an aesthetic judge who observes, imagines, 

hears, or somehow reflects on that object.149  One of the most famous passages in 

the corpus can be read in a similar fashion: Kantřs description of the sublimity of 

Ŗthe moral law within meŗ150 is surely based on an experience of the moral 

sublime.  Moreover, Kant notes that we attribute sublimity and dignity to a person 

who fulfills his moral duty.151  If judging the sublimity of a moral person counts as 

a genuine experience of the sublime, it must count as an instance of the moral 

sublime. Although Kantřs critical project carefully distinguishes between ethical 

and aesthetic judgements, we have in the sublime the start of something like a 

bridge between the two realms of experience.  It provides us with a sense of that 

which is beyond our own self-interest, and provides access to the kind of rational 

Řdisinterestednessř which for Kant must form the basis of ethical rather than 

selfish action.  It is to be noted that in his 1971 article entitled  ŖThe Primacy of 

Pure Practical Reasonŗ Levinas takes  up this  theme when he states that Kant 

founds Ŗfree actionŗ upon a Ŗcomplete disinterestedness,ŗ by which he arrives at 

the singular idea of a Ŗdisinterested interest.ŗ152    In the sublime, we recognise in 

such a dimension of our nature our highest and truest freedom.153   

It is worth noting that the Kantian notion of sublime has been taken up by 

Jean-Luc Marion in his presentation of the saturated phenomenon.154  Marion 

                                                      
148 KANT, Critique of Judgement, Ak V: 271. 

149 CLEWIS, The Kantian Sublime and the Revelation of Freedom, 84. 

150 KANT, Critique of Practical Reason, Ak V: 161-162. 

151 KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV: 440. 

152 LEVINAS, ŖThe Primacy of Pure Practical Reason,ŗ 449.  Levinas discovers clearly in 
Kantřs practical philosophy a predecessor for his own notion of dés-intér-essement in the metaphysical 
desire of the Other. He finds a Ŗsubordination of knowledge to an interestŗ in Kant, which as an 
Ŗinterest of pure practical reason is beyond the interests of the sensible nature.ŗ LEVINAS, ŖThe 
Primacy of Pure Practical Reason,ŗ 451. 

153 It is intriguing to note that his reflections on tragedy Schiller also explored Kantian ideas 
concerning the relation between morality and the sublime.   

154 In defining the saturated phenomenon, Marion refers to the possible relations between 
the constitutive elements of any phenomenon, namely, intuition and intention. According to him, 
only two options between these elements have been considered within the history of 
phenomenologyŕan adequation between intention and intuition (in the case of ideal objects) and an 
inadequation between them resulting from a lack of intuition in relation to intention (in the case of a 
perception of a thing). See, MARION, The Visible and the Revealed, 27. 
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himself appears to recognize when he cites Kantřs analysis of the sublime as an 

example155 of a saturated phenomenon.156  Marion defines the saturated 

phenomenon157 both as an Ŗuncontrollable excess of intuition over 

intention/concept,ŗ158 and as a phenomenon that Ŗgives itself starting from itself 

alone (and not from a foreseeing and constituting subject).ŗ159  When there is an 

excess of intuition compared to the concept, it becomes a saturated phenomenon.  

There would certainly be reservations to be made about such a glorious 

relationship between the two. On the one hand the sublime, for Kant, is a 

possible use of intuition to bring about a finality in us that is independent of 

nature and dependent on our nature; it is also true that the sublime is a matter of 

excess, of that in relation to which everything seems small.  On the other hand, a 

saturated phenomenon, for Marion, is one in which Ŗintuition would give more, 

or even disproportionately more, than the intention would ever have aimed at, or 

foreseen.ŗ160 It is therefore an excess over intention, over that which aims.  Kant 

says that the sublime certainly designates an intuitive saturation, but this saturation 

is not exercised to the detriment of aiming or understanding, but to the detriment 

of imagination.161  

1.2.6. Levinas and the Theory of the Infinity of the Other 

It is important to note that Levinasř reflection on the idea of the infinite derives 

from Descartesř third Meditation where, for the first time, in the Meditations, the 

idea of the infinite appears.162  Descartesř definition of the infinite is put 

                                                      
155 Marion gives three examples of saturated phenomena, and sets out the way in which all 

three are saturated according to quantity, quality, and relation. Marion criticizes Kant for submitting 
phenomena to the conditions of objectness with respect to quantity, quality, and relation. Marionřs 
three examples are Descartesř idea of the infinite, Kantřs account of the sublime, and Husserlřs 
concept of internal time consciousness.  See, MARION, Étant donné, 305. 

156 MARION, Étant donné, 306-307. 

157 The notion of the saturated phenomenon developed in Marionřs works ŖThe Saturated 
Phenomenonŗ and ŖThe Banality of Saturationŗ in The Visible and the Revealed,  Étant donné Essai d'une 
phénoménologie de la donation,  De surcroît. Études sur les phénomènes saturés. 

158 MARION, The Visible and the Revealed, 120. 

159 MARION, In Excess: Studies of Saturated Phenomena, 25. 

160 MARION, Le visible et le révélé, 54. 

161 It is very delicateto root saturation in Marionřs sense in the Kantian sublime, precisely 
because Marion poses an intuitive saturation which is exercised not to the detriment of the 
imagination but to the detriment of the concept, that is to say that for Marion there is saturation only 
when the intuition receives more than the concept can bear.  

162 The concept of infinity repeats 3 times in the Cartesian philosophy. First of all as a 
reflection on the foundation of truth in order to substantiate the doctrine of Řthe free creation of the 
eternal truths.ř According to Descartes God would have established the eternal truths in the same way 
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straightforwardly in the Third Meditation:163 Ŗit is in the nature of the Infinite not to 

be grasped by a finite being like myself.ŗ164  But this is, of course, not to say that 

the Infinite is not understood or known in some manner.  Descartes always 

admitted that there exists a reality outside of humans; something that is radically 

exterior to him.  The Infinite is thought as an idea by the finite mind.165  But, as 

Levinas stresses, Ŗthe idea of infinity is exceptional in that its ideatum exceeds 

[dépasse] its idea.ŗ166 The exceptional character of the idea lies in its excess, in which 

Ŗthe I from the first thinks more than it thinks.ŗ167 Further, this excess in the idea 

marks the important difference between what Descartes calls Ŗknowingŗ and 

Ŗgrasping.ŗ168   

The term infinity169 is a crucial term in Levinas and as the word itself seems 

to suggest, is the in-finite, literally the not-finite, a negation of the finite.170 Thus by 

infinity Levinas means something more and something different in kind than the 

internal opposition produced by this negative conception.171 ŖTranscendence is 

                                                                                                                                                        
as he established all things.  In the second appearance of the infinity in the Cartesian reflections is the 
Third Meditation: God is proved to be the principal cause of the objective reality of the idea of 
infinity. The third place is the doctrine of freedom.  Evidently it is from the III Meditations that 
Levinas has drawn inspiration to elaborate the philosophy of infinity as something always beyond the 
totality. See, ARBIB, La lucidité de l‘éthique, 222-223. 

163 For Descartes it the way to arrive at the existence of God but Levinas consciously 
neglects the Cartesian signification of the idea of Infinity that was aimed at the establishment of a 
rational proof for the existence of God. He takes it only for the quality of its formal analytical traits.   

164 DESCARTES, The Philosophical Writings of Descartes, Vol. II, 32.  

165 The comparison between Levinasř Other and Descartesř idea of the infinite, which is 
God, is very striking. Because we say we cannot fully comprehend the Other, the Other somehow 
escapes the grasps of the ŖIŗ, of our being dominating and controlling of the Other. That is why the 
Other is also infinite.  Descartes realizes that infinity of God cannot be thematized or made into an 
object of search. In this way he discovers a relation to a total alterity that is irreducible to interiority. 
Levinas, inspired by this confidence, transforms the Cartesian idea of infinite God to the infinite 
Other. ŖThe infinite is the Other; its alterity is also transcendence and exteriority because it is outside, 
above and beyond the powers of the subject.ŗ See, DAVIS, Levinas: An Introduction, 40. 

166 LEVINAS,  « Philosophie et lřidée de lřinfini », 172. 

167 LEVINAS,  « Philosophie et lřidée de lřinfini », 172.  

168 DRABINSKI, ŖThe Enigma of the Cartesian Infinite,ŗ 206.   

169 He argues in the section ŘInfinityř in Alterity and Transcendence saying, ŖPhilosophy has 
borrowed the notion of the infinite —correlative to that of the finite - from  reflection on the exercise 
of knowledge, on one hand; from religious experience or tradition, on the other. These two sources 
determine the variety of meanings that are attached to this notion, the problems it raises and the 
evolution it undergoes in the course of the history of philosophy.ŗ See, LEVINAS,  Alterity and 
Transcendence, 53.  

170 COHEN, ŖSome Notes on the Title of Levinasřs Totality And Infinity,ŗ 121. 

171 It is remarkable that Edmond Burke presents infinity as one of the Řsources of the 
sublime.ř According to him Ŗinfinity has a tendency to fill the mind with that sort of delightful horror, 
which is the most genuine effect, and truest test of the sublime.ŗ See, BURKE, Philosophical Enquiry, 67.  
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Not Negativityŗ, he cleverly entitles an early subsection of Totality and Infinity.172 

The transcendence or irreducible alterity of infinity refers to a surplus rather than 

a deficit: the height the other person.  ŖInfinityŗ in any register, from mathematics 

to the humanities (the Ŗface of the otherŗ), exceeds the thought that attempts to 

think it. To think infinity is to think beyond thought. Consequently,  thought and 

being are broken by infinity. Its proper or most radical register, however, the one 

from which the others ultimately derive their sense, is found in ethics, in the 

responsibility of one for another, an infinite responsibility. What impels thinking 

and being is not wonder or disclosure but closer to the bone, as it were, it is 

human vulnerability and the moral responsibility it elicits.173 On the side of the 

subject it refers to a noble desire rather than a need: a Ŗmetaphysical Desire,ŗ as 

Levinas calls it in Totality and Infinity.174 It is a desire for transcendence that 

increases rather than decreases to the measure that it approaches that which it 

desires.175 Levinas sees the idea of Infinity not as a concept that conceives or 

grasps the finite, but as a way of approaching the Other that does not grasp the 

Other but lets it remain in distance. 

The idea of the infinite is in itself a form of transcendence in relation to 

the Other. For Levinas, it is the idea of the infinite in me that saves me from 

solipsism and open myself to the externality. The other is absolutely other than 

the Self. The Other is other than oneself. The Other is infinitely transcendent 

reality. The idea of infinity requires the separation of the Same and the Other. 

This separation is a drop in the same and the other from the whole.  Levinas 

distinguishes between the idea of totality and the idea of infinity.176 The idea of 

                                                                                                                                                        
He goes on to argue that there are scarce any things which can become the objects of our senses that 
are really, and in their own nature infinite. But the eye not being able to perceive the bounds of many 
things, they seem to be infinite, and they produce the same effects as if they were really so.   

172 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 40-42. 

173 COHEN, ŖSome Notes on the Title of Levinasřs Totality And Infinity,ŗ 122. 

174 In an article entitled ŖOn Escapeŗ Levinas had already anticipated it at the start of his 
philosophical career.  

175 COHEN, ŖSome Notes on the Title of Levinasřs Totality And Infinity,ŗ 121.  

176 It is precisely because Levinas sees that it is properly Totality that is opposed to Infinity 
that his thought exceeds and escapes the internal and conditioned opposition of finitude and infinite, 
just as by opposing Infinity to Totality it surpasses the most philosophical of all oppositions, indeed 
the opposition that originally gave rise to philosophy and defined its parameters of thinking and 
being, namely, the opposition between being and non-being. ŖTo be or not to beŗ, is not for Levinas 
the ultimate question or alternative. With the title of Levinasř second great work, Otherwise than Being or 
Beyond Essence, the exceeding of philosophy ŕ philosophy as the thinking of being and non-being, 
philosophy as launched by the ancient Greeks ŕ could not be made clearer. In the title Totality and 
Infinity this surplus, which awakens the very self-consciousness of philosophy, occurs more succinctly 
in the single term Infinity. Infinity is neither a thought nor a being, neither is it the thought of being 
or the being of thought ŕ not because it is less than thought or being, a Ŗstammeringŗ thought or a 
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trying to integrate all the different and the same in all, while the idea of infinity 

maintains separation between the other and the same. According to Levinas, the 

idea is all theoretical, while the idea of infinity is moral. 

Levinas insists that the relation to the infinite arises in the domain of 

intersubjective relations as it arises in the presence of the face of the other.177  In 

Totality and Infinity,178  Levinas argues for a specific type of intersubjectivity that 

hinges on a nonreciprocal relation of responsibility; a subject can never know or 

understand an Other, but in a face-to-face with the Other that is to say in a physical 

confrontation. On facing, the subject is necessarily drawn to him and finds 

himself morally accountable in front of him. All aspects of the world that can be 

subsumed under a totality with the subject Levinas calls the same; that which 

cannot be totalized due to  its Ŗinfinitely other natureŗ he calls the other.179 What is 

necessarily other is the self of another subject and the world as he knows it; in that 

any objective understanding of the world is limited by my subjectivity, my 

understanding of other people is hindered both by my subjectivity and by their 

subjectivity. The Other as a subject is necessarily mysterious to me; he lives in his 

subjective world and not mine, and is thus not mine to perceive. He is unknowable 

in his absolute otherness.  Levinas goes on to affirm that Řthe other is invisible.ř180  

Levinasř theory of transcendental desire181 reflects a similar move from a 

confrontation with the idea of infinity to a recognition of moral responsibility. 

                                                                                                                                                        
nascent being, but rather because in exceeding them otherwise than as being or essence it first makes 
them possible.  See, COHEN, ŖSome Notes on the Title of Levinasřs Totality And Infinity,ŗ 122. 

177 WYSCHOGROD, Emmanuel Levinas, 215. 

178 The entire issue of Totality and Infinity will be to articulate the character of the Ŗandŗ, the 
nature  or manner of interaction that in bringing infinity to bear prevents the totalizing ŕ the 
totalitarianism ŕ of totality. The response of Levinas is very clear: ethics as moral responsibility and 
the call to justice. It is morality, the imperatively demanding and transcendent face (visage) of the other 
person, eliciting the response of responsibility for that other person, that bursts the totality with 
infinity and charges, invests, elects what would otherwise congeal into a totality with the higher and 
Ŗdenucleatingŗ exigencies of kindness and justice. See, COHEN, ŖSome Notes on the Title of 
Levinasřs Totality And Infinity,ŗ 123.  

179 The self, even with all its different states of mind, is always the same to a subject, as is the 
world of his experience or in other words, the world as he knows it; though the world may Ŗresistŗ 
perception, it is fundamentally the subject‘s perception that is obscured in such a case and thus the 
world is still part of the same. 

180 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 34. 

181 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 172.  The transcendental desire is the attraction a subject has to 
that which is infinite in its incomprehensibility (that is, the Other). This does not reflect a need; in fact, 
it is always easier for me to keep to myself, to think internally, and to make use of my world for my 
own purposes. Rather, the Other represents a desire for that which transcends me and my self-centered 
categories.   
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However, it is important to affirm that it is not with the hope of fulfillment of the 

transcendental desire that we feel ourselves responsible to the other:   

The explication of the meaning that an I other than me has for me Ŕ primordial  
me Ŕ describes  the way in which the Other Person tears me away from my 
hypostasis, from the here, at the heart of being or the center of the world in 
which, privileged, and in this sense primordial, I place myself. But the ultimate 
meaning of my Ŗminenessŗ is revealed in this tearing away. In conferring the 
meaning of ŖIŗ to the other, and also in my alterity to myself through which I 
can confer onto the other the meaning of I, the here and the there come to be 
inverted into one another. It is not the homogenization of space that is thus 
constituted: I am the one Ŕ I so obviously primordial and hegemonic, so 
identical to myself, within my Ŗown,ŗ ever so comfortably installed in my body, 
in my hic et nunc Ŕ who moves into the background. I see myself from the otherřs 
vantage point; I expose myself to the other person; I have things to account 

for.182 

Levinasř theory is thus based on an existentialist notion of radical subjectivity, 

which precisely allows for the absolute otherness of the Other, and yet is unique 

even within existentialism, in that it primarily focuses not on the interior play of a 

subjectřs thoughts and representations but on the exterior life of the subject as he 

relates to other subjects. It is the Otherřs invisibility, his unknowable yet equally 

legitimate being to our own, that allows us to enter into a relationship with him 

without entering into a totality183 with him: Ŗthe identification of the same is not 

the void of a tautology nor a dialectical opposition to the other, but the 

concreteness of egoism.ŗ184 The Other must remain autonomous, unable to be 

subsumed under my perceptions due to his foreign subject-hood. The primordial 

subject is at home in his subject-hood, where he knows and commands himself, 

and is only drawn away from his center when he enters into a face-to-face with the 

Other, whose absolute otherness forces the subject to recognize the Otherřs 

unintelligible but indubitable subject-hood, and whose face immediately stimulates 

the subjectřs intuition of ethical responsibility toward the Other.  It is in the 

encounter Ŕ or better, the epiphany and revelation Ŕ of the Otherřs face where 

alterity, separateness and infinitude are manifested.  The radical being for another 

for which I alone am responsible confers upon me a being chosen to 

responsibility. A crucial question then arises: is being inescapably obliged to the 

                                                      
182 LEVINAS, Entre Nous, 86. 

183 Totality, Levinas argues in Totality and Infinity, is totality precisely because it does organize, 
integrate, synthesize, subsume and ultimately eradicate the independence of the multiple into modes, 
parts, roles or ventriloquists of a Ŗhigherŗ identity, such as Spinozařs substance, Hegelřs concept 
(Ŗidentity of identity and differenceŗ), Husserlřs infinite horizon (or its shadow, Derridařs Ŗdifféranceŗ 
ad nauseam), or the billowing historical world withdrawal-disclosure of Heideggerřs Ŗthinking.ŗ 

184 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 38. 
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other, hostage to her or him, to be viewed as the extreme possibility of being? or 

is being hostage to the other a subjection to the Řdesigns of the Infiniteř?  The 

trace of infinity in the subject is precisely this ambivalence, a response to another, 

anarchic, without beginning, another that is Řwitnessed but not thematized.ř185  For 

Levinas the true infinite is the other which is other than the same.186 

1.3. CONCLUSION 

Kant and Levinas, as independently as both stand and are presented in this 

preliminary chapter, remind us of both the richness and the challenge that their 

moral reasons would evoke when placed side by side. It is important to note that 

this kind of a juxtaposition of Kant and Levinas is an under exploited research 

topic, which has immense philosophical ramifications for in establishing new 

horizons in moral reasons, which is what we seek to investigate in this entire 

research.   Placing the central themes of Kantian and Levinasian precepts in pairs 

Ŕ such as  ŘMoral Reasonř and ŘFace of the Otherř; ŘPrimacy of Practical Reasonř 

and ŘEthics as First Philosophyř; ŘTheory of Sublimeř and ŘTheory of Infinityř,  Ŕ 

there emerges a common philosophical ground, first of all to understand the 

claims of each of them for their merit independently, and secondly to build the 

strategy for the further discussions by analyzing the sameness and the differences 

that could be traced in their thoughts interdependently.  

                                                      
185 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 148. 

186 In genuine infinity that which passes into the other shares with the other into which it 
passes the same attribute: that each is other to the other. What is altered is the alterity of the original 
other. What was previously the other has become other than the other. Alterity is no longer what it 
was. It functions always and forever, as the other of the same never incorporating into itself what is 
other to it, namely the same.  See, WYSCHOGROD, Emmanuel Levinas, 216.  
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CHAPTER 2 

PROXIMITY AND DISTANCE: KANT AND LEVINAS 

2.1. INTRODUCTION 

The history of French philosophy in the twentieth century can be described as a 

succession of trends and movements, from the neo-Kantianism that was 

hegemonic in the early decades of the twentieth century, through to the 

Bergsonism that was very influential until the 1930s, Kojèveřs Hegelianism in the 

1930s, phenomenology in the 1930s and 1940s, existentialism in the post-war 

period, structuralism in the 1950s and 1960s, post-structuralism in the 1960s and 

1970s, and the return to ethics and political philosophy in the 1980s.1  Despite the 

fact that Levinas was present throughout all these developments, and was either 

influenced by them or influenced their reception in France, his presence in many 

of these movements is rather fleeting, indeed at times shadowy except for the 

great continuity of the moral philosophical trend that characterized Kantian 

philosophy.  No one has more systematically contemplated on morals than 

Levinas after Kant.  Therefore the proximity and distance between Kant and 

Levinas, as a theme, is of great interest and importance in modern moral 

philosophical circles.2  Apparently it might appear that the respective approaches 

of Kant and Levinas differ in an irreconcilable way, but on a closer look, this 

impression seems too quick and such an opposition too harsh.3  It is precisely 

because of this reason that contemporary researches on both Kant and Levinas 

continue to provoke our thought.4  This chapter aims at examining the proximities 

and differences that exist between Kant and Levinas.  

                                                      
1 CRITCHLEY and BERNASCONI,  eds., The Cambridge Companion to Levinas, 1. 

2 Inga Römer enumertes six important aspects that charactrsises well both the proxmity and 
distance between Kant and Levinas.  See, RÖMER, « La raison pure pratique au-delà de lřêtre », 21-24. 

3 Inga Römer brilliantly summarizes the entire Kant Levinas debate: on the one hand it is 
natural to think of Kant as a philosopher of the subject, of autonomy and reason; on the other hand, 
we have in Levinas a thinker of the Other, of heteronomy and desire.Nonetheless, She goes on to 
substantiate her stand with the following reasons:  Levinas does not substitute the Other for the 
subject, but redefines the subject itself by understanding it as one for the other. Nor does he support 
a heteronomy, because the investiture of the subject by the Other does indeed mean a new kind of 
autonomy. And finally, the desire for the infinite of which Levinas speaks does not in any way oppose 
reason, but rather implies a new form of rationality. See, RÖMER, « La raison pure pratique au-delà de 
lřêtre », 18. 

4 For an comprehensive view on this otherwise neglected study of Kant and Levinas, see the 
following studies on the presence of Kantřs theoretical and practical philosophy in Levinasř thinking : 
LYOTARD, ŖLevinasřs Logic;ŗ SURBER, ŖKant, Levinas, and the Thought of the ŘOther,řŗ 294Ŕ316; 
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 2.2. THE PROXIMITY BETWEEN KANT AND LEVINAS 

There are several points which allude to the proximity between Kant and Levinas.  

Several of the traits of Kantian ethics are found in the moral imaginations of 

Levinas.  Levinasř own Ŗmetaphorŗ of face is in part inspired by Kantřs 

extraordinary emphasis in the second Critique on how we regard the other Ŕ the 

respect and dignity we manifest toward humans.  John Llewelyn questions 

whether imagination might reach out as far as to touch the rational feeling that, in 

the Critique of Practical Reason, is named moral respect, reverence or regard.5 Might 

imagination stretch still further, below the moral law that is the ultimate object of 

awe for Kant to something like the anarchic enigma that Levinas calls the face?6 

There surely are profound affinities between Levinas and Kant in their attempt to 

articulate a kind of ethical humanism.7  In the final paragraph of ŖSubstitution,ŗ 

the heart of Otherwise Than Being, Levinas makes a statement that better than any 

other summarizes the proximity between him and Kant. The statement concerns 

ethical proximity itself: 

If one had the right to retain one trait from a philosophical system and neglect 
all the details of its architecture (even though there are no details in architecture, 
according to Valeryřs profound dictum, which is eminently valid for 
philosophical construction, where the details alone prevent collapse), we would 
think here of Kantism, which finds a meaning to the human without measuring 
it by ontology and outside of the question ŖWhat is there here…?ŗ that one 
would like to take to be preliminary, outside of the immortality and death which 
ontologies run up against. The fact that immortality and theology could not 
determine the categorical imperative signifies the novelty of the Copernican 

                                                                                                                                                        
CHALIER, Pour une moral au-delà du savoir; BASTERRA, The Subject of Freedom: Kant, Levinas; DALTON, 
ŖObligation to the Other in Levinas and the Experience of the Sublime in Kant,ŗ 81-98; ATTERTON, 
ŖThe Proximity Between Levinas and Kant,ŗ 244-260; DALTON, ŖSubjectivity and orientation in 
Levinas and Kant,ŗ 433Ŕ449; LLEWELYN, The Hypocritical Imagination: Between Kant and Levinas; 
ATTERTON, ŖFrom Transcendental Freedom to the Other: Levinas and Kant,ŗ 327Ŕ353; GATES, 
ŖThe Fact of Reason and the Face of the Other: Autonomy, Constraint, and Rational Agency in Kant 
and Levinas,ŗ 493-522; DAVIES, ŖSincerity and the End of Theodicy: Three Remarks on Levinas and 
Kant;ŗ SKEMPTON, ŖAutonomy of the Other: on Kant, Levinas, and Universality,ŗ 217-249; 
FRANGESKOU, Levinas, Kant and the Problematic of Temporality; RÖMER, « La raison pure pratique au-delà 
de lřêtre. Levinas lecteur de Kant », 12-29; RÖMER, ŖThe Sources of Practical Normativity 
Reconsidered Ŕ with Kant and Levinas,ŗ 120- 136. 

5 Llewelyn not only provides a detailed genealogy of imagination in the history of modern 
Continental thought but also adds a unique Ŗpost-structuralŗ exploration of this theme beyond 
Levinasř concern for the event of a face-to-face ethicality. Hence, we encounter a detailed exploration 
of what Kant, in the Critique of Practical Reason, calls Ŗthe festive majestyŗ of respect for a distinctive 
regarding.. Adornořs Aesthetic Theory is a work that addresses the ethical chiasm between Kant and 
Levinas. 

6 LLEWELYN, The Hypocritical Imagination, 4.   

7 MOYN, Origins of the Other, 14. 
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revolution: a sense that is not measured by being or not being; but being on the 

contrary is determined on the basis of sense.8 

With this long and complex remark, Levinas simultaneously marks up his 

allegiance to Husserl, and his opposition to Heidegger, in the privilege assigned to 

sense, or meaningfulness, over the question of being.9 Levinas finds in Kantřs 

practical philosophy Ŗun sensŗ (meaning, sense, direction) that is irreducible to 

ontology. By subordinating the interests of theoretical reason to those of practical 

reason, Kantřs doctrine of primacy signifies for Levinas a reversal of philosophyřs 

traditional vocation to ground thought and action in knowledge and truth.10  

There are also striking similarity about the the way in which each of them develop 

the possibility and nature of moral motivation.11 What is it that makes the will 

good? Kantřs answer to this question is its rationality, its unconditional 

determination to act in accordance with the Moral Law, a principle of pure 

practical reason. For Levinas, on the other hand, it is not rationality that makes 

the will good but responsibility for the Other. ŖTo be for the Other is to be 

good.ŗ12  This entails the adoption of maxims of nonreciprocal and non-

universalizable action,13 presupposing the spontaneous capacity to act 

                                                      
8 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 129. 

9 See, HODGE, ŖEthics and Time,ŗ 120. In God, Death and Time Levinas returns to this 
question of a relation between himself, Kant, Husserl, and indeed Heidegger. He puts in question 
Heideggerřs imposition on the Kantian system of a privileging of the analysis of the finitude 
characteristic of human intelligence functioning within the domains of sensibility, by contrast to the 
infinities of intelligences released into the domains of reason. Levinas sums up Heideggerřs reading of 
Kant: 

Kantian philosophy was thus reduced by Heidegger, who insisted above all 
on the Critique of Pure Reason, to the first radical exhibition of the finitude of being. 
But of the four questions posed in philosophy according to Kant (What may I 
know? What must I do? What am I entitled to hope? What is it to be human?), the 
second seems to surpass the first with all the breadth of the last two. The question: 
What may I know? leads to finitude, but What must I do? And What am I entitled 
to hope for? go farther and, in any case, elsewhere than towards finitude. These 
questions are not reducible to the comprehension of being; they concern human 
duty and salvation. See, LEVINAS, God, Death and Time, 59-60.  

10 ATTERTON, ŖThe Proximity Between Levinas and Kant,ŗ 258.  

11 There are also important questions about the content of moral motivations. A moral 
theory should help us to make sense of the fact that people are often moved to do the right thing, by 
identifying a basic motive to moral behaviour that is both widespread and intelligible, as a serious 
source of reasons. Philosophers have accounted for moral motivation in terms of self-interest, 
sympathy, and a higher-order concern to act in accordance with moral principles. But each of these 
approaches faces difficult challenges. Can egoistic accounts capture the distinctive character of moral 
motivation? Can impartial sympathy be integrated within a realistic system of human ends? Can we 
make sense of responsiveness to moral principle, as a natural human incentive? 

12 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 261. 

13 ŖGoodness consists in taking up a position in being such that the Other counts more than 
myself.ŗ See, LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 247. 
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independently of pure practically legislative reason.  This capacity is what we 

generally understand by responsibility which evidently sounds  Levinasian.  

Catherine Chalier, in her Pour une morale au delà de savoir: Kant et Levinas14 

argues convincingly the proximity between Kant and Levinas.15 Levinasř appeal to 

the epiphany of the face is not a principle but a more profound living source.  The 

idea of the nakedness of face in Levinas is as universal as humansř Ŗhumanity 

or dignity or respect which, according to Kant, must be respected and honored as 

an absolute Ŗend in itselfŗ transcending all values. Another aspect of the proximity 

that could be drawn between these two great thinkers would be concerning the 

obligation;   from the universal experience that people have of duties with regard 

to themselves, which Kant not only takes for granted, but also justifies on the 

basis of rationality, while it causes considerable problems for Levinasř focus on 

the Otherřs Ŗemptyingŗ and Ŗde-nucleatingŗ me as a being-for-the-Other. Finally, 

though Levinas identifies the experience of the face with the Ŗidea of the Good,ŗ 

it is clear that Ŗgoodnessŗ here stands, in Kantian fashion, as a check on pursuit of 

the sort of goods that phenomenological and existential theories tend to 

emphasize, those that find their source in freedom itself or in the core of the 

person as a spiritual unity. Thus Levinasř moral phenomenology reflects Kantian 

themes on a number of fronts. An exhaustive attempt to elaborate them here 

would be nearly impossible. Therefore I take up only a few of the most striking 

aspects of their proximity.  

 2.2.1. The Sublime and the Face 

Kant does not hesitate in the Critique of Judgment to connect the feeling of the 

sublime16 with moral feeling.17  In the second Critique as well, Kant alludes to the 

connection between the ethical and the sublime. All human beings, he argues, are 

to be treated as ends because of Řthe sublimity of our own nature.ř18  Such respect 

for individuals, which is commanded by reason, creates a mixed feeling of 

                                                      
14 The English version was titled as What I Ought to Do? Morality in Kant and Levinas. 

15 Her intension is to show that a philosophy of subject is possible and necessary, if we are to 
retain ideas of good, evil, freedom and responsibility in a modern context against various 
contemporary tendency of thought.  She finds a perfect model for such an approach in Kant and 
Levinas as philosophers of subject uniquely united by their critique of intellectualism and their efforts 
to conceive of a moral obligation beyond any possible theoretical knowledge. 

16 There was a detailed analysis of the concept of sublime in Kant in the previous chapter; 
therefore I do not undertake to repeat the details in this space.  

17 For example KANT, Critique of Judgement, Ak V: 265. 

18 KANT, Critique of Practical Reason, Ak V: 87. 
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pleasure and pain19 like the sublime.20  The feeling of the sublime is very much like 

the feeling of obligation that Kant describes in the second Critique, with the 

notable exception that the sublime has a non-cognitive basis. When obligation is 

regarded as a sublime event, then the analytic of the sublime contributes to an 

explanation of how obligation is possible without the prior reference to concepts 

that the second Critique requires.21 Nevertheless, this account of obligation 

preserves the essential nature of obligation that Kant insisted upon in the second 

Critique, where he characterized ethical duty as an Řintellectual compulsionř, a 

form of Řconstraint to an action, though this constraint is only that of reason and 

its objective law.ř22 On the reading of the sublime, obligation continues to be 

understood as rational constraint, but the alterity of reflective judgement that 

reveals obligation to the subject creates a constraint that is beyond the subjectřs 

complete control: beyond the limits of cognitive experience wherein the subject 

legislates with a priori concepts. Reading non-cognitive obligation as a sublime 

event also makes possible an understanding of Řmoral feelingř as more than just 

the capacity Řof having respect for the moral law itself.23  Moral feeling can now be 

seen as a genuine respect for individual persons, who are regarded as more than 

just Řthe law made visible in an example.ř24 

It is worth noting that Levinasř description of the face-to-face has remarkable 

similarity to Kantřs description of the sublime.  The feeling of the sublime in the 

presence of Řthe starry heavensř is a feeling which renders inevitable the supremacy 

of our cognitive faculties on the rational side over the greatest faculty of 

sensibility, for the feeling of the sublime is the recognition of a rational order 

imposed by reason along with the simultaneous recognition that the exercise of 

the greatest faculty of sensibility cannot satisfy the requirements of reason.25 The 

semblance is not coincidental: upon an aesthetic experience of infinity,26 we 

become conscious of our mindřs inability to totalize such an incalculable idea, 

despite our reasonřs desire to do so, and thus the infinite leads to a recognition of 

                                                      
19 KANT, Critique of Practical  Reason, Ak V:  73-74; see also 161-162, on the mixture of 

pleasure and pain provoked by the ideas of Řthe starry heavens above me and the moral law within 
meř 

20 DALTON, ŖObligation to the Other in Levinas,ŗ 94. 

21 DALTON, ŖObligation to the Other in Levinas,ŗ 94. 

22 KANT, Critique of Practical Reason, Ak V: 32. 

23 KANT, Critique of Practical Reason, Ak V: 80. 

24 KANT, Critique of Practical Reason, Ak V: 77. 

25 TEUBER, ŖKantřs Respect for Persons,ŗ 371. 

26 For example viewing the boundless sky as Kant tells at the end of his second critique, or 
the unknowable face of the Other in Levinasian terms. 
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our ability to transcend our subjective capacities.27 In Levinasř articulation: 

ŖPerfection exceeds conception, overflows the concept; it designates distance: the 

idealization that makes it possible is a passage to the limit, that is, a transcendence, 

a passage to the absolutely other. The idea of the perfect is an idea of infinity.ŗ28 

Similarly, if one reads Kantřs theory of the Sublime substituting Ŗthe Otherŗ in the 

place of Ŗnature,ŗ it is easy to see the correlations between his and Levinasř 

ethics.29 We can draw up elements in Kantřs theory of the sublime to supply 

something like a transcendental account of the conditions of the possibility of the 

event of obligation which is so central to the ethical encounter with the face in the 

theory of Levinas.30 It is to be noted that the way the moral resistance of the face-

to-face relation exposes us to our responsibility without compelling us in a way that 

takes away our agency.31  Repeatedly we are referred to Kantřs suggestion of the 

common root of sensibility and understanding, and the role of imagination in 

being that common root.  The issue is raised as to whether imagination might 

reach to the rational feeling named by Kant as respect; whether it might reach 

even below the moral law for Kant to something like the anarchic enigma of 

Levinasř face.  It is also fitting to note that in the explication of the fourth type of 

saturarted pehenomena,32 where the face is presented as ŖIrregardable Icon,ŗ33 

Jean-Luc Marion acknowledges his indebtedness to Levinasř phenomenology of 

the face.  

                                                      
27 For Kant the phenomenal world, or for Levinas the subjectřs primordial site.  Levinas 

insists that mere objects, as well as the world itself, are part of the Ŗsamenessŗ of the subject, in that 
they can be other but never absolutely other; the Other, however, escapes our grasp by an essential 
element, is never wholly Ŗin our site.ŗ The Other is infinitely other because I recognize in him the same 
right to justice that I recognize in myself; his infinity stems from his humanity, from his autonomy from 
nature. 

28 WILD, ŖIntroductionŗ to Totality and Infinity, 41. 

29 The infinite wrenches us from our subjective world, making us recognize our own ability 
for self affection that holds us responsible for our ethical comportment. Rather than the infinite as a 
reflection of the absolute magnitude of certain natural events, Levinasř infinite is the other person, the 
target of my ethical responsibility himself, whose absolute otherness allows for the self-intuition of our 
freedom as subjects. For both, though, it is a direct comprehension of the conflict between totality and 
infinity that leads us to fully recognize the autonomy of the moral subject: human reason demands that 
we perceive the world in terms of totalities, yet the idea of infinity resists totalization by definition. See, 
OřBRIEN, ŖThe Primacy of Ethics,ŗ 17. 

30 DALTON, ŖObligation to the Other in Levinas,ŗ 81. 

31 GATES, ŖThe Fact of Reason and the Face of the Other,ŗ 493. 

32 Marion develops his concept of saturated phenomena across three main texts. He first 
proposed the theory of saturated phenomena in an essay entitled ŘŘThe Saturated Phenomenonřř A 
revised version of this essay forms part of Being Given, in which he gives his most complete account of 
the theory of saturated phenomena. Finally, in a collection entitled In Excess.  Marion presents a series 
of studies, each of which is an extended account of one of the five figures of saturated  phenomena 
that he proposes in Being Given.  

33 MACKINLAY, Interpreting Excess, 156-176. 
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Upon an aesthetic experience of infinity, for example, viewing the 

boundless sky, or the unknowable face of the Other, we become conscious of our 

mindřs inability to totalize such an incalculable idea, despite our reasonřs desire to 

do so, and thus the infinite  leads to a recognition of our ability to transcend our 

subjective capacities the phenomenal world for Kant, or the subjectřs primordial 

site for Levinas.34  Both refer to specific human experiences that, they argue, 

establish the centrality of ethics in metaphysics, and both of these experiences 

entail a confrontation with an impression of infinity that leads the subject to 

recognize the inherently ethical nature of his existence and of humanity at large.35 

In both cases, impressions of infinity Ŗoverflowŗ our sensible intuition with their 

incomprehensibility yet simultaneously fortify our awareness of our own freedom. 

For Kant, a subjectřs experience of a seemingly infinite magnitude in nature, in 

comparison with which he feels infinitely small and defenseless, leads to an 

inverse realization of the indomitable freedom and moral law within him; for 

Levinas, the experience of the face-to-face Ŕ a subjectřs physical and linguistic 

encounter with another, who is recognized as infinitely other and yet irresistibly 

fascinating Ŕ initiates the subjectřs comprehension of his ethical responsibility.  In 

this way the idea of the infinite, stemming from nature for Kant and from foreign 

subject-hood for Levinas, represents to us the primacy of our ethical being; the 

contrast of our necessary desire for the infinite, its refusal to submit to our powers 

of totalization, and the refusal nonetheless of these powers to give up their pursuit 

of totality, reminds us of our free will and forces us to hold ourselves accountable 

for this will.36 

For both Kant and Levinas, this experience necessarily stems from the free 

subject; but the experience of infinity itself is one of seeing oneself as both subject 

and object, both owner and owned.  For Kant, we see ourselves as the object of our 

own representations, and we see that this self is powerless in the face of nature; at 

the same time, this allows us to recognize ourselves as the autonomous subject of 

our choices, which are necessarily bound to ethical concerns.37 Ŗ[Man], who 

                                                      
34 OřBRIEN, ŖThe Primacy of Ethics,ŗ 17. 

35 For Levinas, the idea of Infinity is not a product of our constitutive faculties, nor a goal of 
our projects. It is also not a compensation of our weakness by expanding our own narrow-mindness 
to a cosmic size and even to Eternity. The very idea of Infinity occurs to us originally each and every 
time we encounter the otherness of the Other. This is the reason that in Levinasř philosophy the 
relationship between the Other and me is the initial horizon of any reflection, including the 
philosophical one, upon existence, cognition, action, communication, the finite, and the infinite.  See, 
DIMITROVA, ed., In Levinas‘ Trace, ix.   

36 OřBRIEN, ŖThe Primacy of Ethics,ŗ 17. 

37 OřBRIEN, ŖThe Primacy of Ethics,ŗ 17. 
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knows all the rest of nature solely through the senses, knows himself also through 

pure apperception.ŗ38  For Levinas, the experience of the Other necessitates a 

recognition of oneself as an object from the Otherřs perspective; this de-centers 

the subject, forcing him to reflect upon how he appears to others as an object as 

well as how he presents himself as a subject. The face-to-face reminds us of our 

moral responsibility by a visual stimulus in which we encounter the Other in all 

his physical humanity; in his eyes we immediately recognize his mortality and his 

suffering, and link it to our own.39 

 2.2.2. Respect for the Other Person  

The idea that one should treat persons with due respect40 is an important part of 

common sense morality.  Respect for persons is also a central concept in many 

ethical theories.41  The idea that respect for persons comprises the core of morality 

has long been associated with Kant and the ethics of the Groundwork.42  Kantřs 

account of moral respect is the topic of a section of Michel Henryřs seminal work, 

L‘Essence de la manifestation.43  Respect seems to be tied to the contextual 

worldliness either of an intelligible realm of ends in themselves or of a sensible 

realm of ends and means and causality or to a worldliness that is both intelligible 

                                                      
38 KANT, Critique of Pure Reason, Ak III: 547. 

39 For Levinas, the human face acts as a catalyst for our recognition of universal human 
suffering; moreover, as Levinas claims: ŖTo die for the invisible Ŕ this is metaphysics.ŗ That is to say, 
appreciation and respect for the transcendental desire is, for Levinas, Ŗthe very elevation of height and 
its nobility.ŗ For Kant, overwhelming natural events incite fear in us because they threaten our lives; 
in fact, this is precisely how we recognize the supremacy of the moral law.  See, LEVINAS, Totality and 
Infinity, 35. 

40 The root idea of the word Řrespectř is Řto look backř or Řto look again.ř A common thread 
seems to be the idea of Řpaying heedř or Řgiving proper attentionř to the object of respect. People 
speak of respecting a variety of things in addition to persons, for example, talents, achievements, 
character, laws, authorities, social positions, opinions, powerful forces, and even nature. Respect is 
generally an acknowledgement of the value or importance of something or someone. Which is often 
associated with awe, reverence, uncoerced willingness to obey or conform, or at least symbolic 
recognition of status, excellence or power. 

41 Respect is distinguished commonly, on one side, from fear and submission, and on 
another, from admiration, liking and affection. Respect for all persons as such is distinguished 
normally from esteem or special regard for persons of unusual merit. Some philosophers identify 
respect with agape, a special kind of love, but respect is perhaps most often regarded as a distinct 
attitude that should constrain and complement the promptings of love. 

42 The second formulation of the categorical imperative, the Formula of Humanity as an End 
in itself ŖSo act that you use humanity, whether in your own person or in the person of any other, 
always at the same time as an end, never merely as a meansŗ (Cf. KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV: 429) - is 
often glossed as enjoining us to respect persons as such. The injunction to respect persons as such is 
thus, for Kant, co-extensive with morality itself. 

43 HENRY, The Essence of Manifestation, Section IV (58. The ontological interpretation of 
affectivity as form And as pure affectivity and the kantian problematic of respect.) 520-532.  
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and sensible. The very notion of respect brings with it the notion of distance. To 

respect someone or something is, minimally, not to invade the space of that to 

which the respect is directed, to grant it a degree of autonomy, Abstandhalten, to 

lay off it. Connection by disconnection, respect in general is care which may 

recognize sameness, but only if at the same time it acknowledges difference; it is 

deferential heed, consideration or regard. Its opposite is contempt, Verachtung. All 

this holds for moral respect.44  Of moral respect, Achtung, Kant says that it is held 

always for persons only, never to things,45 but he says this because only persons 

can be respecters of the moral law. It is ultimately the moral law for which moral 

respect is held. As he himself goes on to grant, the respect we have for a person is 

Řproperly speaking for the law, that his example exhibits.ř46 So I cannot respect 

myself as a person unless I respect the moral law. Now the moral law is the 

essence of rationality as such.47  Respect, Kant affirms categorically, is the sole 

motive to moral conduct.48   

For Kant, respect is more Ŗpowerful than all feelings togetherŗ49  Respect, 

affirms Kant, is Ŗconsciousness of the subordination of my will to a law without the 

mediation of other influences on my sense...ŗ50  It is important to observe that 

Kant considers respect for the moral law to be synonymous with the moral 

feeling.51  He writes: Ŗthe capacity to take such an interest in the law  (or respect 

for the moral law itself) is the moral feeling properly speaking.ŗ52  In the 

                                                      
44 LLEWELYN, The Hypocritical Imagination, 154. 

45 KANT, Critique of Practical Reason, Ak V: 80. 

46 WOOD, Kant‘s Critique of Practical Reason and Other Works on the Theory of Ethics, 154. 

47 LLEWELYN, The Hypocritical Imagination, 154-155.  

48 KANT, Critique of Practical Reason, Ak V: 102. What is required morally, according to Kant, is 
to act with due respect, not to have or cultivate a mere Řfeelingř of respect. This is partly because we 
cannot in general control our feelings by will in the way we can and must control our behaviour. 
Another reason is that respect for persons is derivative from respect for the moral law, and respect 
for the moral law, in Kantřs view, is not something we choose to have or not but rather is something 
that, as human moral agents, we cannot help but feel. It is the humbling feeling that moral 
requirements reasonably impose limits on our attempts to satisfy our desires and pursue our personal 
ends. In so far as it is a form of respect for morality, then, the imperative to respect persons does not 
ask us to try to conjure up immediately, or even to cultivate over time, an Řaffectř or sentiment that we 
might lack. Rather, what is required is that we choose to act so that, in practice, we live up to our own 
rational assessment of the worth (dignity) of humanity, a worth that all human moral agents (to some 
degree) recognize and feel. 

49 KANT, The Metaphysics of Morals, Ak VI: 209. 
50

 KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV: 401n. 

51 GUYER, Kant and the Experience of Freedom, 358. 

52 KANT, Critique of Practical Reason, Ak V: 80. 
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Groundwork, Kant describes respect as the subjectřs response to the moral law,53 a 

response which reveals an interest in the law.  According to Kant, the moral law 

alone deserves respect. The respect we attribute to others is actually respect for 

their ability to obey the moral law. ŖAny respect for a person is properly only 

respect for the law (of integrity and so forth) of which he gives us an example.ŗ54 

Respect is Ŗthe representation of a worth that infringes upon my self-

love.ŗ55 It is, as Kant also puts it, Ŗidentical with the consciousness of oneřs 

duty.ŗ56 In the Groundwork Kant affirms that Ŗonly the law itself can be an object 

of respect,ŗ57 however, he also tells that Ŗrespect always applies to persons only, 

never to things.ŗ58  He goes on then to reconcile this two by saying that Ŗanotherřs 

example holds the law before me which strikes down my self-conceit.ŗ59  As Kant 

wrote in the Groundwork, ŖIn the realm of ends, everything has either a price or a 

dignity. Whatever has a price can be replaced by something else as its equivalent; 

on the other hand, whatever is above all price, and therefore admits of no 

equivalent, has a dignity.ŗ60 Persons are owed respect in virtue of their dignity, a 

dignity that Ŗadmits of no equivalent.ŗ I do not respect someone because he 

happens to measure up to some external standard I have set for worthy 

individuals; I do not respect him because his presence in the world is especially 

pleasing to me; nor do I respect him because he contributes to the realization of 

certain projects I consider especially worthwhile. I respect him for the being he is, 

simply, so.61 The respect is for the person as an end-in-himself, Ŗan end 

moreover,ŗ as Kant says Ŗfor which no other can be substituted.ŗ62 In this sense it 

                                                      
53 KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV: 400. 

54 KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV: 401. 

55 KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV: 401. 

56 KANT, The Metaphysics of Morals, Ak VI: 464. 

57 KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV: 400. 

58 KANT, Critique of Practical Reason, Ak V: 80.  

59 KANT, Critique of Practical Reason, Ak V: 80. 

60 KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV: 434. 

61 Since the dignity in virtue of which each person is owed respect cannot be grounded, on 
Kantřs view, Řby quoting its price,ř (See, HENLEY, ŖThe Value of Individuals,ŗ 345.) his account would 
seem to leave the idea of respect without rational foundation.  Reasons must, by definition, have 
application outside the particular case. If we offer a reason for our respect for a person, we appeal to 
something outside, over and above the individual himself and thereby defeat the sense in which our 
respect is owed to the unique individual and turn what is supposed to have intrinsic worth into a 
species of relative worth. Perhaps the most obvious way to try to understand what Kant meant by the 
incomparable and intrinsic worth of each person is to compare it to that sense in which the beauty of 
a work of art is sometimes considered intrinsic to it. See, TEUBER, ŖKantřs Respect for Persons,ŗ 371-
372. 

62 KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV: 409. 
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appears I am to respect a person for his or her singularity or, as Kant would say, 

for his or her incomparable worth.63 

The way the Other makes entry in Levinasian philosophy is as vulnerability 

personified.64  Certainly, the other is vulnerable, and I can and for that reason, owe 

him respect, as Levinas would say. What Levinas seeks to show is that this respect 

does not emanate from a sovereign conscience or obedience to any law 

eliminating all roughness. He remains faithful to a fundamental experience, one 

that grabs us when we feel the deprivation and the extreme vulnerability of a face, 

a vulnerability that takes us hostage in the sense that, in spite of ourselves, we feel 

responsible. Itřs the Other who makes me respectful and responsible. ŖI am the 

hostage of the other.ŗ65 This key phrase of Levinasian ethics is not a sentence of 

daily ethics; but it bears witness to an excess that tears from universal rationality.66 

For Levinas, to feel this responsibility and assuming it is one of the most 

important forms of respect. The respect, for which the responsibility for the other 

is the foundation, is not an exercise of reason. I am not free to respect others. The 

responsibility, without which no respect is possible, is experienced before any 

choice.  Respect for the other is not a free decision, it is always there. ŖThe face of 

the neighbour means to me an irrefutable responsibility, preceding all free 

consent, all pact, all contract.ŗ67  

However, the reason Kant and Levinas do not really diverge as much as it 

may seem is that for Levinas there is also a sort of Řlawř of the face.68  That is, 

                                                      
63 TEUBER, ŖKantřs Respect for Persons,ŗ 371. 

64 This remains one of the most serious criticisms levelled against him as well.  Levinas seems 
to universalize and absolutise vulnerability.  

65 Dans la responsabilité pour Autrui - pour une autre liberté - la négativité de cette an archie, 
de ce refus oppose au présent, - a lřapparaitre - de lřimmémorial, me commande et mřordonne à 
autrui, au premier venu, et mřapproche de lui, me le rend prochain - sřécarte ainsi du néant comme de 
lřêtre, provoquant contre mon gré cette responsabilité, cřest à dire me substituant comme otage à 
Autrui.  See, LEVINAS, Autrement qu‘être, 14. Again « Le sujet est otage ». See, LEVINAS, Autrement 
qu‘être, 142. « Être soi - condition dřotage - cřest toujours avoir un degré de responsabilité de plus, la 
responsabilité pour la responsabilité de lřautre. » See, LEVINAS, Autrement qu‘être, 150. 

66 The meeting of others in their corporality and that which crosses it, the face, is the singular 
condition which opens on the excess, whereas the universality forbids this excess, it occupies the 
whole place. See, ANTENAT, « Respect et vulnérabilité chez Levinas », [Online].   

67 « Le visage du prochain me signifie une responsabilité irrécusable, précédent tout 
consentement libre, tout pacte, tout contrat ». LEVINAS, Autrement qu‘être, 112. 

68 It is worth noting the work of John Llewelyn where he repeatedly refers to Kantřs 
suggestion of the common root of sensibility and understanding, and the role of imagination in being 
that common root. The issue is raised as to whether imagination might reach to the rational feeling 
named by Kant as respect; whether it might reach even below the moral law for Kant to something 
like the anarchic enigma of Levinasř face. 
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while it is certainly the very particularity of the Other that we encounter in the 

face-to-face, it remains the fact that every Other has a dimension of otherness. Of 

course, this does not mean that otherness is something that can be defined or that 

there is an essence or general concept of Ŗotherness.ŗ69 So, although Levinas does 

not talk about the Ŗlawŗ of the face in this way, he certainly implies a universal 

claim that Ŗrespect applies to [all] persons.ŗ70 This is something that is left out 

when one claims that, for Kant, Ŗan  autonomous subject turns toward the other 

on the basis of the moral law, not respecting the personřs otherness, but what they 

share-reason.ŗ71 Thus, even though Kant never speaks of Ŗotherness,ŗ one can 

detect that there is indeed something similar at work in his notion of persons as 

ends-in-themselves. In this sense, we can read his notion of Ŗhumanityŗ as similar 

to Levinasř notion of the Ŗothernessŗ of persons-which indeed each person 

shares.72  As Paul Ricœur rightly argues, just as solicitude for the other was 

implicitly contained in the idea of self-esteem, the respect for others is implicit in 

the idea of obligation, rule or law.73  The Golden rule is in an intermediary role 

between solicitude and Kantřs second formulation of the categorical imperative in 

terms of respect for persons.74 

 2.2.3. Universality of Obligation 

The criterion of universality is the hallmark of Kantřs formalism and universality is 

the Řroyal roadř to Kantřs view of moral obligation.  It was anticipated in Aristotle 

by the Řgolden meanř which characterizes all virtues.  Aristotleřs Řgood lifeř is 

approached by Kantřs Řgood will, good without reservation.ř  Universality is the 

royal road to Kantřs view of moral obligation. For Kant, human beings occupy a 

special place in creation, and morality can be summed up in an imperative, or 

                                                      
69 GATES, ŖThe Fact of Reason and the Face of the Other,ŗ 503. 

70 KANT, Critique of Practical Reason, Ak V: 80. 

71 CHALIER, ŖKant and Levinas,ŗ268.   She goes on to argue that the ŖSubjects who suffer 
because they face the Other personřs face (as in Levinas) and subjects who suffer because they have 
to obey the categorical imperative (after Kant) are not the same subjects.ŗ  See, CHALIER, ŖKant and 
Levinas,ŗ 279.  

72 GATES, ŖThe Fact of Reason and the Face of the Other,ŗ 503.   

73 His argument is that respect owed to others is tied to solicitude on the level of ethics; and, 
that on the level of morality, it is in the same relation to autonomy that solicitude is to the goal of the 
good life is the ethical level. Ricœur claims that this relation will help us see the relation between the 
first formulation of the categorical imperative, in terms of obligation, and the second formulation 
which tells us to respect others as end-in-themselves.  See, RICŒUR, Oneself as Another, 178-180. 

74 Levinas seems to endorse Kantřs view that the morality of an action can be judged in 
accordance with his distinction of treating a person as an end not as a mere means. By drawing the 
distinction between egoism and unselfishness, Kant had correctly described the criterion of morality.   
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ultimate commandment of reason, from which all duties and obligations derive.  A 

moral maxim must imply absolute necessity, which is to say, that it must be 

disconnected from the particular physical details surrounding the proposition, and 

could be applied to any rational being.  Kantian categorical imperative which 

denotes an absolute, unconditional requirement that must be obeyed in all 

circumstances and is justified as an end in itself, is the most explicit example of 

both universality and necessity of obligation. 

There are several formulations of the categorical imperative,75 sometimes 

called the Ŗuniversalizability principles.ŗ76  The first formulation of the categorical 

imperative gives the content of morality (defines the difference between right and 

wrong),77 while the second78 and third79 formulations give the motivational basis 

for being moral (in terms of respecting oneřs own humanity and autonomy, 

respectively).80 The notion of a universal law provides the form of the categorical 

imperative and rational agents as ends in themselves provide the matter.  In the 

Groundwork, Kant goes on to formulate the categorical imperative in a number of 

different ways following the first three; however, because Kant himself claims that 

there are only three principles, little attention has been given to other 

                                                      
75 There are different formulae of the Categorical Imperative:  1) The Formula of Universal 

Law, first introduced at Groundwork, Ak IV: 421- Řact only in accordance with that maxim through 
which you can at the same time will that it become a universal law.ř  2) The Formula of the Law of 
Nature, first introduced at Groundwork, Ak IV: 421- Řact as if the maxim of your action were to 
become by your will a universal law of nature.ř 3) The Formula of Humanity, first introduced at 
Groundwork, Ak IV: 429- Řso act that you use humanity, whether in your own person or in the person 
of another, always at the same time as an end, never merely as a means.ř 4) The Formula of 
Autonomy, first introduced (in truncated form) at Groundwork, Ak IV: 431- Řthe idea of the will of 
every rational being as a will giving universal law.ř 5) The Formula of the Realm of Ends, first 
introduced at Groundwork, Ak IV: 436- Řall maxims from oneřs own law-giving are to harmonize with a 
possible kingdom of ends as with a kingdom of nature.ř 

76 PELEGRINIS, Kant‘s Conceptions of the Categorical Imperative and the Will, 92. 

77 ŖAct only in accordance with that maxim through which you can at the same time will that 
it becomes a universal law.ŗ  KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV: 421. 

78 ŖAct in such a way that you treat humanity, whether in your own person or in the person 
of any other, never merely as a means to an end, but always at the same time as an end.ŗ  
KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV:429.  My rationality, for Kant, is exactly my submission to  universal law (as 
in the first formulation of the categorical imperative). But the maxims that I can will as universal laws 
are exactly the same as any other human being can will as universal laws. 

79 Thus the third practical principle follows [from the first two] as the ultimate condition of 
their harmony with practical reason: the idea of the will of every rational being as a universally legislating will.  
KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV: 431. Kant calls this third formulation of the categorical imperative Ŗthe 
principle of the autonomy of the willŗ (KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV: 433) because it involves our being 
bound to laws that we ourselves make. These laws issue from our own will, indeed as constitutive of 
the rationality of our will, and so they require no other interest as a motive for obeying them. 

80 MELNICK, Themes in Kant‘s Metaphysics and Ethics, 230-231.  
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formulations.81  It is to be noted that the formula of universal law82 and the 

formula of humanity83 were just two ways of stating the same thing; that is, that 

they are two different ways of expressing a single moral law.  Kantřs genius was to 

place in the same person the power to command and the power to obey or 

disobey the command.  The moral law is an Řautonomousř and a universal law of 

reason that the autonomous subject gives himself.84  Universality provides a 

conceptual bridge between concepts that Kant believes we use in our everyday 

moral interactions and the a priori vindication of moral objectivity that secures 

reasonřs legislative autonomy.85  Here is how Kant introduces autonomy in the 

Groundwork:  

The ground of all practical legislation lies objectively in the rule and the form of 
universality, which (according to the first principle) makes the rule capable of 
being a law (indeed a law of nature), subjectively, however, it lies in the end; but 
(in accordance to the second principle) the subject of all ends is every rational 
being as end in itself: from this now follows the third practical principle of the 
will as the supreme condition of the willřs accordance with universal practical 
reason, the idea of the will of every rational being as a universally legislating 

will.86 

Pure reason, Kant argues, is employed practically when it shapes an objective 

Řorderř in the Řrule and form of universalityř, which, viewed from the perspective 

of each individual agent, commands universalizable principles.87  The only possible 

subject for a moral obligation by universal nature is the very form of universality, 

that is, the form of legislation.  ŖIf a rational being is to think of his maxims as 

practical universal laws, then he can think of them only as principles that contain 

the determining basis of the will not by their matter but merely by their form.ŗ88  

                                                      
81 There is, however, one additional formulation that has received a lot of additional 

attention because it appears to introduce a social dimension into Kantřs thought. This is the 
formulation of the ŖKingdom of Ends:ŗ Act according to maxims of a universally legislating member 
of a merely possible kingdom of ends.  KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV: 439. 

82 The formula of universal law therefore says that you should only act for those reasons 
which have the following characteristic: you can act for that reason while at the same time willing that 
it be a universal law that everyone adopt that reason for acting 

83 The formula of humanity is also uncompromising in much the way the formula of 
universal law is. Because it is a genuinely categorical imperative - one which says what you are morally 
required to do, no matter what the circumstances - it will often require actions which, from a 
consequentialist point of view, seem horrible. 

84 REAGAN, ŖThe Self as an Other,ŗ 14. 

85 DELIGIORGI, The Scope of Autonomy, 13. 

86 KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV: 431. 

87 DELIGIORGI, The Scope of Autonomy, 14. 

88 KANT, Critique of Practical Reason, V: 27, 40.  
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Kant says it in a remarkably succinct manner: Ŗnothing remains of the law but the 

mere form of a universal legislation.ŗ89 

In the categorical imperative of Kant and in the appearance of the face of 

the other in Levinas one can find evident elements of the same universality.  The 

categorical imperative of Kant is noticeably present in the ethical imperative of 

Levinas.90  The Řthou shalt not kill,ř which the face expresses relates the infinity of 

the other as face is as universal and categorical as the Kantian formulation.  For 

Levinas, ethics is a matter of coming to terms with a certain event that occurs 

between an individual subject and another person, who is fundamentally other 

than the subject.  This event can be called the event of obligation. It imposes a 

responsibility upon the subject to serve and to be responsible for the Other, to 

respond to the Otherřs demands.91  Levinas describes obligation as a singular 

event that happens each time one person comes face-to-face with another person, 

and immediately finds oneself forced to respond to a responsibility that one did 

not choose and cannot control.92  Levinas even goes on to state that Ŗuniversality 

reigns as the presence of humanity in the eyes that look at me.ŗ93  

The You appearing in the epiphany of the face is not particular and 

privatized, but universal.94  The epiphany of the face is not the appearance of a 

privileged you in the singular sense, but rather it is the epiphany of the universal 

thou.95  The Other does not seek clandestine intimacy but places itself in the full 

light of revelation.96  The universality is founded on the very essence of the radical 

                                                      
89 He goes on to add that, a rational being either cannot think of his subjectively practical 

principles, i.e., maxims, at the same time as universal laws at all, or he must assume that the principlesř 
mere form by itself alone, whereby they are fitting for universal legislation, makes them practical laws. See, 
KANT, Critique of Practical Reason, Ak V: 27, 40. 

90 Levinas is attempting to make sense of a humanism defined not by the moral law or the 
principles of the understanding, but a humanism of the other human being in which the categorical 
imperative is expressed in the face of this singular and not merely particular other human being whose 
command ŘThou shalt not killř converts the identity of the first-person subjective I concerned for its 
own survival into the hyper-identity of an accusative and accused me. See, LLEWELYN, The Hypocritical 
Imagination, 123. 

91 DALTON, ŖObligation to the Other in Levinas,ŗ 82. 

92 FARLEY, ŖEthics and Reality,ŗ 210-220.  

93 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 208.  

94 BURGGRAEVE, The Wisdom of Love, 126. 

95 The entrance of the third person into the circle of the I-Other relation is neither by pure 
chance, nor by a strictly empirical fact, but it is essentially bound up with the very appearing of the 
face. 

96 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 158. 
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alterity of the face.97 In the face, I experience the direct presence of Ŗsomeoneŗ 

else: an other person, or rather an Other as Other, which is to say as radically 

separate and distinct from me and therefore completely unique.98 In the appearing 

of the Other, the third, too, already looks at me.99 ŖIn the proximity of the Other, 

all the Others than the Other obsess me.ŗ100  Or again, as Levinas has put it 

already in Totality and Infinity: ŖThe epiphany of the face qua face opens up 

humanity...ŗ101  In this sense, the face is at once near and far, the present Other 

and the absent Other.102  Both self and Other enter a transparent order in which 

Ŗthere is no distinction between those close and those far offŗ103 Ŕ a society 

characterized by homogeneity, non-proximity, hence complete effacement Ŕ and 

yet in which there also remains Ŗthe impossibility of passing by the closest.ŗ104  

The presence of the face, the infinity of the other, is a destituteness, a presence of 

the third party (that is, of the whole of humanity which looks at us), and a 

command that commands commanding.105   

Levinas preserves the unconditional universality of obligation, since the 

normativity of the command is not derived from the contingencies of particular 

                                                      
97 As we have already seen, the naked face reveals both the exacting command of the Other 

and her imploring misery, or better: the exacting command of that misery. This points to a radical 
Ŗequalityŗ between all people, since each and all of us share in that radical (metaphysical) and ethical 
nakedness. In the self-expression of the face, according to Levinasř frequent formula, it is a matter not 
of the quantitative properties by which people resemble and differ from one another, but of the 
fundamental status of the human person as Other. The nakedness of the face consists in its 
unconditional expression, through secondary and contingent attributes, of the immediate presence of 
the Other.  See, BURGGRAEVE, The Wisdom of Love, 126. 

98 LEVINAS, ŖTranscendence in Height,ŗ 25-26. 

99 LEVINAS, Of God Who Comes to Mind, 82. 

100 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 158. 

101 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 213. 

102 It is for this reason that Levinas never uses Buberřs category of the ŖI-Thouŗ relation   
but designates the I-Other relation as the Ŗsocial relationŗ (See, LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 109). Or 
simply as Ŗsocialityŗ (See, LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 26). The otherness of the Other has an 
essentially social extension: his alterity contains an immediate reference to all Others. Hence is Ŗthe 
Other from the first the brother of all other menŗ (see, Levinas, Otherwise than Being 158). It seems, 
then, that our Ŗuniversal kinshipŗ is neither biological nor Ŗgenericŗ Ŕ it does not derive from some 
common quality or qualities Ŕ but of an ethical metaphysical structure of character. See, 
BURGGRAEVE, The Wisdom of Love, 127. 

103 COMAY, ŖFacies Hippocratica,ŗ 230. 

104 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 159. 

105 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 213. Paradoxically enough, this point of uniqueness is also 
the point at which the Other can be said to appear universally, as the expression of all Others: when I 
meet the naked face of this one Other here and now, thus radically separate and distinct, I am also 
confronted with all Others, who call me just humbly and with just as much imperative as does this 
one Other standing before me. 
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projects, but is inseparable from the very encounter with an other as such.  As 

with Kant, the notion of obligation does not derive from a picture of human 

flourishing, but precedes it: the good in this sense is Ŗbeyond being.ŗ106  As 

Levinas rightly argues, ŖThe personal order to which the countenance forces us is 

beyond being.  Beyond being is a third person…ŗ107 One cannot inhabit a human 

world without having always already acknowledged the ethical claim of the other 

upon the self. Thus Levinas preserves the Kantian idea of human beings as ends 

in themselves Ŕ that is, as having a significance apart from the instrumental 

contexts in which they find themselves.108  Prior to the Kantian Ŗfact of reasonŗ is 

the Ŗfaceŗ of the other, a command that requires no justification because it makes 

the project of justification possible. ŖThe principle,ŗ as Levinas puts it, Ŗis 

possible only as commandŗ109 Ŕ that is, the universality of obligation does not 

derive from reason, but founds it. Yet just as practical reason in Kant is not a 

restriction on freedom but its fulfillment, so for Levinas the face that calls my 

freedom into question does not destroy it, but humanizes it, makes it meaningful. 

 2.2.4. Importance Accorded to Ethics 

In the history of Western Philosophy, no sincere reflections on ethics can ignore 

the contributions of Kant. The transformation in philosophical thinking brought 

about by Kant relates not only to knowledge but also to action. The special status 

of science in the realm of knowledge attaches in the domain of action to morals or 

ethics.110  Kant, accordingly, transforms practical philosophy by providing a new 

foundation for morals,111  which has more than a mere historical value. He 

assumes that moral judgment and action do not stem from personal feelings, from 

arbitrary decisions, from cultural and social origins, from tact, or from habit and 

                                                      
106 CROWELL, ―Kantianism and Phenomenology,ŗ 65-66. 

107 LEVINAS, ŖOn the Trail of the Other,ŗ 44. 

108 However, this is not based, as it is for Kant, on the symmetry of a shared rationality, but 
on the asymmetry of the otherřs (ethical) superiority to my (ontological) freedom. For Levinas, it is 
only because I acknowledge the otherřs claim on me that I subsequently Ŗspeakŗ to the other. This 
engenders the mutuality of dialogue in which the norms of rationality operate and through which we 
seek to establish the commonalities of a shared world inhabited by equals, with equal rights.  

109 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 201. 

110 HÖFFE, Immanuel Kant, 138.  

111 Prior to Kant, the origin of morals was sought in the order of nature or society, in the 
desire for happiness, in Godřs will or in moral sentiments. Kant shows that the claim of morals to 
objective validity cannot be conceived in any of these ways. In the practical sphere, as in the 
theoretical, objectivity is only possible through the subject. Morals originate in the autonomy, the self-
legislation, of the will. Since autonomy means the same thing as freedom, Kant provides a 
philosophical foundation for freedom, the key concept of the modern age. 
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convention. Instead, he considers human action to be governed by ultimate 

obligations. Toward others and toward oneself, one has the responsibility of 

fulfilling these obligations.112  Kant argued that the supreme principle of morality 

is a standard of rationality that he called as the ŖCategorical Imperative.ŗ  All 

specific moral requirements, according to Kant, are justified by this principle, 

which means that all immoral actions are irrational because they violate the 

Categorical Imperative.  Not only with regard to its high level of reflection but 

also with regard to its elaborated conceptual apparatus, which distinguishes 

between law and morals, between the empirically conditioned and the pure will, 

between legality and morality, between technical, pragmatic and moral 

commitments, and between the supreme and the highest good, Kantřs alternative 

is virtually peerless.113 His major works on ethics are thus still worthy of a 

substantive investigation and not just an historical description and the entire 

Kantian literature on moral philosophy vindicates the unparalleled importance he 

attributed relentlessly to Ethics.114  His significance in contemporary discussions 

of ethics is even more evident from the proliferous post Kantian trends in 

Western philosophy.     

Levinas begins the preface to Totality and Infinity with a reflection on the 

gravity of the central concern of his work. ŖEveryone will readily agree that it is of 

the highest importance to know whether we are not duped by morality.ŗ115 

Levinasř challenge lies in attempting to resolve this moral crisis within a 

philosophical framework that Ŗdoes justice to human experiences as they are 

actually lived in the concrete…without reduction or distortion.ŗ116  His solution is 

to posit the primacy of ethics, its rightful position as the basis of the possibility of 

metaphysics that would refute any attempt to deny its centrality or certainty. 180 

years earlier, Kant embarked on a similar mission in his Critique of Pure Reason that 

spans the entirety of his subsequent work. Kantřs metaphysical program 

                                                      
112 HÖFFE, Immanuel Kant, 139. 

113 Like the proponents of utilitarian ethics and of the principle of universalization (Hare, 
Singer) as well as Rawls, Kohlberg, Karl-Otto Apel, Jürgen Habermas, and constructivist ethics, Kant 
opposes ethical relativism, skepticism and dogmatism. At the same time, resting upon autonomy and 
the categorical imperative, his ethics represents the most significant alternative to utilitarianism. 

114 His most influential positions in moral philosophy are found in The Groundwork of the 
Metaphysics of Morals but he developed, enriched, and in some cases modified those views in later 
works such as The Critique of Practical Reason, The Metaphysics of Morals, Anthropology from a Pragmatic Point 
of View, Religion within the Boundaries of Mere Reason as well as his essays on history and related topics. 
Kantřs Lectures on Ethics, which were lecture notes taken by three of his students on the courses he 
gave in moral philosophy, also include relevant material for understanding his views. 

115 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 21. 

116 WILD, ŖIntroductionŗ to Totality and Infinity, 11. 
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developed in the service of this aim: he rejects determinism in order to salvage the 

possibility of human freedom necessary for moral responsibility, thereby 

committing himself to a fragile doctrine of transcendental illusion. Levinas,  

however, rejects the transcendental idealism of the phenomenology of his 

forefathers (most notably Edmund Husserl and Kant himself), denying a concern 

for the relationship between subject and object in favor of an existentialist focus 

on the character of Being and the relationship subject and subject (inter-

subjectivity).117   

This must also be read with Levinasř own insistence that ethics is not a 

branch of philosophy, but is the Řfirst philosophy.ř118  In his essay ŖEthics as First 

Philosophy,ŗ Levinas presents a radicalized version of the same claim.  He 

concludes this essay with the statement, ŖThe question par excellence or the 

question of philosophy,  [It is] Not ŘWhy being rather than nothing?ř, but how 

being justifies itself.ŗ119  Thus, both Kant and Levinas view ethics as the focal 

point of the philosophical enterprise.    

 2.2.5. Limits of Subjectivity 

In the history of philosophy subjectivity has generally been understood as the 

ground of human experience, the source of its unity and coherence. Both Kant 

and Levinas regard Řsubjectivityř as a sphere circumscribed by limits, the 

elucidation of which is a major philosophical concern.  As rightly observers Inga 

Römer, the basic thesis that seems to be shared with Kant is that subjectivity in 

the deepest sense is an autonomous subjectivity that takes its measure from a 

reason beyond the realm of nature or, from a reason beyond being as Levinas 

would prefer to articulate.120  An analysis of the Kantian view of subjectivity is not 

feasible if one does not consider his standpoint in relation to the historical 

background within which Kant attempts to resolve the problem of subjectivity. 

Kant criticizes the traditional metaphysical picture regarding subjectivity, a picture 

that is rooted in both a Cartesian and Leibnizian metaphysics of the subject and 

claims that the subject (the mind, the self, the soul etc.) is one substance among 

others, which has certain properties, of which thinking might be considered the 

                                                      
117 OřBRIEN, ŖThe Primacy of Ethics,ŗ 1.  

118 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 304. 

119 LEVINAS, Levinas Reader, 86.  Of course Levinas does want to privilege Řthe ethicalř over 
the Řtheoreticalř in a much stronger sense than is generally in evidence in Kant, but there can be little 
doubt that, on this score, Levinas is decidedly closer to Kant than to Descartes or Husserl, both of 
whom he mentions far more frequently. 

120 RÖMER,. « La raison pure pratique au-delà de lřêtre », 20. 
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most determinant.  On the one hand, there is the empirical self, and on the other 

hand, there stands the transcendental subject as the principle of the unity of 

experience, and therefore, as the principle of the existence of the empirical self.121  

Traditionally, it is supposed that Kant admits the distinct existence of objective 

and subjective universes, since, according to Kant, subjective reality requires 

objective reality for being real, i.e., subjectivity is impossible without objectivity. 

For Kant, experience is not possible unless we admit the existence of the objects 

of experience. However, Kant clearly states that it is the understanding that 

provides these objects.  The so-called Copernican Revolution that Kant brought 

about in philosophy proposes that Ŗobjects must conform to our knowledgeŗ and 

that understanding has the function of Ŗprescribing laws to nature, and even of 

making nature possible.ŗ122 Instead of reality shaping knowledge, it is human 

judgment that should be read into so-called reality.123 Thus Kantřs transcendental 

subject is an effort to suggest a theory of subjectivity, which is impersonal and 

non-atomistic, that is to say a model that intends to exclude individualism.124 One 

becomes a subject by accepting obligations that one did not create: a subject must 

respond to an obligation that is imposed by another rather than dictating to itself 

the terms of the ethical law.125 

Kantřs goal in the essay ŖWhat is Orientation in Thinking?ŗ is to extend 

the concept of orientation for the purpose of understanding better how reason 

deals with supra-sensory objects.126 But the basic features of orientation can also 

be extended into the region of Levinasian ethics, where they can facilitate a better 

understanding of the nature of ethical subjectivity. It is significant that Kant traces 

the source of all orientation to a subjective feeling. ŖI call this a feeling [Gefühl],ŗ he 

writes, Ŗbecause these two sides [the left and the right] display no perceptible 

difference as far as external intuition is concerned.ŗ127 In the Kantian model 

                                                      
121 AZERI, ŖTranscendental Subject vs. Empirical Self,ŗ 269 -283. 

122 KANT, Critique of Pure Reason, Ak IV: 159. 

123 AZERI, ŖTranscendental Subject vs. Empirical Self,ŗ 270. 

124 Kant distinguishes between the transcendental subject and the empirical subject by 
referring to the former as the consciousness of the existence of the latter. The transcendental subject 
is the ultimate condition for the possibility of experience, and if we consider the empirical subject as 
another yet highly unique and distinctive object of experience, it should follow that the pure 
apperception or the transcendental unity of apperception is the condition for the possibility of the 
existence of the empirical subject too. Still we should note that this unity of apperception is not 
simply another subject, it is the consciousness of being a subject. 

125 DALTON, ŖSubjectivity and Orientation in Levinas and Kant,ŗ 433. 

126 KANT, ŖWhat is Orientation in Thinking?,ŗ 238. 

127 KANT, ŖWhat is Orientation in Thinking?,ŗ 238. 
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orientation is based on feelings that have both an internal and an external 

dimension. The feeling of the difference between left and right that Kant 

describes in ŖWhat is Orientation in Thinking?ŗ is one such feeling; the feelings of 

sensus communis and vocation128 that Kant sets forth in the third Critique are two 

others.129 

Although caution is required, one could equally well say of Kant that 

subjectivity can neither be regarded as Řegoist protestationř not Řanguish before 

death,ř but as delineated and articulable only on the assumption of differences 

marked, among other devices, by the asymmetries articulated by Řamphibolic 

reflection.ř Another way in which Kant delimits the sphere of subjectivity is 

through the distinction between the Řphenomenalř or finite and Řnoumenalř or 

infinite realms.  Again on this issue, it seems that Levinas is actually closer to Kant 

than to Descartes, who seems to regard both the idea of the Cogito and that of 

infinity as somehow Řco-innateř in consciousness rather than as a difference which 

erupts out of subjectivityřs own reflexive processes.130  

But the ethical philosophy of Levinas denies that the subject can play such 

a role. According to Levinas, the Ŗeventŗ of obligation comes before 

subjectivity.131 One becomes a subject by accepting obligations that one did not 

create: a subject must respond to an obligation that is imposed by another, rather 

than dictating to itself the terms of the ethical law.  Levinas offers a fundamental 

reinterpretation of subjectivity in ethical terms, in light of the event of obligation 

that confronts the subject. Subjectivity is reinterpreted as essentially for-another 

rather than for-itself.132  It is not difficult to construe Levinasř reinterpretation of 

subjectivity as a rejection of the very idea of subjectivity, instead of a defense of 

that idea on ethical grounds.133 Although Levinas clearly wants to indicate the 

                                                      
128 Sensus communis and vocation are particularly useful to the task of making sense of ethical 

subjectivity because they are feelings that are simultaneously public and private. They correspond to 
the picture of subjectivity that emerges in Levinasř ethics because they represent points of interchange 
and conversation between the self and others. 

129 DALTON, ŖSubjectivity and Orientation in Levinas and Kant,ŗ 444. 

130 SURBER, ŖKant, Levinas and the Thought of the ŘOtherř,ŗ 301. 

131 DALTON, ŖSubjectivity and orientation in Levinas and Kant,ŗ 433.  

132 LEVINAS, Éthique et infini, 95Ŕ96. 

133 There are two ways of attempting this. First, one can posit a subject that is absorbed in a 
larger whole, a totality that anchors the self in being and secures it against the otherřs arbitrariness by 
establishing a higher rational order where nothing is arbitrary. This is the path taken by, for example, 
Spinoza and Hegel. See, LEVINAS, Totalité et infini, 87. A second way is to secure the subject from 
within itself by means of an auto-affection that founds and defines its being. This tradition would 
include all theories that reduce the being of the self ultimately to self-consciousness, such as those of 
Descartes, Husserl, Sartre, and Kant in the first Critique. See, LEVINAS, Autrement qu‘être, 99Ŕ100, 103. 
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priority of the ŘOtherř or ŘDifferenceř over the ŘSameř or ŘIdentityř implied by 

subjectivity, and in a way which is admittedly rather different than in Kant, he at 

the same time wants to emphasize that the transcendence nonetheless requires, 

perhaps even presupposes, subjectivity.  In Totality and Infinity, he writes: 

This book then does present itself as a defense of subjectivity, but it will 
apprehend the subjectivity not at the level of its purely egoist protestation 
against totality, nor in its anguish before death, but as founded in the idea of 
infinity.134 

Levinas argues that subjectivity needs to be rethought from an ethical perspective, 

in order to arrive at a concept of the subject that is Ŗfounded in the idea of 

infinityŗ.  For Levinas, a subject is born when the completely internalized 

economy of egoistic enjoyment is left behind. In place of enjoyment, Levinas 

posits a process of Ŗrecurrenceŗ wherein the self is thrown back onto itself by an 

obligation that always already came before the self. A self becomes a subject by 

being subjected to an Other, by accepting an obligation that it did not choose. In 

this model of selfhood the subject breathes: it draws its selfhood from outside 

itself in a constant exchange between interior and exterior.135 

As Levinas said in an interview with Philippe Nemo, he was never interested 

in creating a complete system of philosophy; his only interest was to discover the 

Ŗmeaningŗ of ethics.136  Levinas found the Ŗmeaningŗ of ethics in an event of 

obligation that was strictly non-cognitive: the encounter with the face of the 

Other, and the response to the Otherřs alterity for which there are feelings but no 

concepts. For Kant, the Ŗmeaningŗ of aesthetics is also non-cognitive. The 

beautiful and the sublime have no concept, they are subjective experiences, and 

yet they are also universal.  Kantřs explication of non-cognitive aesthetics contains 

some useful resources that we can draw from to fill out the picture of Levinasř 

noncognitive ethics. Kantřs account of orientation in thinking, and of the feelings 

of sensus communis and vocation, can facilitate a better understanding of how ethical 

                                                      
134 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 26. « Ce livre se présente donc comme une défense de la 

subjectivité, mais il ne la saisira pas au niveau de sa protestation purement égoïste contre la totalité, ni 
dans son angoisse devant la mort, mais comme fondée dans lřidée de lřinfini. » LEVINAS, Totalité et 
Infini, 11. 

135 DALTON, ŖSubjectivity and Orientation in Levinas and Kant,ŗ 444. 

136 For Levinas unambiguously asserts, Ŗmy attempt does not consist in constructing ethics, I 
am only trying to find meaning to it.ŗ LEVINAS, Ethics and Infinity, 90.  « Ma tâche ne consiste pas à 
construire lřéthique ; jřessaie seulement dřen chercher le sens ». LEVINAS, Éthique et infini, 95. 
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subjectivity can be reconceptualized as an orientational activity instead of as a 

foundational presence.137 

 2.3. THE DISTANCE BETWEEN KANT AND LEVINAS 

It is fitting equally to confront the major obstacle that might be invoked regarding 

the line of thought between Kant and Levinas.  It would not be difficult to 

compile two vocabularies or trajectories, a Kantianism and a Levinasianism.  Kant: 

Respect (for the moral law); freedom; spontaneity; autonomy. Levinas: 

Responsibility (for the other); sincerity; passivity; separation; heteronomy.138 If 

there were one issue that would seem to divide Kant and Levinas decisively, it 

would be their supposedly diametrically opposed views on autonomy and 

heteronomy.139 Levinas himself suggests the most forceful objection to such a 

project in his Řprogrammatic essayř for Totality and Infinity entitled ŘPhilosophy and 

the idea of Infinite.ř140 He begins his essay by posing an opposition Řautonomyř 

and Řheteronomyř which has very distinctive Kantian resonances.141  For Levinas, 

this distinction concerns nothing less than the contrast between two opposed 

views of truth and thus the telos as well as the praxis of philosophy.  One can 

observe several points of difference between both these moralists, we would limit 

ourselves with an investigation of a couple of major distinctions to highlight the 

distance that exists between the two. 

                                                      
137 DALTON, ŖSubjectivity and Orientation in Levinas and Kant,ŗ 444 -445. 

138 DAVIES, ŖSincerity and the End of Theodicy,ŗ 126-151. 

139 The concept of Ŗautonomyŗ in ethics has been a Kantian invention. It had always been a 
strictly political term, referring to a nation or people that is self-governing, or free from colonization 
or conquest. ŖIf we look back on all previous efforts that have ever been made to discover the 
principle of morality, we need not wonder now why all of them had to fail. It was seen that the 
human being is bound to laws by his duty, but it never occurred to them that he is subject only to laws 
given by himself but still universal and that he is bound only to act in conformity with his own will....ŗ (See, 
KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV: 432). With this affirmation, Kant adapted the once strictly political term to 
refer to individual persons. He there also introduced autonomyřs antonym into ethics: Ŗheteronomy.ŗ 

140 This essay appears in Collected Philosophical Papers, originally published in Revue de 
Metaphysique et de Morale 62: (1957) 241-253.   Levinas does tend to cease formulating the problem 
taken up there in terms of Řautonomyř and Řheteronomyř in his later works, even in Totality and 
Infinity.  However they remain helpful as a means of very graphically portraying what might be 
regarded as the most radical point of opposition between Kant and Levinas. 

141 Autonomy is the basis of Kantřs moral theory; one becomes a free subject by coming to 
desire the Law, by making oneřs will and duty coincide. Whilst Kantřs self-conscious, rational subject 
recasts the obligation that constitutes it as self-given, as a decision freely made by the self, Levinasř 
sensible subject is traumatized and obsessed by its infinite responsibility for the other to the point of 
substituting itself for the other. In privileging heteronomy over autonomy, Levinas underscores the 
constitutive structure of heteronomous obligation that runs through Kantřs moral philosophy, but 
that Kant leaves aside for the sake of the primacy of autonomy.  See, BASTERRA, Seductions of Fate, 12.  
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 2.3.1. Kantian Autonomy 

Autonomy142 has been conceived in quite different ways, and there are accordingly 

different principles and ideals associated with autonomy and the most recent 

conception of autonomy has roots in Kantřs writings.  Prior to Kant, autonomy 

was primarily a political concept applied to sovereign states with powers of self-

rule. Kant provides key insights into the nature of morality and moral obligation 

by extending this concept into the moral domain.143 The classic idea of autonomy 

introduced by Kant has had several modifications in the history of philosophy. Its 

literal meaning is self-rule whose antonym is Řheteronomy,ř144  In Kant, autonomy 

contrasts with heteronomy in which oneřs will is controlled by outside factors, 

including oneřs desires. Autonomy is linked to freedom and is a necessary 

condition for ascribing responsibility to an agent. Heteronomy literally means 

living under the rule of another, or more generally, under a rule that is not of 

oneřs own making.145 Autonomy, Kant held, is a property of the wills of all adult 

                                                      
142 The central idea that underlies the concept of autonomy is indicated by the etymology of 

the term.  If I can be forgiven for pointing out the obvious, it is a compositionř of two Greek words: 
autos (αυτός which means self) and νόμος ( nomos which means rule or law). The term was first 
applied to the Greek city state. A city had autonomia when its citizens made their own laws, as opposed 
to being under the control of some conquering power.  There is then a natural extension to persons 
as being autonomous when their decisions and actions are their own; when they are self determining. 
The impetus for this extension occurs first when questions of following oneřs conscience are raised by 
religious thinkers. Aquinas, Luther, and Calvin placed great stress on the individual acting in 
accordance with reason as shaped and perceived by the person. This idea is then taken up by the 
Renaissance humanists. See, DWORKIN, The Theory and Practice of Autonomy, 12-13. Kant applied this 
notion to the moral domain and established it as a central concept in his ethical theory. A moral agent 
is autonomous if his will is not determined by external factors and if the agent can apply laws to itself 
in accordance with reason alone. Such agents respect these laws and are bound only by them.   

143 REATH,  Agency and Autonomy in Kant‘s Moral Theory, 129.  

144 The word comes from two Greek words ἕτερος (heterò which means Řotherř) and νόμος 
(nomos which means rule), hence the rule of another,  or the state of being under the rule of another 
person. In ethics the term is specially used as the antithesis of Ŗautonomy,ŗ which, especially in 
Kantian terminology, treats of the true self as will, determining itself by its own law, the moral law. 
ŖHeteronomyŗ is therefore applied by Kant to all other ethical systems, inasmuch as they place the 
individual in subjection to external laws of conduct. 

145 Thus, assuming that we ought to respect the laws of logic, mathematics or physics, we 
would say that these laws do not impede our autonomy (because they are not imposed by others). 
However, under the more-general definition, such laws would be incompatible with our autonomy 
(because they are not of our own making). The two definitions are sometimes conflated, when it is 
assumed that the laws of logic, mathematics and physics are imposed by some personal or personified 
being, e.g., God or Nature.  Some people object to the idea of a natural law of persons because it too 
stands for a respectable order (in this case of human affairs) that is either imposed by another, God, 
or in any case not of our own making. Nowadays, Řautonomyř is used primarily to refer to collectives. 
Regions, peoples, communities, nations, etc., demand and occasionally achieve autonomy, their own 
rule-making, legislative authority and government. Often, and somewhat remarkably, these demands 
for autonomy stop short of independence. An autonomous region in a state is still part of that state 
and subject to its authority in a number of vital matters, e.g., foreign policy, military defence, 
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human beings insofar as they are viewed as ideal moral legislators, prescribing 

general principles to themselves rationally, free from causal determinism, and not 

motivated by sensuous desires.  Two points in this conception are crucial.  First, 

having autonomy means considering principles from a point of view that requires 

temporary detachment from the particular desires and aversions, loves and hates, 

that one happens to have; secondly, autonomy is an ideal feature of a person 

conceived in the role of a moral legislator, i.e., a person reviewing various suggested 

moral principles and values, reflecting on how they may conflict and how they might 

be reconciled, and finally deciding which principles are most acceptable, and 

whether and how they should be qualified.146  Terence Irwin comments that 

ŘKantřs claims about autonomy catch our attention because we agree with him in 

recognizing autonomy as something worth having.ř147  But what exactly is it that is 

worth having? Irwinřs answer is simple: freedom.148  Intuitively we think of 

autonomy as affirming our powers as agents: powers to choose, to act, to be in 

charge of our lives.149 

For Kant, positive freedom means assigning oneself the law of pure 

practical reason. Lawless freedom, for Kant, is an absurdity, and the only law that 

expresses our rational nature is the supreme principle of morality that he identifies 

in the Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Morals.150 It is important to know the context 

of Kantřs formulation of moral autonomy.  In his Idea for a Universal History from a 

Cosmopolitan Point of View,151 Kant presents a problem that is for him Řthe most 

difficult and the last to be solved by mankind.ř152  Kant writes: 

                                                                                                                                                        
monetary policy, social security, public health. The state is independent (sovereign), but the region is 
only autonomous (and therefore not sovereign). In other words, in common usage today, Řautonomyř 
suggests at best partial autonomy, not full autonomy.  

146 HILL, Autonomy and Self-Respect, 45. 

147 IRWIN, ŖKantian Autonomy,ŗ 139. 

148 IRWIN, ŖKantian Autonomy,ŗ 139. 

149 Irwin identifies five common conceptions of autonomy that can also be taken as degrees 
in a process of perfecting oneřs free agency. These are: (1) acting on our desires, (2) acting on our 
higher order desires, (3) acting on our rational evaluations, (4) acting on our own reasoned principles, 
(5) acting on principles we have made. See, IRWIN, ŖKantian Autonomy,ŗ 139-140.  

150 TAMPIO, Kantian Courage, 11.  

151 Idea for a Universal History from a Cosmopolitan Point of View (1784) is a short and very 
accessible text, it avoids the technical language of Kantřs larger works, but was written right between 
the 1st and 2nd editions of  Critique of Pure Reason and thus represents Kant in his Řmatureř stage. As a 
meditation on themes of world history, progress and enlightenment the essay picks up themes that 
Kant developed elsewhere but in a bold and programmatic fashion.  

152 KANT, Idea for a Universal History from a Cosmopolitan Point of View, 6th Thesis. 
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Man is an animal which, if it lives among others of its kind, requires a master. 
For he certainly abuses his freedom with respect to other men, and although as, 
a reasonable being he wishes to have a law which limits the freedom of all, his 
selfish animal impulses tempt him, where possible, to exempt himself from 
them. He thus requires a master, who will break his will and force him to obey a 
will that is universally valid, under which each can be free. But whence does he 
get this master? Only from the human race. But then the master is himself an 
animal, and needs a master. Let him begin it as he will, it is not to be seen how 
he can procure a magistracy which can maintain public justice and which is itself 
just, whether it be a single person or a group of several elected persons. For 
each of them will always abuse his freedom if he has none above him to exercise 
force in accord with the laws. The highest master should be just in himself, and 
yet a man. This task is therefore the hardest of all; indeed, its complete solution 

is impossible.153 

Autonomy alone provides the only solution to this problem,154 which he considers 

to be the ground of morality.  The closest and the most succinct formulation of 

autonomy in Kant is ŘThe idea of the will of every rational being as a universally 

legislating will.ř155  For Kant, the notion of autonomy156 is at the center of his 

attempt to characterize and ground the moral law and his theory of moral worth 

involves identifying the individual as the author of moral law.  One acts morally, 

according to Kant, when one chooses to act in a way in which that person would 

expect all people to act (under those circumstances).  When one acts in such a 

                                                      
153 KANT, Idea for a Universal History from a Cosmopolitan Point of View, 6th Thesis. 

154 CHALIER, Pour une morale au-delà du savoir, 74.  

155 See, KANT, Groundwork, IV:431.  This idea speaks to a familiar and shared understanding 
of morality as having to do with curbing our self-regarding tendencies and taking the concerns of 
others into account. That the theory has ethical normative content is important in showing that there 
can be a morality of freedom, that a commitment to freedom is not equivalent to mere self-
determination. However, it also means that the theory is not Řneutralř, in the sense used in the 
contemporary discussion by those who seek to define personal autonomy without reference to moral 
commitments. See, DELIGIORGI, The Scope of Autonomy, 173.  

156 To grasp fully the idea contained in this formulation, however, we need to identify and 
justify the commitments that are operative in four distinct but related fields. (1) In the domain of 
knowledge, to be autonomous requires that we are able to work out for ourselves what it is right to do. 
(2) With respect to motivation, attribution of autonomy entails that we want to do the right thing 
because it is right. (3) The third field is best described as Řmetaphysical‘ since it contains the claim that 
freedom should be understood in terms of a capacity to respond to rational practical principles. In 
other words, autonomy is not just about the kind of motivation people have or the things they count 
as reasons: it is also about the conception of freedom that needs to be assumed for these things to 
carry the weight they do. (4) The fourth field is normative ethics. Central to the claim that autonomy is a 
moral ideal is the argument that autonomy describes an intersubjective rather than intra-subjective 
norm.  The moral content of autonomy is given by the notion of the law (nomos) and the demand 
that one think of oneself in relation to others under a shared law. Autonomy requires that we engage 
in a perspectival ascent from a subjective viewpoint to one that putatively embraces all rational others. 
This interpretation casts new light on the links between Kant and his successors, especially Schiller 
and Hegel, both of whom acknowledge their debt to Kantřs moral thinking while arguing for the need 
to develop a stronger account of our intersubjective commitments.  
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fashion, then, one is in essence legislating moral law - and that is the source of all 

moral value.157 

The Groundwork of the Metaphysic of Morals defines autonomy as a positive 

freedom of the will.158  Therefore, autonomy of rational beings cannot be 

understood simply as a negative freedom of their wills, i.e., as an ability of rational 

beings to act independently of determination by external causes,159 but rather as a 

positive freedom, i.e., as a capacity of the free will for self-determination.160  A 

truly free will, and not only an arbitrary one, is then a will which is under law.  

Negative freedom as an independence from external causes is not sufficient for 

autonomy, although rational beings cannot be autonomous if they subordinate 

themselves to something external (for instance, to someone in authority or to their 

own passions and sensible inclinations).  If they want to be autonomous agents, 

they need something more: they must act by Ŗadopting a self-imposed law,ŗ161 or, 

in other words, they must act by adopting moral principles (maxims) Ŗthat can be 

universally adoptedŗ (because they have the form of law), and rejecting the 

Ŗprinciples that cannot be universally adoptedŗ (because nothing can be a moral 

principle which cannot be a principle for all).162  Autonomy, understood in this 

way, is therefore identified with conformity to the categorical imperative.163  More 

precisely, one of its formulations requires us to Ŗact only on that maxim through 

which you can at the same time will that it become a universal law.ŗ164 

For Kant, autonomy is not just a synonym for the capacity to choose, 

whether simple or deliberative.165  It is what the word literally implies: the 

imposition of a law on oneřs own authority and out of oneřs own rational 

resources.166  Therefore autonomy is both a condition and a principle of the moral 

                                                      
157 SILBER, ŖThe Importance of the Highest Good in Kantřs Ethics,ŗ 179-197. 

158 KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV: 446. 

159 KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV:  446. 

160 KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV: 447; OřNEILL, Constructions of Reason, 53. 

161 OřNEill, Bounds of Justice, 42. 

162 OřNEILL, Bounds of justice, 42-43.  

163 KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV: 447. 

164 KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV: 421. 

165 Kantian autonomy ennobles liberal concepts of freedom and equality by grounding them 
in an objective moral principle-a principle that is deemed to be accessible to all ordinary human 
beings on the basis of reason alone and that does not depend on a particular religious dispensation or 
the blind acceptance of authority. Kant encapsulated even the conception of Enlightenment as the 
transition from Řimmaturityř and dependence to the Řspirit of freedomř and autonomy, the ability Řto 
use oneřs understanding without guidance from another.ř   

166 SHELL, Kant and the Limits of Autonomy, 2. 
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law.167  It is both descriptive and normative, because within the very features of its 

description lies the ground of normativity.  As he puts it rightly, autonomy is the 

Ŗsole principle of all moral laws and of the duties conforming to them,ŗ and this 

Ŗsole principle of morality consists in independence from all material of the law 

(i.e., a desired object) and in the accompanying determination of choice by the 

mere form of giving universal law.ŗ168  This is connected with its function as self-

legislation:  According to this principle Ŗall maxims are repudiated in accordance 

with this principle which cannot subsist together with the willřs own universal 

legislation.ŗ169  One is only subject to the law because one is also a subject who gives 

the law.  Kant even says that Ŗthe law of autonomy is the moral law.ŗ170  For an 

autonomous will, the moral law commands the pure will unconditionally Ŗwithout 

borrowing anything from experience or from any external will.ŗ171  ŘAutonomy of 

the will is the property that the will has of being a law to itself independently of 

any property of the objects of volition.ř172 Kant goes on even to affirm that 

―autonomy is … the ground of the dignity of the human and of every rational 

nature.ŗ173  The principle of Kantian moral philosophy is the autonomy of reason.  

Reason is only autonomous when it Řpurelyř by itself alone, and without regard to 

grounds or drives distinct from it, suffices to determine the will.174 

 2.3.2. Levinasian Heteronomy 

The moral philosophy of Levinas differs from traditional theories on ethics in that 

it unfolds in our relationship to the other rather than resides in some disposition 

of the moral subject.  Levinasian ethics emphasizes the endless responsibility 

imposed on us by the radical otherness of the Other and stresses the imperious 

demand we are facing as humans beings to be open for, prepared to and 

impassioned with that which we do not know already about ourselves or about the 

other.  Such a demand goes far beyond our mere intellectual potential and deep 

into our bodily experience of otherness.  It certainly would appear at first glance 

                                                      
167 Kant goes on to argue that ŖAutonomy is …the ground of the dignity of the human and of 

every rational nature.ŗ  KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV: 436.  

168 KANT, Critique of Practical Reason, Ak V: 33.  

169 KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV: 4:431. 

170 KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV: 454. 

171 KANT, Critique of Pure Reason, Ak V: 31. 

172 KANT, Groundwork, IV: 440.  One implication of this claim is Řthat man [humanity] is 
subject only to his own, yet universal, legislation and that he is bound only to act in accordance with 
his own will. See, KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV: 432. 

173 KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV: 436. 

174 HENRICH, The Unity of Reason in Kant. 94.  
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that there is a straightforward opposition between Kantian autonomy and 

Levinasian heteronomy, between the self and the other as sources of moral 

obligation.  In sharp contrast to the Kantian notion of autonomy, Levinas 

vehemently argues for heteronomy.  He presents several arguments throughout 

his work explicitly directed against the notion of autonomy.  As characterizing one 

dominant direction that the Ŗphilosophical spiritŗ has taken, autonomy involves 

not simply the Ŗfreedom of thoughtŗ but also the activity of Ŗreducing to the 

same all that is opposed to it as other.ŗ175  Heteronomy, on the other hand, 

involves an openness to what transcends us-to an Ŗabsoluteŗ experience of the 

otherness of the other as encountered in the face-to-face relation. 176  In ŘPhilosophy 

and the Idea of Infinityř, Levinas likens heteronomy to the encounter with the 

other beyond thought.  Levinas reverses the privileging of autonomy, preferring 

heteronomy.  ŘHeteronomyř literally means, as its etymology suggests, to be 

governed by the other, but it is important to clarify what Levinas means by this, 

and why his use of the term does not exactly have the same signification as in 

Kant.177  For Levinas, heteronomy is the state of subjection to the other: I am 

indebted to the other and elected by them to a non-reciprocal responsibility.178 

Levinas also describes responsibility or ethics as an essential form of 

Ŗpolitenessŗ: to put the Other before oneself.179  The good will in courtesy opens 

the way to the face.180  What is immediately striking in all of this is that this 

                                                      
175 LEVINAS, Collected Philosophical Papers, 48.  

176 Levinasř notion of heteronomy allows for a certain conception of autonomy. That is, for 
Levinas, heteronomy indicates that subjectivity exists in a moral space of ethical resistance to the various 
forms of totalization and violence at work in human relations, and the very fact that there is this 
Ŗoutside Ŗ or surplus-that is, that we cannot (ethically) totalize the other-is constitutive of a certain 
autonomy that has important Kantian characteristics. 

177 However there is an attempt at reconciling this difference in Levinas when he writes in 
Otherwise than Being, ŖReverting of heteronomy into autonomy is the very way the Infinite passes 
itself. The metaphor of the inscription of the law in consciousness expresses this in a remarkable way, 
reconciling autonomy and heteronomy.ŗ LEVINAS, Autrement qu‘être, 189.  The formula of the Řreversal 
of heteronomy into autonomyř shows, according to Inga Römer, that Levinas supports a new type of 
autonomy, an autonomy which finds its measure in the anarchic reason introduced by the first word 
in the face of the Other. See, RÖMER, « La raison pure pratique au-delà de lřêtre », 20. 

178 STRHAN, Levinas, Subjectivity, Education, 82. 

179 The simple and often unthinking, unexpressed greeting of the Other is the primary form 
of responsibility, manifesting attention and good intentions toward her. The French word on this 
occasion, salut, can also mean Ŗsalvation,ŗ and thus course evoke a connection with the holy, which 
for Levinas describes in marvelous fashion ethical responsibility. When I greet an Other, I wish him 
salvation Ŕ and  that is always peace.  See, LEVINAS, « Ethique et philosophie première. La proximité 
de lřautre », 122. 

180 LEVINAS, « Entretiens Emmanuel LevinasŔFrançois Poirié », 95.  
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responsibility which founds peace rests itself on an extreme heteronomy.181  It 

does not originate from my initiative but goes always already ahead of my 

freedom.182  In this sense, it can be considered a priori.183  Through the appearing 

of the face, I am assigned my responsibility without being asked.  It Ŗhappensŗ to 

me even before there could be any question of my choosing it.  Levinas therefore 

also characterizes it as Ŗan-archicŗ and Ŗpre-original.ŗ184  It does not begin from 

my freedom, a freedom which establishes itself as archè and origin of all meaning, 

acting and responding thus in the first person only: responsibility has always 

already infiltrated my freedom from the outside and without my knowing it.185  

The face literally Ŗawakensŗ me to peace and solidarity:186 éveil du moi par Autrui,187 

[the Řawakening of the I by the otherř].188  It awakens in me the possibility Ŕ and at 

the same time the duty Ŕ to answer: ŖMy responsibility rests on a complete 

passivity.189  

In an irreducible way, the appeal of the face makes the Other Ŗmy affair.ŗ190  

Far from denying me my freedom, responsibility in fact founds it or, as Levinas 

prefers to say, Ŗinvestsŗ it.191  As absolute passivity, responsibility reverts into 

irrecusibility, but one which is precisely entrusted to the initiative of a response.192  

Only a free being is in a position to respond, but, through the election which 

always goes with responsibility for the Other, the freedom which this implies is at 

the same time also established.193  This idea of election also entails the idea of 

Ŗfundamental option.ŗ It is impossible for me to simply withdraw from my 

                                                      
181 LEVINAS, Discovering Existence with Husserl, 176. 

182 LEVINAS, Autrement qu‘être, 10-11. 

183 PETITDEMANGE et ROLLAND, Autrement que savoir, 27-29, 32-34, 59-62, 67-95. 

184 LEVINAS, Autrement qu‘être, 10. 

185 LEVINAS, Humanisme de l‘autre homme, 133-134. 

186 The basic constant in all of Levinasř writings remains from beginning to end his search 
for the idea of a Good beyond being. He finds this idea in us as the Řan-archicř fundamental condition 
in which we find ourselves as subjects, and which we also discover through the ethical appeal to an 
unconditional responsibility that the face of the other awakens in us by its appearance as Řthe poor, 
the widow and the orphanř 

187 LEVINAS, Noms propres, 12.  

188 From this ethics of heteronomy which also forms this basis for a radical redefinition of 
human rights, there runs a metaphysical trace Řto-Godř (Řà-Dieu‘) as a desire for the wholly Other, or 
the Infinite. BURGGRAEVE, The Wisdom of Love, 37-38.   

189 BURGGRAEVE, The Wisdom of Love, 100.  

190 LEVINAS, « La vocation de lřautre »,  89-102. 

191 LEVINAS, En découvrant l‘existence avec Husserl et Heidegger, 116. 

192 LEVINAS, De Dieu qui vient à l‘idée, 166. 

193 LEVINAS, Totalité et infini, 245-246. 
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responsibility.194  I cannot escape from the call of the face: I must answer.195  How I 

answer depends on my freedom; I must say Ŗyes,ŗ but can say Ŗno.ŗ196  The face 

places me inescapably before this choice: either reduce the Other person to a 

function, element or expression of my effort to be, or commit myself to her dire 

appeal.197  He who refuses to choose for the latter commits Evil in the strictly 

ethical sense of the word: ŖEvil appears as sin, as responsibility despite itself 

precisely for refusing to take up its responsibility.ŗ198  Contrarily, he who commits 

himself positively to the appeal of the face founds the Good, which is to say peace 

and solidarity.199  One takes oneřs responsibility upon oneself and declares oneself 

available: me voici Ŕ Here I am.ŗ200 

In his phenomenological description of the face-to-face encounter between 

self and other, Levinas is careful to bring out the connections between response Ŕ 

or, responsiveness to the address of the other Ŕ and responsibility.  The face of 

the suffering other reveals a delay and an Ŗextreme urgencyŗ201 of justice.  

Moreover, Ŗbeing called to responsibility is a disturbance, for the face disturbs us 

otherwise from our present situation.ŗ202 The face of the other touches me in the 

imperative and not in the indicative. The situation of the other being miserable, 

the face becomes a begging face and consequently an ethical demand on me.  On 

the other hand, I have the freedom to respond or not.  I have the freedom to 

manipulate or not to manipulate.  Hence, on the one hand, we have the possibility 

of moral freedom and on the other hand in the begging situation the face shows 

itself as powerless.  And this powerlessness haunts me with an absolute ought, 

                                                      
194 LEVINAS, Humanisme de l‘autre homme, 16. 

195 LEVINAS, En découvrant l‘existence avec Husserl et Heidegger, 195. 

196 The approach of the face elects me to responsibility and this is intimately linked with the 
question of freedom. This is the fundamental difference between Levinas and Kant on the idea of 
freedom. For Levinas, the subject is neither free nor moral because of its autonomy, but rather 
because of its election. This election to responsibility shows the subject as unique in how it alone can 
respond to the appeal of the other in heteronomy and this uniqueness, prior to identity, is liberating.  
See, STRHAN, Levinas, Subjectivity, Education, 85. 

197 LEVINAS, Totalité et infini, 215-216 

198 LEVINAS, Humanisme de l‘autre homme, 81. This refusal of responsibility Ŕ for  which itself 
one is of course responsible Ŕ need not always be brutal and direct but can also conceal itself in 
subtlety, so that it might even appear courteous and refined. Concretely, this irresponsibility for which 
one is responsible can appear, for instance, under guise of the lighthearted frivolity of play.198  
Similarly, one might also try to escape from oneřs responsibility by withdrawing into pleasure, drink, 
drugs or eroticism. ŖAbsent-mindedness is evil.ŗ See, LEVINAS, « Judaïsme et révolution », 3-12. 

199 LEVINAS, Humanisme de l‘autre homme, 134-135. 

200 LEVINAS, Autrement qu‘être, 145. 

201 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 89. 

202 MORRISON, ŖEmmanuel Levinas and Christian Theology,ŗ 9. 
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where I do not have freedom in another sense.  Thus the context needed for a 

moral action is well represented in the pleading face of the other inviting me to 

the responsibility for the other.  

In the confrontation of the face of the other I stand accused.  Instead of 

the emphasis of me everything is reversed to him.  The otherřs face as a norm 

haunts me so much so Levinas says ŘI am persecuted.ř203  I am challenged by the 

questioning of the other as a norm.  As long as I have not met the other as the 

other I am comfortable with myself.  But from the moment the face of the other 

confronts me and questions me I am shaken to my very foundations.  This is what 

Levinas calls a ŖHeteronomous Questioning.ŗ  I am no longer the Ŗlawŗ rather 

the other is the law (heteronomous).  I am no longer the measure but the 

measured.  The ethical implication of the face is well explained by Levinas in his 

judging character in his condemnatory character.  Through the face of the other, 

the other becomes my judge.204  Diverging thus sharply from Kant, for Levinas 

ethics is not a life of autonomous reason presenting itself as a law to itself, but 

Ŗthe advent of the other, the appearance on the scene of something which 

assumes priority over myself, something heteros proclaiming the nomos.ŗ205  

ŘHeteronomy,ř as Levinas employs it here, involves a basic attitude or orientation 

in which Řtruth implies experience.ř206  He goes on to argue that Ŗin the truth, a 

thinker maintains a relationship with a reality distinct from him, other than him Ŕ 

Řabsolutely other.řŗ207 The essential element in Levinasř exposition is a 

directionality of the thoughtful development of experience whereby Ŗtruth would 

imply more than exteriority: transcendence.  Philosophy would be concerned with 

the absolutely other; it would be heteronomy itself.ŗ208 

 2.3.3. Kantian Moral Rationality 

Kantřs writings on ethics followed his monumental Critique of Pure Reason where he 

tried to show that all previous metaphysical theories failed because they did not 

begin with a critical assessment of the powers of reason.  According to Kant, only 

                                                      
203 And here takes the radical reversion; the tyrant and the persecutor becomes the victim.  

The individual narcissistic ŘIř is uprooted and decentralized. 

204 Here it is important to note what Sartre says, ŖMan is condemned to be free.ŗ  Opposing 
this, Levinas will say my freedom is judged as that which brings under discussion my totalizing moves 
and questions the legitimacy of my power. 

205 DIEHM, ŖFacing Nature,ŗ 51. 

206 LEVINAS, Collected Philosophical Papers, 47. 

207 LEVINAS, Collected Philosophical Papers, 47. 

208 LEVINAS, Collected Philosophical Papers, 47. 



78 
 

such a being, a rational being capable of moral autonomy, can be the ultimate 

object of moral obligation.  Rationality209 as autonomy is not only a descriptive 

characteristic of a person, but is also what gives a person value.  A rational being is 

an end-in-itself and not a mere means to a further end.  In other words, morality 

for Kant, is a matter of rationality and it is grounded in reason.  Kant argues that 

there is a single moral obligation Ŕ the categorical imperative Ŕ which is itself a 

principle of reason. Morality is held to apply to all rational beings by virtue of their 

rationality.210  He accepted the voluntarist claim that morality stems from will, but 

he transformed the conception of will by making it into a special form of 

rationality Ŕ practical rationality.211  Kant holds that moral questions are to be 

decided by reason.  Reason,212 according to Kant, always seeks unity under 

principles, and ultimately, systematic unity under the fewest possible number of 

principles.  As Kantřs theory presents it, morality is fundamentally a way of 

thinking about what to do.  It is a mode of deliberation that could be described as 

Řfreeř or Řultimate.ř213 Kant treats moral deliberation as a species or even a 

paradigm of rational deliberation.214  

Reason is free to reject those standards that do not make sense to itself. 

Reason is its own last court of appeal. It chooses what standards to obey. 215  In 

                                                      
209 According to Kurt Baier, there appear to be four different senses for rationality: a 

capacity, an ability, a tendency, and an evaluative sense.  See for more, BAIER, The Rational and the 
Moral Order, 35-36. 

210 To be rational, Kant says, we must appeal to reasons. But appealing to reason involves an 
appeal to universality, since if x is a good reason for me then it is also a good reason for you. 
Whenever we try to give a reason for an action we appeal to universal motives. 

211 SCHNEEWIND, ŖWhy Study Kantřs Ethics,ŗ 88.  

212 For Kant, reason is a faculty, a power or a capacity. Reason is the unqualified capacity to think 
and act, because it is the capacity to think and act according to norms. A reason, in the widest sense of 
the term, is whatever counts as normative for beings with the capacity to give themselves norms and 
follow the valid norms they recognize. Rational thought and action are essentially what they are 
because the correct explanation of them always has reference to what is normative. A rational being is 
any being that has the capacity to think and act for reasons. See, WOOD, Kantian Ethics, 16. 

213 WOOD, ŖWhat Is Kantian Ethics?,ŗ161.  It is free in that it is unrestricted regarding the 
kind of reason one offers for a course of action, and ultimate in being the last instance of decision 
about how we should live our lives.  

214 ŘŘMorality,řř as a kind of rational deliberation, has three crucial features in Kantřs moral 
theory. The first is that it considers on their merits all reasons for acting, whatever their character.  The 
second feature,  is that it is concerned with the reasons we have for taking account of the standpoint of 
others, hence for caring about their welfare as well as our own, and choosing on principle to unite 
that standpoint with ours under common laws for common ends.  The third feature of morality is that 
it motivates us by appealing to our conception of who we are and to incentives of self-worth associated 
with this conception.  See, WOOD, ŖWhat Is Kantian Ethics?,ŗ 163-164. 

215 KAGAN, ŖKantianism for Consequentialists,ŗ116.  
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short, reason is autonomous.216  Kant typically expresses the thought that reason is 

autonomous by saying that reason is the author or source of the rules and standards 

used by reason.217  He speaks of two types of rationality, theoretical218 and 

practical.219  It is equally important to observe that Řdutyř (Pflicht) in his ethics is tied 

not to social expectations or laws, but to rationality.  For him if there were no 

categorical imperative there would be no such thing as morality.220  From his 

meticulous analysis of the nature of imperatives Kant became convinced that no 

command issuing from an external source could be unconditionally binding upon 

the human will.  The first step in Kantřs argument is to show that duty is the 

central concept of morality and that moral duty is distinguished from other forms 

of duty by the fact that it is categorical.  The language of duty is, as Kant analyzes 

it, the language of imperatives. ŘDutyř for Kant means, roughly, what one would do 

if one were fully rational.221  Most moral philosophies have been founded in 

heteronomous conceptions of reason, where some ultimate principle of reasoning 

is simply taken as ŘŘgivenřř and beyond question.222 But kantians believe that since 

we are autonomous, insofar as we are rational, all such approaches to ethics must 

fail. If there is to be any hope for a sound foundation for ethics, it must take 

account of our autonomy.223 

Kantřs second formulation of the categorical imperative224 commands 

respect for rational agents as ends in themselves.  Christine Korsgaard has 

interpreted this as commanding respect for rationality as the source of the value of 

                                                      
216 KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV: 440. 

217 KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV: 431.  

218 As a theoretically rational being, I am capable of examining my various beliefs and seeing 
whether it makes sense for me to hold them. Thus, in the first place, I have standards for evaluating 
beliefs, in the light of which I can ask whether or not I am justified in holding a given belief. 

219 As a practically rational being I am capable of examining my various desires, goals, 
intentions, actions, and the like, so as to see which of these make sense in the circumstances. 

220 SCHRADER, ŖAutonomy, Heteronomy, and Moral Imperatives,ŗ 65-77. 

221 BARON, ŖActing from Duty,ŗ 95.  

222 KANT, Groundwork,  Ak IV: 441-444. 

223 A more traditional reconstruction of the Kantian argument is Allisonřs own. Allison too 
seeks to draw an internal path between agency, good agency, and autonomy. He argues that an agent 
is rational if capable of justifying her actions. Good justifications are those that give categorical 
reasons for action, so good reasons are categorical reasons. Since moral reasons are categorical, it 
looks as if good reasons and moral reasons are formally identical. Only under the idea of freedom can 
such reasons be found and they are those that do not depend on inclinations. So rationality entails a 
morality of autonomy. See, DELIGIORGI, The Scope of Autonomy: Kant and the Morality of Freedom, 7. 

224 Formula of Humanity as End in Itself: ŖSo act that you use humanity, as much in your own 
person as in the person of every other, always at the same time as an end and never merely as a 
means.ŗ  See, KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV: 429; cf. Ak IV: 436. 
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our goals in life.225  In Korsgaardřs conception our rationality consists in setting 

ends, or in determining what ends to pursue in order to flourish or achieve well-

being.226 The third formulation of the categorical imperative,227 which is that Ŗall 

maxims are to be rejected that are not consistent with the universal lawgiving of 

will,ŗ where the universal lawgiving of will signifies Ŗthe idea of every rational 

being as making universal law.ŗ228  Whereas the second formulation turns on the 

idea that our rationality consists in submission of our will to universal law, the third 

formulation turns on the idea that our rationality is also the source of the universal 

laws to which it submits. The third formulation is equivalent to the first 

formulation.229 If I act on maxims that respect the lawgiving of other rational 

beings, then I act on maxims that I can will as universal law, since what I can thus 

will is exactly what other rational beings would make as law.  Further, the third 

formulation is equivalent to the second formulation.230  A person is an end in 

himself exactly in making universal law (being rational).  Therefore if I act on 

maxims in accord with rational will making universal law, I act on maxims that 

respect other people as ends (as rational beings).231  Rational nature here is 

understood as the capacity to set ends, and Kant argues that our ability to set ends 

because we value them is what indicates to us that we ourselves are of value.232  I 

can try to deny the value of my rational nature, but in the very execution of an 

                                                      
225 KORSGAARD, Creating the Kingdom of Ends, 114. 

226 MELNICK, Themes in Kant‘s Metaphysics and Ethics, 229.  

227 Formula of Autonomy: Ŗ…the idea of the will of every rational being as a will giving 
universal lawŗ (KANT, Groundwork,  Ak IV: 431; cf. IV: 432), or ŖNot to choose otherwise than so that 
the maxims of oneřs choice are at the same time comprehended with it in the same volition as 
universal lawŗ (KANT, Groundwork,  Ak IV: 440; cf. Ak IV: 432, 434, 438), with its variant, Formula of 
the Realm of Ends: ŖAct in accordance with maxims of a universally legislative member for a merely 
possible realm of endsŗ (KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV: 439; cf. Ak IV: 433, 437, 438). 

228 KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV: 431. 

229 Formula of Universal Law: ŖAct only in accordance with that maxim through which you at 
the same time can will that it become a universal lawŗ (KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV: 421; cf. Groundwork, 
Ak IV: 402); with its variant, Formula of the Law of Nature: ŖSo act, as if the maxim of your action were 
to become through your will a universal law of natureŗ (KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV: 421; cf. Ak IV: 
436). 

230 Again, in the formulation of the categorical imperative which commands us to respect the 
humanity in all people, we can hope to find an explanation for why it is necessary for me to transfer 
my respect for myself to others. The premise of the ŖFormula of the End in Itself,ŗ according to one 
interpretation, is that Ŗrational nature exists as an end in itself.ŗ 

231 MELNICK, Themes in Kant‘s Metaphysics and Ethics, 240-241.  

232 Christine Korsgaard calls this the Ŗregress on conditions.ŗ The argument is as follows: I 
must infer from my own rationality that as a human I have value: since I know myself to be a creature 
who sets ends and values them, I value myself as the being who confers this value.  And knowing that 
I confer value on my own ends implies, as Korsgaard writes, that Ŗvalue is grounded in the rational 
nature of the being who set this end,ŗ namely in my self. See, KORSGAARD, Creating the Kingdom of 
Ends, 127. 
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action, I am in fact valuing my ability to set ends and therefore valuing my 

rationality.233  

Kant envisages a deep connection between the cognitive abilities we 

deploy in our daily moral interactions and reasonřs practical autonomy. As we 

move from ordinary moral reflection to reflection on the very terms we employ, 

we discover that the basis of our moral reflection is a priori, it is pure reason in its 

practical employment. Apriority is fundamental to Kantřs epistemic position with 

respect to moral knowledge.234 Kant infers that we must assign to ourselves a 

faculty of reason rooted in our nature as things in themselves and thus free to act 

without constraint by the causal laws governing mere appearance.235  Kant 

concludes: 

A rational being must therefore regard itself as an intelligence (therefore not from 
the side of its lower powers) as belonging to the world of understanding, not of 
sense; thus it has two standpoints from which it can consider itself and know 
the laws of the use of its powers, thus of all of its actions, first, insofar as it 
belongs to the world of senses, under natural laws (heteronomy), second, as 
belonging to the intelligible world, under laws which, independent from nature, 

are not empirical but grounded in reason alone.236 

Kantian autonomy presupposes that we are rational agents whose transcendental 

freedom takes us out of the domain of natural causation.  It belongs to every 

individual, in the state of nature as well as in society.  Through it each person has 

a compass that enables Ŗcommon human reasonŗ to tell what is consistent with 

duty and what is inconsistent.  Our moral capacities are made known to each of us 

by the fact of reason, our awareness of a categorical obligation that we can respect 

against the pull of desire.  Because they are anchored in our transcendental 

freedom, we cannot lose them, no matter how corrupt we become.237  Simplifying 

to extreme, Kant identifies morality with rationality.   

 2.3.4. Levinasian Moral Responsibility 

If one can summarize the philosophy of Levinas in one word, it would be 

Řresponsibilityř which is, for him, a profoundly enigmatic concept.238  It is widely 

                                                      
233 MOLAND, ŖFight, Flight or Respect?,ŗ 385. 

234 DELIGIORGI, The Scope of Autonomy, 12. 

235 GUYER, ŖIntroduction: The Starry Heavens and the Moral Law,ŗ 5.  

236 KANT,  Groundwork, Ak IV: 452. 

237 SCHNEEWIND, The Invention of Autonomy, 515.  

238 KEENAN, ŖResponsibility and Death,ŗ 6. 
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believed that moral responsibility is a necessary condition for moral judgments 

and moral evaluations and moral acts.  C. A. Campbell asserts that denying justly 

deserved praise and blame means denying Ŗthe reality of the moral life.ŗ239  F. C. 

Copleston rightly argues that without moral responsibility, Ŗthere would be no 

objective moral distinction between the emperor Nero and St. Francis of 

Assisi.ŗ240  Susan Wolf insists that without moral responsibility, we must Ŗstop 

thinking in terms of what ought and ought not to be.ŗ241  Jeffrie Murphy claims 

that the demise of moral responsibility would mean the demise of Ŗthe moral 

significance of human beings that is founded upon such responsibility Ŕ would, 

indeed, spell the end of oneřs own moral significance.ŗ242  The notion of 

responsibility, for Levinas, means that in being a subject I am already in the grip 

of the Other.  It also entails that all thought enters on the scene after the epiphany 

of the other in the face-to-face.  This is to say, the other person precedes my 

ethical subjectivity, and that ethics precedes any conceptual science. Inasmuch as 

responsibility is foundational for all interpersonal relationships, it is in 

responsibility that we are going to find a means to pass from an encounter with 

the real other person into ethics. Levinas writes:  

In [Otherwise than Being] I speak of responsibility as the essential, primary and 
fundamental mode of subjectivity. For, I describe subjectivity in ethical terms. 
Ethics, here, does not supplement a preceding existential base [as Heidegger 
would have it]; the very node of the subjective is knotted in ethics understood as 
responsibility.  I understand responsibility as responsibility for the Other, thus 
as responsibility for what is not my deed,…243 

Furthermore, Ŗthe tie with the Other is knotted only as responsibility.ŗ244  

Responsibility is the link between the subject and the other person, or, in more 

general terms, the source of the moral Ŗoughtŗ and the appearance of the other 

person as person and not as thing are one and the same.  There is no authentic 

sociality apart from ethics, and there is no ethics apart from sociality.  To say that 

responsibility is foundational for ethics and interpersonal relations is to say then 

not only that responsibility is what relates one subject to another, but it is to go on 

to say that the meaning of the otherness of the other person is given in 

responsibility, and not in my interpretation of the other person.  The very 

                                                      
239 CAMPBELL, On Selfhood and Godhood, 167.   

240 COPLESTON, ŖThe Existence of God: A Debate,ŗ 488. 

241 WOLF, ŖThe Importance of Free Will,ŗ 401. 

242 MURPHY, ŖHatred: A Qualified Defense,ŗ 400. 

243 LEVINAS, Ethics and Infinity, 95. 

244 LEVINAS, Ethics and Infinity, 97. 
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meaning of being another person is Ŗthe one to whom I am responsible.ŗ  

Responsibility requires that I respond, that I answer for what I do, say, and give, 

as irreplaceable singularity, and it requires that I am exposed to ex-propriation, to 

anonymity, that I forget or efface myself, that I purge myself interminably, that I 

be exposed to the alienation of my powers, that I be nothing but Ŗfor the 

Other.ŗ245 Thus, simplifying to extreme, Levinas identifies morality with 

responsibility. 

 2.4. CONCLUSION 

Levinasř philosophy of alterity is not only compatible with Kantřs philosophy of 

practical reason; it complements it in the form of a phenomenological elaboration.  

While the phenomenological mode of presentation differs sharply from Kantřs 

formalism, the principle of responsibility to the other expressed by Levinas can be 

derived from the categorical imperative.  Both Levinas and Kant agree that 

transcendence is the basis of genuine rationality. The principle of universalizability 

involves the necessity of transcendence.  The Kantian emphasis on rational 

deliberation and the Levinasian emphasis on a pre-cognitive encounter with the 

other person are not, despite appearances to the contrary, mutually exclusive.  In 

fact, Levinas argues that it is the openness to the other that makes the universality 

of reason possible.246  If mainřs moral duty to himself derives from his original 

self-relatedness, must not his duties to other persons depend upon another and 

equally fundamental aspect of the same existential situation?  Kant held that we 

should treat other persons as ends and not as means merely, which is, after all, 

only to say that we should treat them as persons (subjects-in-themselves).  If one 

asks: Why should we treat other persons as ends-in-themselves?, the answer 

would appear to be quite simple and direct, namely, because they are just that. But 

if such a straightforward answer can be admitted, it would appear that the primary 

ground of the obligation to another person is the person himself.  The otherness 

is an essential characteristic of the object of respect. And this other-centredness is 

the essential characteristic of a morally good motive. 

Having seen the extent of the possibilities and the depth of indebtedness 

that Levinas owes to Kant in the development of ethics in Levinas and after 

                                                      
245 KEENAN, ŖResponsibility and Death,ŗ 11, 12, 14.  In other words, responsibility requires 

that I answer for the impossibility of being responsible, which makes me always already Ŗguiltyŗ or 
irresponsible.  The more I am responsible, the more irresponsible I am, because, on the one hand, 
responsibility holds me accountable, and on the other hand, responsibility discounts me in so far as it 
requires that I be selfless.    

246 SKEMPTON, ŖAutonomy of the Other,ŗ 246. 
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having seen the proximity and distance that exists between them, by juxtaposing 

these two monumental moral philosophers,  one thing becomes evident that there 

exists in Levinas a Kant more than what the former would confess to have 

inherited despite the apparently irreconcilable opposition one can discern in their 

moral structure.  There exists evidently a philosophical debt that Levinas owes to 

Kant whether or not they are in black and white. Undoubtedly, several of the 

characteristics of Kantian morality are incorporated in the ethical edifice of 

Levinas. Other than the above mentioned elements of proximity and distance that 

can be drawn between Kant and Levinas, the confrontation  between them is also 

important form the point of view of the research objective for a couple of 

reasons.  First of all while Kantřs pure practical reason unfolds intersubjectively 

when it relates to the empirical field and its actual facts, Levinasian reason itself is 

fundamentally intersubjective; secondly there is a powerful return to the Kantian 

motif of universal legislation in the Levinasian figure of the third party, as 

developed in Autrement qu‘être.  In the second part  of the project we would focus 

on the moral relations of self and other and the intersubjective dimensions these 

relations in Levinas.  
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CHAPTER 3 

SELFHOOD AND SUBJECTIVITY IN LEVINAS 

3.1. INTRODUCTION  

For Immanuel Kant, the central question and ultimate concern of the Ŗwhole field 

of philosophyŗ is Ŗwhat is the human being?,ŗ and that all of philosophyřs other 

fundamental concerns including theoretical and practical, epistemological, 

metaphysical and moral must ultimately relate to this central question. Indeed, 

from Platořs attempts to understand the Delphic oracular imperative of Ŗknow 

thyselfŗ to contemporary discussions about the nature of consciousness, 

philosophy has often been preoccupied with the question of human 

distinctiveness and the place of humankind within nature. The question of 

morality is inseparably linked to this essential human distinctiveness too.   The 

relations of self and other are at the heart of moral philosophy.  No one, more 

than Levinas, has made the relation of self to other more central to philosophy.  

From On Escape1 to Otherwise Than Being2 via Existence and Existents3 and Totality and 

Infinity,4 subjectivity and alterity never stop being the central themes for Levinas: a 

                                                      
1 First published in 1935, On Escape represents Levinasř first attempt to break with the 

ontological obsession of the Western tradition. In it, Levinas not only affirms the necessity of an 
escape from being, but also gives a meaning and a direction to it. Beginning with an analysis of need 
not as lack or some external limit to a self-sufficient being, but as a positive relation to our being, 
Levinas moves through a series of brilliant phenomenological analyses of such phenomena as 
pleasure, shame, and nausea in order to show a fundamental insufficiency in the human condition. 

2 Otherwise than Being or Beyond Essence was published as a book in 1974 but is based on lectures 
and articles dating back some seven years. It therefore continues with some implications of the major 
moral programme outlined in Totality and Infinity. Here the asymmetrical tensions between Being and 
Other are presented dramatically through intense phenomenological examinations of our subjectivity, 
temporality, responsibility and infinitude. 

3 The Stalag where Levinas survived the war and the Final Solution as a forced labourer, and 
wrote the core sections of Existence and Existents.  Published almost immediately after the war in 1947, 
it is an exceptionally involved and dense account of minute experiences of survival.  But this would 
overlook the positive and even revolutionary dimensions of the work, which begins to formulate a 
non-ontological experience of being, and brings us in the process through the unavoidable fatigue of 
being towards such hopeful terms as sociality, alterity, fecundity, hope and paternity. Levinasř 
attempts in this work is  to move from anonymous existence to the emergence of subjectivity; to 
subjectivityřs practice, theory and morality; to its encounter with the alterity of the other person 
providing the first sketch of his mature thought,  later developed fully in Totality and 
Infinity and Otherwise than Being, or Beyond Essence.   

4 Totality and Infinity subtitled An Essay on Exteriority, is the first of Levinasř two most famous 
and sustained texts. Placing the terms of the title initially in opposition to one another, Levinas 
advances an explicit critique of the whole of Western philosophy based on ontology, which he sees as 
having an inherent tendency to generate totalizing concepts of being. This approach is insistently 
linked by Levinas to the early and late philosophy of Martin Heidegger. In a set of sweeping and 
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decisive role is reserved for it, and in an originary place where the connections of 

being to what being is not come together.5  This significant contribution of Levinas 

has been rightly highlighted by Paul Ricœur in his Oneself as Another where he 

underlines the ethical character of selfhood and its intimate relation to the alterity 

of other person.  As the title indicates the second part of this project is an attempt 

to elaborate in three chapters the moral relations of self and other.  It is an 

investigation into a threefold analysis of the crucial moral concepts of Subjectivity, 

Alterity and Intersujectivtiy which constitute the fabric of Levinasian moral edifice.  

This chapter focuses on the notions of selfhood and subjectivity in the moral 

phenomenology of Levinas.  

3.2. TERMINOLOGICAL CLARIFICATIONS 

The terms Řegoř Řselfř and Řsubjectř are notoriously ambiguous despite their 

apparent similarity. The philosophical, psychological, and neuroscientific 

literatures are filled with competing, conflicting, and complementary definitions. 

First and foremost, it is important to clarify the basic terminologies employed in 

this analysis in order to capture their shades of meanings.   One can find that there 

is a progressive hierarchy of signification for these otherwise apparently identical 

categories.   

3.2.1. Ego 

In the phenomenological tradition, the term ego6 has assumed a special 

importance especially in the writings of Edmund Husserl and Jean Paul Sartre.7   

                                                                                                                                                        
reiterating passages, sustained by key arresting images, Levinas repeatedly rejects the synthesizing of 
phenomena in favour of a way of thinking that supposedly remains open to the other. LEVINAS, The 
Levinas Reader, 36. 

5 SEBBAH, Testing the Limit, 42. 

6 It is to be noted that it was Sigmund Freud who divided mental life into three agencies or 
Řprovinces,ř viz., id, ego, and superego. Whereas the id operates in pursuit of pleasure, the ego is 
governed by the reality principle, and the superego bids the psychic apparatus to pursue idealistic 
goals and perfection. FREUD, ŖThe Ego and the Id,ŗ 12Ŕ66. The ego is the organized part of the 
personality structure that includes defensive, perceptual, intellectual-cognitive, and executive 
functions. Conscious awareness resides in the ego, although not all of the operations of the ego are 
conscious. Originally, Freud used the word ego to mean a sense of self, but later revised it to mean a 
set of psychic functions such as judgment, tolerance, reality testing, control, planning, defense, 
synthesis of information, intellectual functioning, and memory. The ego separates out what is real. 
ŖThe ego is that part of the id which has been modified by the direct influence of the external world. 
...The ego represents what may be called reason and common sense, in contrast to the id, which 
contains the passions...in its relation to the id it is like a person on horseback, who has to hold in 
check the superior strength of the horse; with this difference, that the rider tries to do so with their 
own strength, while the ego uses borrowed forces.ŗ FREUD, On Metapsychology, 363Ŕ364. ŖThus the 
ego, driven by the id, confined by the super-ego, repulsed by reality, struggles...[in] bringing about 
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The theory of the intentionality of consciousness8 is essential for Husserlřs 

philosophy, and in particular for his mature theory of the ego.  One of the 

changes that marks Husserlřs transition from his early phenomenological position 

to his transcendental phenomenology concerns his conception of the ego which 

was primarily motivated by his theory of time consciousness. Although Husserl 

never grew tired of repeating that intentionality is the structure of consciousness, 

hence that, in the words of the Cartesian Meditations, Ŗego cogito cogitatum,ŗ his 

interest in intentional analysis was mostly directed to the attempt at clarifying the 

meaning of the last two terms of this three-term relation.  In his Logical 

Investigations Husserl holds a Brentano-inspired view: ŖThe phenomenologically 

reduced ego is... nothing peculiar, floating above many experiences: it is simply 

identical with their own interconnected unity.ŗ9  He goes on to say, ŖI must 

frankly confess.., that I am quite unable to find this ego, this primitive, necessary 

center of [conscious] relations.  The only thing I can take note of... [is] the 

empirical ego and its empirical relations to its own experiences...ŗ10 By Řempirical 

consciousnessř Husserl means consciousness in the mundane sense - a psychological 

characteristic of persons, governed by psycho-physical (empirical) laws. Under this 

conception, the subject or the agent of consciousness, the Řempirical ego,ř is a 

person - a psycho-physical individual.  

In the Logical Investigations no pure ego is postulated as yet; only the 

empirical ego and its relations to its own experience are considered.  Husserl 

advances the idea that the pure ego belongs necessarily to every actual experience, 

but is in itself empty and indescribable.  This position is integrated into Ideas I and 

is renewed in Ideas II where we see that the pure ego is irreducible to any 

experience (Erlebnis). The ego, however, is something identical. It is something 

necessary and ―cannot in any sense be a really inherent part or moment of the 

                                                                                                                                                        
harmony among the forces and influences working in and upon it,ŗ and readily Ŗbreaks out in anxiety 
Ŕ realistic anxiety regarding the external world, moral anxiety regarding the super-ego, and neurotic 
anxiety regarding the strength of the passions in the id.ŗ FREUD, New Introductory Lectures on 
Psychoanalysis, 110Ŕ111. In short the ego theory argues that there is a continuous self that is made up 
of our sensory experiences. The ego relates to the outside world.  

7 Jean-Paul Sartre refers to the influence Edmund Husserlřs phenomenology exerted on the 
development of his thinking on numerous occasions. In his philosophical texts, he often comments 
on Husserlřs position regarding diverse topics such as emotions, time-consciousness, imagination, and 
oneřs relations to others. 

8 Consciousness is always consciousness of something; in other words, the mode of existence 
of the subject is its transcending of itself, its being directed outside itself towards what it intends. 
Nothing of the object has to be taken into consideration but its meaning and validity for 
consciousness. 

9 HUSSERL, Logical Investigations, 541. 

10 HUSSERL, Logical Investigations, 549. 
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mental processes themselves.ŗ11 ŖThe pure Ego can be posited as an object by the 

pure Ego which is identically one with it.ŗ12 It can be originarily grasped in an 

inner perception (Selbstunahrnehmung), as the essence of memory qua Ŗrecollection of 

the Self (Selbsterinnerung)ŗ implies: the reflection of the pure ego has a preceding 

cogito as its object, which can be brought to evidence in a recollection. The ego 

appears but not as part of a mental process. Its presence is continual and 

unchanging and is Ŗa transcendency within immanency.ŗ13  It is transcendent in 

that it is not an experience and it is immanent in that it is on the subject side of 

experience. What Husserl seems to propose here is that the object as a whole is 

given through an aspect except that the ego is at Ŗthe other endŗ of intentional 

experience.14  The reduced ego is alternatively referred to by Husserl as the pure 

Ego, the transcendental Ego, or as the phenomenological Ego. Some of the pure Egořs 

attributes are abiding properties, such as character traits; others are episodic 

properties (intentional events) in the form of ―cogito.‖  The latter are acts of 

consciousness.15  The Fourth Meditation of the Cartesian Meditations provides us 

with the new conception of the pure ego, which lives in the processes of 

consciousness as the active and affected subject of experience.  The ego is a 

system of intentionalities which exist partly as actual in the egořs conscious life, 

partly Ŗas fixed potentialities, which, thanks to predelineating horizons, are 

available for uncovering.ŗ16  Thus the ego constantly constitutes itself as existing 

in time: Ŗwith every act emanating from him and having a new objective sense, he 

acquires a new abiding property.ŗ  If in an act of judgment I decide that such and 

such is the case, although the act passes, ŖI am the ego who is thus and so decided, I am 

of this conviction.ŗ17  However, this position undergoes change as a result of 

Conferences in Paris as Husserl pens the fifth meditation where the problem of 

solipsism and intersubjectivity  - both of which were absent in the preceding  

meditations - constitute the heart not only of the fifth meditation but of Cartesian 

                                                      
11 HUSSERL, Ideas II, § 57. 

12 HUSSERL, Ideas II, § 23. 

13 HUSSERL, Ideas II, § 57. 

14 HUSSERL, Ideas II, § 57. 

15 Husserlřs distinction between the pure Ego and the empirical ego has led some of his 
readers to conclude that Husserl is committed to a Cartesian mind-body dualism.  The ontological and 
the phenomenological claims about the nature of the pure Ego made by Husserl should not be confused 
with one another, despite some occasional ambiguities in his text. For instance, by saying that the 
pure Ego Řlivesř in its acts, Husserl sometimes seems to intend the ontological point, namely, that the 
Ego is Řinř the act as its subject; but most of the time he intends, instead, the phenomenological point, 
namely, that the Ego constitutes itself through its acts. 

16 HUSSERL, Cartesian Meditations, § 30. 

17 HUSSERL, Cartesian Meditations, § 32. 
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Meditation itself.  Here we note the origin of a contrast with the previous 

orientation, expressed by the fact that now the Ŗintrinsically first being, the being 

that precedes and bears every worldly objectivity, is transcendental 

intersubjectivity.ŗ18  Here as before, the other is only as Ŗmirrored in my own 

egoŗ19 and is constituted as such by me so that we can say that my ego is and 

remains the only ego, while the others are egos only Ŗthrough equivocation.ŗ20 

Jean Paul Sartreřs The Transcendence of the Ego is an important essay marked a 

turning point in his philosophical development.21 The aim of the book, he declares 

in its very first page, is Ŗto show … that the ego is neither formally nor materially 

in consciousness: it is outside, in the world. It is a being of the world, like the ego of 

another.ŗ22 The book itself develops as a response to the question Ŗis the I that we 

encounter in our consciousness made possible by the synthetic unity of our 

representations, or is it the I which in fact unites the representations to each 

other?ŗ23 As the question makes clear, Sartre admits that the I, ego, or self is part 

of our experience, but he asks whether it is a condition for, or an outcome of, 

conscious experience. His answer is that consciousness makes the I possible and 

not the other way around. Sartre argues in The Transcendence of the Ego that the ego 

or I is neither a formal condition for the unity of consciousness nor a constituent 

part of consciousness existing materially in it.24   

Sartre articulates his own position vis-à-vis Kantřs theory of the 

transcendental ego and Husserlřs adaptation of this theory in Ideas. According to 

Kant, the ŘIř is a formal subject-term that unifies all synthetic-conscious acts. In 

the Critique of Pure Reason the transcendental subject is not a substantial self but a 

function or an ability to synthesize experience, and hence a condition for the 

possibility of experience. Kant distinguishes the transcendental ego from the 

empirical ego, the latter being the personřs physical body and personality, the 

former being a formal principle.25 Furthermore, Kant seems at times to identify 

                                                      
18 HUSSERL, Cartesian Meditations, § 64. 

19 HUSSERL, Cartesian Meditations, § 44. 

20 HUSSERL, Crisis, § 54. 

21 Before writing it, he had been closely allied with phenomenologists such as Husserl and 
Heidegger. Here, however, Sartre attacked Husserlřs notion of a transcendental ego. The break with 
Husserl, in turn, facilitated Sartreřs transition from phenomenology to the existentialist doctrines of 
his masterwork, Being and Nothingness. 

22 SARTRE, The Transcendence of the Ego, 31. 

23 SARTRE, The Transcendence of the Ego, 34. 

24 LEVY, ŖIntentionality, Consciousness, and the Ego,ŗ 24. 

25 KANT, Critique of Pure Reason, Ak  IV: 106Ŕ107, 232. 
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the transcendental self with the noumenal self, which is never given in 

experience.26  Responding to Kant, Husserl rejects the notion of a transcendental 

ego in Logical Investigations.  However, later in Ideas, he postulates an ego as the 

source of intentional activity, and thus as the subject of consciousness. In the later 

work, Husserl says that the pure ego Ŗbelongs essentially to every cogito.ŗ27 While 

Kant distinguishes between a transcendental and an empirical subject, Husserl 

does not think that two different selves exist, nor does he take the transcendental 

ego to be an abstraction from the empirical ego. Rather, he thinks of the 

transcendental self and the empirical self as two aspects of the same concrete 

ego.28 Sartre utilizes the tenets of phenomenology (primarily intentionality of 

consciousness) to reveal the fictional nature of the I within experience. According 

to Sartre, the ego or I is Ŗgiven through reflective consciousness,ŗ29 as a 

modification of the spontaneous consciousness of the Erlebnis.  Sartre transcends 

Husserlřs Transcendent Ego by pulling the latter down to Earth, and transforming 

it into a repository of expressions as formed by the objective world. Sartre puts 

ego in its place. In becoming earth-bound, ego loses its mystery and 

transcendental potency.  The ego is object like any other; it does not have a special 

standing that is exempt from the day-to-day world. The self as ego takes on and is 

formed by what we see and experience with the outside. We, via a regularized ego, 

process this incoming stimuli and make choices about how to relate to the world. 

3.2.2. Self 

We use the particle Řselfř to form reflexive pronouns, like Ŗmyselfŗ and Ŗyourselfŗ, 

and these pronouns, refer to persons.  So there is the simple theory of selves: 

selves are persons.30  But what is a self? 31 Merely a human being? Or perhaps a 

                                                      
26 Here Ŗthe transcendental subjectŗ is equated with Ŗthe self proper, as it exists in itself.ŗ As 

a noumenal object, the transcendental self is not subject to any of the categories and cannot be said to 
be in space or time. At the same time, it cannot be said to be a self in any sense. Insofar as it is a 
condition for all experience, not just mine or yours, the transcendental ego has no particularities.  

27 HUSSERL, Ideas I, 261. 

28 SARTRE, The Transcendence of the Ego, 38. 

29 SARTRE, The Transcendence of the Ego, 51. 

30 In its normal use the English expression Ŗselfŗ is not even quite a word, but something 
that makes an ordinary object pronoun into a reflexive one (e.g., her into herself). The reflexive 
pronoun is used when the object of an action or attitude is the same as the subject of that action or 
attitude.  ŖSelfŗ is also used as a prefix for names of activities and attitudes, identifying the special case 
where the object is the same as the agent: self-love, self-hatred, self-abuse, self-promotion, self-
knowledge. ŖThe selfŗ often means more than this, however. In psychology it is often used for that 
set of attributes that a person attaches to himself or herself most firmly, the attributes that the person 
finds it difficult or impossible to imagine himself or herself without. The term identity is also used in 
this sense.  In philosophy the self is the agent, the knower and the ultimate locus of personal identity. 
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soul?  Does it exist in reality or is it a mere social construct? Still worse is it a 

neurologically induced illusion?  If it does exist, what role does it play in our 

conscious life?, and how and when does it emerge in the development of the 

infant?  It is evident that the contemporary discussion of the self is highly 

interdisciplinary in nature as these questions indicate.32   The self is the human 

agent who deliberates and initiates actions, and who bears responsibility for its 

action. It is the referent of the first-person pronoun. The self is sometimes 

considered to be the equivalent of the person, although a person is associated with 

the body and with public or social roles, while the self is more related to the inner 

aspect of a person. Sometimes, the self is identified as the pure I, ego, unity of 

consciousness, metaphysical subject, soul, or mind. The self is a unity that 

integrates all experiences, beliefs, and feelings of an individual and enables an 

individual to have identity as the same person at different times. The self is often 

taken to be the subject of self-consciousness, which includes itself or its states 

among the objects.33   

A straightforward view of the self would be that the self is just the person 

and that a person is a physical system. This view has been challenged on two 

fronts. First, the nature of freedom and consciousness has convinced many 

philosophers that there is a fundamentally nonphysical aspect of persons. The 

second challenge stems from puzzling aspects of self-knowledge. The knowledge 

we have of ourselves seems very unlike the knowledge we have of other objects in 

several ways, and this has led some philosophers to rather startling conclusions 

about the self.34   Thus the Self theory is similar to ego theory, in that it says that 

there is a universal self that is influenced by experiences. But unlike ego theory, 

self-theory is focused on the development of the self. There has been, and 

continues to be, much controversy about the nature, structure, and reality of the 

self.  Although one might perhaps initially assume that only philosophers would 

be interested in investigating the nature and existence of something as elusive as 

                                                                                                                                                        
31 What is a self? Hereřs is a really simple answer.  Iřm a self, namely, myself.  You are a self, 

namely, yourself.  A self is just a person, a living, breathing, thinking human being.   Hume claimed he 
could not find a self when he looked within, only a succession of impressions. But other philosophers 
seem to find transcendental selves, momentary selves, and objective selves, among others. 

32 ZAHAVI,  Subjectivity and Selfhood, 1.   

33 The nature of the self has been a contentious issue in the history of philosophy, starting 
with the Greek injunction to know oneself. Many philosophers consider the self as an inner entity, but 
Hume objected to this, claiming that the self is nothing but a bundle of perceptions. Kant agreed that 
the self is not an object of experience, but offered a complex doctrine, with the self as unity of 
apperception grounding the possibility of experience and the noumenal self grounding freedom and 
morality. See, Blackwell Dictionary of Philosophy, s.v. ŖSelf.ŗ 

34 Encyclopedia of Philosophy, s.v. ŖSelf.ŗ 
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the self, this assumption is clearly mistaken. The topic of the self is intensively 

discussed in various scientific disciplines such as cognitive science, developmental 

psychology, sociology, neuropsychology, and psychiatry. In recent years, there has 

even been a marked increase of interest in the topic.35 Consider, for instance, in 

the case of psychology, a very influential article from 1993 in which Ulric Neisser 

distinguishes five different notions of the self: the ecological self, the interpersonal 

self, the conceptual self, the temporally extended self, and the private self.36 

3.2.3. Subject  

A subject,37 is a being who has a unique personal experiences or unique 

consciousness. It is an entity that has a relationship with another entity that exists 

outside itself called an Ŗobject.ŗ A subject is an observer and an object is a thing 

observed.38   René Descartes is the first subjectivistic thinker in the modern 

philosophy and he grounds his subjectivity on his epistemology39 and he 

discovered the Řcogito sumř as an indubitable and the most certain foundation of 

knowledge.40  For Descartes, the Řsubjectř (the Řego,ř the ŘIř, Řres cogitans‘) is 

something that thinks, i.e., something that represents, perceives, judges, agrees, 

disagrees, loves, hates, strives, and likes.  ŖDescartes calls all these modes of 

behavior cogitationes.ŗ41  Therefore, Řegoř is something that has these 

cogitationes.  German idealists and  their successors, particularly Hegel sought to 

flesh out the process by which the subject is constituted out of the flow of sense 

impressions. Hegel in his Preface to the Phenomenology of Spirit wrote: ŖA subject is 

constituted by the process of reflectively mediating itself with itself.ŗ42  He began 

                                                      
35 ZAHAVI, Self and Other Exploring Subjectivity, Empathy, and Shame, 4.  

36 NEISSER, ŖThe Self Perceivedŗ, 3Ŕ4. 

37 In social sciences the terms subject, individual, agent, person or social actor are often used 
interchangeably. However, these concepts have different analytical meanings, and each of them is 
connected to different sociological approaches; the degree of analytical specificity of each of these 
terms is often therefore related more to the perspective of the single author, than to the output of a 
given sociological tradition.   

38 The notion of subject is of special importance in Continental philosophy where it is a 
central term in the debate over human autonomy and the nature of the self. German Idealists  found 
it as a key-term in thinking about human consciousness in response to David Humeřs radical 
scepticism which concluded that there is nothing to the self over and above a big, fleeting bundle of 
perceptions. 

39 The distinction between subject and object makes possible the distinction between the 
knower and what is known. 

40 ÇÜÇEN,  ŖHeideggerřs Reading of Descartesř Dualism,ŗ [Online].  

41 HEIDEGGER, Basic Problems of Phenomenology,  126. 

42 HEGEL, Phenomenology of the Spirit, 12 (Preface §23). 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Phenomenology_of_Spirit
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his definition of the subject at a standpoint derived from Aristotelian physics: Ŗthe 

unmoved which is also self-moving.ŗ43 That is to say, what is not moved by an 

outside force, but which propels itself, has a prima facie case for subjectivity. 

Hegelřs next step, however, is to identify this power to move, this unrest that is 

the subject, as pure negativity.44 Subjective self-motion, for Hegel, comes not from 

any pure or simple kernel of authentic individuality, but rather, it is Ŗ...the 

bifurcation of the simple; it is the doubling which sets up opposition, and then 

again the negation of this indifferent diversity and of its anti-thesis.ŗ45  The 

Hegelian subject may therefore be characterized either as Ŗself-restoring 

samenessŗ or else as Ŗreflection in otherness within itself.ŗ46  Heidegger was of the 

opinion that he was reluctant to use the terms Ŗsubjectŗ and Ŗobjectŗ, because 

these concepts arose from a determination of being that he could only regard as at 

odds with his own. A similarly expressed reluctance to using the concepts 

Ŗsubjectŗ and Ŗobjectŗ can be found in Levinas. The Ŗdefense of subjectivityŗ47 

that is undertaken in Totality and Infinity is possible only if this subjectivity engages 

in a Ŗrelation without relation,ŗ48 a relation in which Ŗthe terms absolve 

themselves from relation.ŗ49   The Ŗrelation without relationŗ is proposed to 

surpass intentionality and its simple inversion, with its recurrent terms Ŗsubjectŗ 

and Ŗobject.ŗ50 In fact, the Ŗrelation without relation,ŗ according to Levinas, 

occurs in the encounter with the face of the other, which comes to me as an 

obligation. The face is that which cannot be reduced to its form. If reduced to its 

form, this face, this absolute otherness of the other, is murdered.51  In the relation 

                                                      
43 HEGEL, Phenomenology of the Spirit, 12 (Preface §22). 

44 Subjectivity, for Hegel,  is a kind of structural effect. What happens when Nature is 
diffused, refracted around a field of negativity and the Ŗunity of the subjectŗ is in fact a second-order 
effect, a Ŗnegation of negation.ŗ The Hegelian subjectřs modus operandi is therefore cutting, splitting 
and introducing distinctions by injecting negation into the flow of sense-perceptions. The subject 
experiences itself as a unity only by purposively negating the very diversity it itself had produced.  

45 HEGEL, Phenomenology of the Spirit, 10 (Preface §18).  

46 HEGEL, Phenomenology of the Spirit, 34 (Preface §55). 

47 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 26. 

48 What is this Ŗrelation without relationŗ? It is a relation in which the terms withhold 
themselves from Ŗrelationŗ. What, then, does this mean? Perhaps it is best to begin by specifying what 
it is not. It is not the knowledge of an object. Knowledge of an object, according to Levinas, resembles 
what Socrates and Plato depict as anamnesis. Anamnesis indeed consists in an interplay between the 
Ŗsameŗ and the Ŗotherŗ, but in such a way that any teaching that the same might receive from the 
other does not escape that which the Ŗsameŗ already knows. 

49 See for example, LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 50, 195. 

50 SCHRIJVERS, Ontological Turnings? 231. 

51 For example, when I am in a restaurant I consider the waiter solely as a waiter; I didnřt 
even hear his voice when he presented the menu. This other is reduced to a visible form and 
represented in and through his or her social role: the representation of the other through an ego is a 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aristotelianism
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to the other, however, I am involved in a relation the terms of which are always 

more than just terms: it is Ŗthis surplus . . . [that] throws me outside of the 

objectivity characteristic of relations.ŗ52 

According to Heidegger, when Descartes utters the famous ŘCogito ergo sum,ř 

he is leaving something uninvestigated that is essential to the question of Being: 

the Řsumř53 That is, the being, the ontological foundation, of the empirical ŘIř we 

know so well. 

With the Řcogito sumř Descartes claims to prepare a new and secure foundation for 
philosophy.  But what he leaves undetermined in this Řradicalř beginning is the 
manner of being of the res cogitans, more precisely the meaning of being of the 
Řsum.ř Working out the tacit ontological foundations of the Řcogito sumř will 
constitute the second stage of the destruction of, and the path back into, the 
history of ontology.54 

For Descartes, the subject is to be understood as a res cogitans, a thinking 

substance.  Heidegger rejects the Cartesian understanding of the subject as a 

substance.  If for Descartes, the subject is the center, and the subject, as the first 

true being, has priority over all other beings, in Heidegger this is reversed.55  The 

human self accordingly is not a thing but Ŗa way of Beingŗ or Ŗexistence.ŗ56  His 

goal is to show that there is no subject distinct from the external world of things, 

because Dasein57 is essentially Being-in-the-world.58  For Heidegger, the human 

                                                                                                                                                        
mastery from out of his or her context, i.e. from out of that which the other has in common with me 
and makes him or her comparable to me. Representation, according to Levinas, presupposes the 
presence of a subject that, in its very epistemological operation, grasps Ŕ and in that sense Ŗabstractsŗ 
Ŕ that which is different out of that which makes the other, in one way or another, the same as me.  
This representation of the other, represented at will and at command by a cogito, and as intended by 
the Husserlian phenomenological subject is, according to Levinas (to mention one of his favourite 
metaphors), like plastic through which the face pierces easily. My intentional aim Ŕ i.e. the other as my 
representation and the aim and terminus of intentionality Ŕ does not do justice to the other as other.  
In fact, Levinas will show that such a representation of the other is an injustice towards the other and 
that it is the other who points me to this injustice.  SCHRIJVERS, Ontological Turnings? 232. 

52 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 82.  

53 HEIDEGGER, Being and Time, 71.  

54 HEIDEGGER, Being and Time, 21. 

55 Contrary to the interpretation of Pure-I or pure subject, Heidegger maintains that Dasein 
as Being-in-the-world is no longer a distinction between a subject and a set of objects which are to be 
known, but it is a relation because Dasein is always involved in a world, the definition of Dasein as a 
relation becomes concrete only as ŘBeing-in-the-world.ř 

56 HEIDEGGER, Being and Time, 153. 

57 The German word Dasein (da Řthereř, sein Řbeingř) means Řbeing thereř or Řpresenceř.  This is 
one of the most important fundamental concepts in the philosophy of Heidegger, mainly in Being and 
Time, which is often translated into English as Řexistence.ř  He uses it to denote particularly the human 
beings. It is a form of being that is aware of its own existence and must confront various issues 
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self is an openness rather than a closure or an unfathomable interiority.  

Therefore, Heidegger puts together the separation of the subject and the object by 

the concept of ŘDaseinř59 which is essentially a Being-in-the-world.60 

If the Ŗcogito sumŗ is to serve as the point of departure for the existential 
analytic, we not only need to turn it around, but we need a new ontological and 
phenomenal confirmation of its content.  Then the first statement is Řsum,ř in 
the sense of I-am-in-a-world.  As such a being, ŘI amř [bin Ich] in the possibility 
of being toward various modes of behavior (cogitationes) as ways of being 
together with innerworldly beings.  In contrast, Descartes says that cogitationes 
are indeed objectively present and an ego is also objectively present as a 
worldless res cogitans.61 

It is true that Heidegger rejects the Cartesian understanding of the notion of the 

Řegoř or of the Řselfř, or of the Řcogitoř as a mere epistemological principle.  

Contrary to Descartesř Řcogito,ř Heidegger tries to support a ground to the ŘI amř 

instead of the Řcogito.ř  Though it might, at first, appear true that one of 

Heideggerřs aims is to overcome the traditional philosophy of subjectivity and that 

he, for that very reason, has no interest in the question of how to investigate 

subjectivity, Heideggerřs own notion of Dasein must be interpreted as an 

ontologically clarified concept of subjectivity.  Thus, what Heidegger is opposed 

to is exactly the traditional concept of subjectivity, in the sense of a worldless self-

contained substance, and not the notion of subjectivity as such. This 

interpretation finds support in Being and Time, Kant and the Problem of Metaphysics, The 

Basic Problems of Phenomonology , where Heidegger calls for an analysis of the Being 

of the subject, and writes that it is necessary to commence a phenomenological 

investigation of the subjectivity of the finite subject.  He also argues that his own 

thematization of the ontology of Dasein equals an ontological analysis of the 

subjectivity of the subject, and that an ontological comprehension of the subject 

                                                                                                                                                        
related to its existence as personhood, mortality and the problem of living in relationship with other 
beings mainly with the other conscious human beings and finally being with oneself.  

58 Heideggerřs Dasein is not the subject but is the name for the space where the relation 
between human beings and Being dwells.  The intelligibility or Being of all beings unfold in the ŖDaŗ 
or Ŗthereŗ of Dasein.  Heidegger notes that Ŗif we posit an ŘIř or subject as that which is proximally 
given, we shall completely miss the phenomenal content [Bestand] of Daseinŗ because the subject Ŗstill 
posits the subjectum (hupokeimenon) along with it, no matter how vigorous oneřs ontical protestations 
against the Řsoul substanceř or the Řreification of consciousness.řŗ  See, HEIDEGGER, Being and Time,72. 

59 It is important to note that Heidegger was bothered that the French existentialists 
misunderstood the ŖDaŗ of Dasein as location in place which he clarified in the 1960s:  ŖThe Da in 
Being and Time does not mean a statement of place for a being, but rather it should designate the 
openness where beings can be present for the human being, and the human being also for himself.  
The Da of [Daseinřs] being distinguishes the humanness of the human being.ŗ  See, HEIDEGGER, 
Zollikon Seminars: Protocols, Conversations, Letters, 120. 

60 ÇÜÇEN, ŖHeideggerřs Reading of Descartesř Dualism,ŗ [Online].  

61 HEIDEGGER, Being and Time, 195. 
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will lead us to the existing Dasein.62  It is interesting to note that Paul Ricœur calls 

it as a hermeneutics of the ŘI amř63 as Heidegger inquiries into the ŘI amř rather 

than ŘI think.ř  This is evident from the way in which Heidegger defines Dasein:  

Ŗ...which we, the inquirer, are ourselves...  This entity which ... each of us is 

himself and which includes inquiring of one of the possibilities of its Being, we 

shall denote by the term ŘDaseinř.ŗ64   Thus for Heidegger, subjectivity is an 

admittedly partial description of what it means to be a human being.  It does not 

wholly account for what we are, but it does account for how we describe 

ourselves, and how self-hood is shaped or denied in the dynamics of interpersonal 

relations.65  

However, when we turn to Levinas, we find that he discusses the Řcogito 

sumř as Heidegger does, but he arrives at a different conclusion.  Heidegger 

criticises Descartes for having neglected to analyze the sum (I am) of the cogito 

sum.66  On the other hand, Levinas accepts the Cartesian methodic doubt, but 

differs from Descartes, where Descartes stops his doubt with the ŘI thinkř.  For 

Levinas, the ŘI thinkř is the wrong place to stop because it is the level of self.  This 

stopping place is an arbitrary one.  ŖThe appropriate stopping place is not the I 

but the Other because the Other alone can say yes, while the I cannot do,...ŗ67 

Levinas conceives the self as an identity-making process that swallows up and 

assimilates everything which is other.68  The concept of self in Levinas appears to 

be heavily dependent upon the conceptual vocabularies of Hegel, Husserl and the 

philosophers of existence.69  Levinas conceives of self as an identity-making 

process, as the locus and center for the perpetual unification of the diverse.  The 

self is identification par excellence.  Levinas affirms, ŖThe Řmeř is the best kind of 

identification.ŗ70  He goes on to say that ŖI am myself, not because of such and 

such character trait whichI identify first so that I can then rediscover myself as the 

same.  It is because I am already the same Ŕ me myself, a selfness (ipseity) Ŕ that I 

                                                      
62 HEIDEGGER,  Being and Time, 24, 366, 382.  HEIDEGGER,  Kant and the Problem of 

Metaphysics, 87, 219. 

63 RICŒUR, ŖThe Critique of Subjectivity,ŗ 62. 

64 HEIDEGGER, Being and Time, 27. 

65 ABRAMS, ŖHeidegger, Subjectivity, Disability,ŗ 225. 

66 HEIDEGGER, Being and Time, 46. See also, KEYES, ŖAn Evaluation of Levinas,ŗ 131.   

67 KEYES, ŖAn Evaluation of Levinas,ŗ 131. 

68 JOPLING, ŖDesire, Dialogue and the Other,ŗ 410. 

69 Levinas does not conceive self as reality which is fundamentally decentered as in Derrida, 
as split in Lacan, in question as in Heidegger, or as non-self-identical as in Sartre. 

70 LEVINAS, ŖOn the Trail of the Other,ŗ 34.  
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can identify any object, any trait of character and any being.ŗ71  The way of the 

self in the world is one of enjoyment.  The ability to possess things and to 

suspend their otherness, is the very mode of being of the I. Levinas  describes it as 

sojourning in its environment making itself a hole and being at home with itself.72  

If Levinas, in his earlier works, terms like Řsubjectivityř or Řself,ř or Řconsciousness,ř 

have used interchangeably, in Otherwise than Being  his task was to develop more 

fully the implication of the moral self (le soi-meme) which can be designated as the 

ownmost self.  For him there is an ipseity (or selfness) underlying moral 

consciousness and which accounts for the Řliving recurrence of subjectivity,ř73 the 

unity of self which does not stem from temporal flux.  The selfhood of the 

ownmost self is not the consequence of an intention to maintain itself as unitary; 

rather it belongs to the self as not needing justification.74  The moral self is in itself 

in the sense of Řbeing in its own skin.ř  It is the very opposite of the personal 

pronoun ŘIř which masks singularity.  It is the reflexive pronoun, which is in the 

accusative voice, the very opposite of power and domination and which belongs 

to the anteriority of the ownmost self.  Genuine ipseity is a retreat into the 

ownmost self, without foundation elsewhere.  It is always previously identified and 

so does not bear the onus of having to identify itself; it is always already older 

than consciousness.75 

It is true that the concepts of subject and subjectivity76 have been 

important in social science debates since the turning point of 1968, when they 

ceased to be an object of abstract philosophical reflection and became a matter of 

political and sociological theory.77  It was in France that the idea of the subject has 

                                                      
71 LEVINAS, ŖOn the Trail of the Other,ŗ 34. 

72 JOPLING, ŖDesire, Dialogue and the Other,ŗ 411. 

73 LEVINAS, Autrement qu‘être, 10, 130, 135. 

74 LEVINAS, Revue Philosophique de Louvain,  493-494. 

75 WYSCHOGROD, Emmanuel Levinas, 155.  

76 Subjectivity is, primarily, an aspect of consciousness. In a sense, conscious experience may 
be described as the way the world appears from a particular mental subjectřs point of view. The idea 
that there is a distinction between appearance and reality seems to presuppose the distinction between 
subjective and objective points of view.  There are two principal controversies surrounding 
subjectivity: first, whether subjectivity, as it is manifested in consciousness, is an essential component 
of mentality; and second, whether subjectivity presents an obstacle to naturalistic theories of the 
mind. 

77 This politicization of the subject concerns not only its demolition as ontological 
representation of the white, male, bourgeois and European emancipated subject, but it also concerns 
the renewal of the reflection on the status of the subject as citizen entitled to rights. These two 
tendencies have led to an ambivalence: how to conceptualize the subject of an action bound by rights 
without reproducing an ontological and monocultural vision of his/her status? In the last few decades 
French social and political theory has been the more active in reflecting on the first part of this 
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been more explicitly dismantled and scrutinized by poststructuralism, 

deconstructionism and postmodernism Ŕ by the trio of Michel Foucault, Jacques 

Derrida, Jean-François Lyotard respectively Ŕ as well as by the structural Marxism 

of Louis Althusser and the fragmented, nomadic subject of Gilles Deleuze.   In all 

of these authors the critique of the ontology of the subject is first of all a critique 

of the self-sufficiency of the Kantian enlightened, rational subject and of the 

pursuit of the Řauthenticř subject by Sartre; indeed, the political interpretation of 

such anti-subjectivist positions was a critique of more specific individuals who 

have assigned to themselves the abstract qualities of the subject.78 

3.3. HISTORY OF SUBJECTIVITY 

Human beings, perhaps alone among the creatures of the world, have the capacity 

to reflect upon and evaluate their thoughts, feelings, and actions. This capacity Ŕ 

for self reflective activity, or, broadly speaking, subjectivity Ŕ is the essence of 

philosophy.   It is commonplace and quite acceptable to speak of Ŗthe self.ŗ 

However, this expression is more appropriately understood as a colloquial 

umbrella term that encompasses a range of concepts that relate to self-reflective 

activity, for example, Ŗconsciousness,ŗ Ŗego,ŗ Ŗsoul,ŗ Ŗsubject,ŗ Ŗperson,ŗ or 

Ŗmoral agent.ŗ It is interesting to note in the philosophical literature how few 

authors and translators refer to Ŗthe self,ŗ including René Descartes, who quite 

consistently writes of the cogito or ŖIŗ rather than Ŗthe self.ŗ79 

The term Ŗsubjectivity,ŗ as Regenia Gagnier has argued in her incisive 

investigation of Victorian self-representation, can mean in critical parlance today 

many things simultaneously:  

First, the subject is a subject to itself, an ŖI,ŗ however difficult or even 
impossible it may be for others to understand this ŖIŗ from its own viewpoint, 
within its own experience. Simultaneously, the subject is a subject to, and of, 
others; in fact, it is often an ŖOtherŗ to others, which also affects its sense of its 
own subjectivity … Third, the subject is also a subject of knowledge, most 
familiarly perhaps of the discourse of social institutions that circumscribe its 
terms of being. Fourth, the subject is a body that is separate (except in the case 

                                                                                                                                                        
ambivalence Ŕ the subject as citizen and bound by rights Ŕ while cultural theory and postcolonial 
studies have been more sensitive to the questions raised by the conceptualization of a pluralist idea of 
subjectivity.   

78 REBUGHINI, ŖSubject, Subjectivity, Subjectivation,ŗ 4. 

79 ATKINS, ed., Self and Subjectivity, 1. 
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of pregnant women) from other human bodies; and the body, and therefore the 

subject, is closely dependent upon its physical environment.80  

But all of these delineations of the Ŗsubject,ŗ she concludes, are also bound up 

with the simple distinction commonly attributed to Descartes81 of the difference 

between Ŗobjectivity,ŗ the perspective of impartial Ŗtruth,ŗ and Ŗsubjectivity,ŗ the 

limited, error-prone perspective of the individual.82   Indeed, his famous 

delineation in his Discourse on Method of the cogito Ŕ ŖI think, therefore I amŗ Ŕ sets 

out his definition of human Ŗbeingŗ itself as one of struggling to know in spite of 

the futility of ever knowing completely. And this is why the term Ŗsubjectivityŗ is 

such a useful one, meaning as it does something slightly different from the term 

identity, although the two terms have sometimes been used interchangeably.83 

Our contemporary ideas concerning self and subjectivity stem from 

Descartesřs problematic description of the human situation in terms of both 

natural philosophy and rationalism. His description attempted to unite the 

metaphysical and logical tensions that eventually came to characterize two distinct 

philosophical schools Ŕ the analytical and the Continental Ŕ and which tend to pit 

moral philosophy against the different reductive philosophies within each school. 

Descartesřs characterization of the human subject in terms of the mutual 

exclusivity of matter (res extensa) and thought (res cogitans) was expressive of his 

twin commitments: science and metaphysics. Consequently, the history of the 

philosophy of subjectivity is also the history of the negotiation of these twin 

concerns (with their metaphysical, political, emotional, and conceptual 

dimensions) in the attempt to explicate the aspects of human experience that 

                                                      
80 GAGNIER,  Subjectivities, 8. 

81 While Descartes,  never actually uses the terms Ŗsubjectiveŗ or Ŗsubjectivity,ŗ he ends his 
sixth ŖMeditationŗ with the humble admission that Ŗthe life of man is very often subject to errorŗ 
(See, DESCARTES, Discourse on Method and The Meditations, 169), because oneřs perspective is always 
partial, imperfect, or, in other words, human.  And these limitations include, of course, our ability to 
know in any full or reliable way our Ŗselves.ŗ  Indeed, his famous delineation in his Discourse on Method 
of the cogito Ŕ ŖI think, therefore I amŗ Ŕ sets out his definition of human Ŗbeingŗ itself as one of 
struggling to know in spite of the futility of ever knowing completely. And this is why the term 
Ŗsubjectivityŗ is such a useful one, meaning as it does something slightly different from the term 
identity, although the two terms have sometimes been used interchangeably.   

82 GAGNIER, Subjectivities, 9. 

83 HALL, Subjectivity, 4. For our purposes, oneřs identity can be thought of as that particular 
set of traits, beliefs, and allegiances that, in short- or long-term ways, gives one a consistent 
personality and mode of social being, while subjectivity implies always a degree of thought and self-
consciousness about identity, at the same time allowing a myriad of limitations and often unknowable, 
unavoidable constraints on our ability to fully comprehend identity.  Subjectivity as a critical concept 
invites us to consider the question of how and from where identity arises, to what extent it is 
understandable, and to what degree it is something over which we have any measure of influence or 
control. 
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underpin those belief systems.84 Kantřs critique of Descartesřs conception of the 

ŖIŗ as soul gave rise to two antagonistic philosophical pathways. On the one hand, 

a line of thought that emphasized the linguistic form of the objective conditions 

of the understanding led eventually to analytical philosophy of language and 

philosophy of mind. On the other hand, a line of thought that emphasized the 

subjective nature of understanding led to phenomenology.  Accordingly, each path 

tended to take a different metaphysical view of the self and world.85  Continental 

philosophy has tended to encompass a broader range of metaphysical outlooks, 

from the theologically informed views of Hegel, Heidegger, and Ricœur, to the 

emphatically atheistic, romantically influenced accounts of Nietzsche, Freud, and 

Foucault. Others, like Beauvoir and Merleau-Ponty, are broadly materialist, but 

perhaps more accurately described as metaphysically neutral. Husserl and Levinas 

have phenomenologically articulated the concepts of subjectivity.86 

3.4. LEVINAS‟ NOTION OF SUBJECTIVITY  

It is well-known that from his earliest thematic work On Escape to his later magnum 

opus Otherwise than Being, Levinas has engaged questions relating to subjectivity and 

identity.  Though it may appear that only Otherwise than Being focuses on Řthe 

selfhood of the subject as always already subjected to responsibility for the Other,ř 

                                                      
84 For example, Locke puts science (in the form of empiricism) to the service of God via an 

account of personal identity shaped around moral responsibility. Hume, taking up Lockeřs 
empiricism, tries to dispense with God once and for all, only to fall prey to skepticism, and in doing 
so, provides the opportunity for Kant to play the ball straight back into Godřs court through his idea 
of the noumenal self.  However, in the process, Kant also opens up a diversionary route for the 
empiricist through his account of the apperceptive ŖIŗ as part of the purely logical structure of the 
understanding. 

85 Analytical philosophy is in general materialist and empiricist. Some materialists take an 
openly reductionist and eliminativist approach, and some actively resist that approach.  This division 
distinguishes those who argue that terms such as Ŗself Ŗ or Ŗsubjectiveŗ can be entirely replaced by 
objective and impersonal concepts (for example, Parfit), from those who argue that concepts of body, 
brain, psychological states, and so forth are derivative of a holistic conception of a person (for 
example, Strawson and Shoemaker). 

86 The style of materialism that differentiates the Continental from the analytical approach 
(for example, Merleau-Ponty from Shoemaker or Strawson), turns on the role of the body.  Analytical 
materialists tend to regard the body as a rather complex physical object that, for reasons not yet fully 
understood, manifests subjective states. Philosophers in the phenomenological tradition such as 
Merleau-Ponty, Beauvoir, and Butler, highlight the active powers of embodiment in structuring 
perception and consciousness, thereby undermining the possibility of a strictly empirical account of 
either self or world.  The insights and implications of this view have only recently infiltrated analytical 
philosophy, but promise a productive encounter. In a different way, Nietzsche, Freud, and Foucault 
give a key role to the body in determining subjectivity. They regard the living body as a constellation 
of powerful and often conflictual urges and impulses that give rise to different forms of subjectivity 
according to the organismřs internal organization and the Ŗdisciplinaryŗ effects of socially regulated 
practices and norms. See, ATKINS, ed., Self and Subjectivity, 2-3. 



102 
 

the first great work, Totality and Infinity, may be considered as concerned primarily 

with Řthe epiphany of the Otherřs face and speakingř.87  It should be remembered 

that Levinas himself speaks of the latter as a Řdefense of subjectivityř that is 

Řfounded in the idea of infinity.ř88  

 

This book (Totality and Infinity) then does present itself as a defence of 
subjectivity, but it will apprehend the subjectivity not at the level of its purely 
egoist protestation against totality, nor in its anguish before death, but as 
founded in the idea of infinity... Infinity is produced in the relationship of the 

same with the other.89 

In Totality and Infinity,90 Levinas begins his account by elaborating two key concepts 

and emphasizing the separation between them: the ŖSameŗ and the ŖOther.ŗ91 The 

former implies a predominantly narcissistic and totalitarian mode of human 

existence, called totalitythe latter, on the other hand, points to a non-

representational realm which evokes transcendence and the ethical, regarded as 

Ŗinfinity.ŗ  In Totality and Infinity Levinas suggests that the subject is firstly a 

subject of enjoyment, a subject determined by consumption. The subject, in this 

view, is a being that appropriates things in the world making them his/her own, 

Levinas calls this subject the Same.  The Same designates a tendency in Western 

philosophy to characterize subjectivity as a being which subsumes all otherness 

into hegemonic sameness. Levinas ties this to a bankruptcy of ethics and to the 

equation of ethics and politics, where politics is understood as the play of power.92 

In Totality and Infinity, it is important to note, when Levinas presents 

discourse as teaching,  subjectivity is produced through the revealing of myself to 

others in discourse.93  In contrast with more maieutic understandings of teaching, 

                                                      
87 PEPERZAK, Beyond, 75.  

88 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 26.  

89 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 26.   

90 In Totality and Infinity Levinas uses a strange, enigmatic language with a view to drawing 
attention to the impossibility of capturing the relation with the Other linguistically . 

91 Levinas envisages the material structure of the subject as an ensemble of nourishment. The 
relationship of the subject with an object is called enjoyment. Second section of Totality and Infinity 
deals with the Self identification of the Same (Self) in the concrete form of a Self-centered existence, 
which is independent as well as separated and capable of entering into relationship with the Other. 
Nourishment is the transmutation of the Other into the Same. This is the essence of enjoyment. In 
enjoyment, the energy that is recognized as Other becomes my own energy, my strength.  Needs and 
their fulfillment constitute me as the Same. The subject exists at home with itself. It dwells in what it 
is not, but acquires its own identity by this dwelling in the ŘOtherř. See, LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 
37, 110. 

92 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 21Ŕ22. 

93 STRHAN, Levinas, Subjectivity, Education, 18.  
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Levinas presents teaching as the Otherřs offering of the world to me through 

speech. Teaching is not reducible to maieutics; it comes from the exterior and 

brings me more than I contain.94   He writes: ŖMy being is produced in producing 

itself before the others in discourse; it is what it reveals of itself to the others, but 

while participating in, attending its revelation.ŗ95  Teaching is, for Levinas, the 

space of encounter with the Other in which subjectivity is revealed as ethical. In 

teaching, subjectivity is constituted through Desire96 and goodness, both 

encountered through language.  ŘDesireř here has a special signification, it means 

the desire for the absolutely Other, it is metaphysical. Unlike all other kinds of 

desires which we can satisfy, the  metaphysical desire can never be satisfied. This 

metaphysical Desire can be distinguished from Řdesireř that aims to bring the 

Other into the field of the same, or aims at the synthesis of self and Other. Desire 

for Levinas must maintain the otherness of the Other as beyond my possession.97  

In the 1964 essay, ŖMeaning and Senseŗ Levinas outlines this sense of Desire:ŗ 

The idea of infinity is a desire. It paradoxically consists in thinking more than 
what is thought and maintaining what is thought in this very excess relative to 
thought - in entering into a relationship with the ungraspable while guaranteeing 
its status of being ungraspable.98  

Levinas offers a fundamental reinterpretation of subjectivity in ethical terms, in 

light of the event of obligation that confronts the subject.99 Subjectivity is 

reinterpreted as essentially for-another rather than for-itself.100  In Totality and 

Infinity, Levinas speaks of three forms of subjectivity:  First of all a rational 

subjectivity, which deals with the self of representation that occurs in the ŘI thinkř. 

Secondly, a subjectivity of being, which is the self of enjoyment and need. Thirdly, an 

ethical subjectivity, which is the social self-arising from the interpersonal 

contact.101  It is clear that subjectivity, especially the ethical subjectivity, is not a 

state of being, but it has to be created and appropriated as a part of oneřs 

existence.  Thus, subjectivity arises from confrontation with the other person 

where the other is dominant and never reducible to the domain of the same. 

                                                      
94 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 51.  

95 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 253. 

96 Levinas uses this term, capitalized, to describe a movement of the subject outwards 
towards the absolutely Other.   

97 STRHAN, Levinas, Subjectivity, Education Towards an Ethics of Radical Responsibility, 20.  

98 LEVINAS, Collected Philosophical Papers, 98. 

99 DALTON, ŖSubjectivity and orientation in Levinas and Kant,ŗ 434. 

100 LEVINAS, Ethics and Infinity, 95Ŕ96.  

101 LEVINAS Totality and Infinity, 220. 
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Subjectivity means, in this context, subjection to the other.  ŖSubjectivity is being 

sensitive, being touched, affected, already wounded by the Otherřs proximity. It is 

passion and affection, vulnerability and suffering.ŗ102  The self, feeling the exterior 

in the guise of the other pass through its world, is already obligated to respond to 

the transcendent other who holds the self-hostage.  In turn, this means that Ŗthe 

latent birth of the subject occurs in obligation where no commitment was 

made.ŗ103  

3.4.1. Development of Subjectivity  

Being sensitive to his historical situation, Levinas begins his philosophical 

reflection with a search into the ethical subjectivity.104  He, being critical of 

Heidegger who reduced subjectivity to ontological categories, of Freud who has 

reduced everything to the psychological consciousness; of Marcel who has 

overemphasized the phenomenological dimension of interpersonal relationships105 

and of Marx who failed to give equal importance to the individual along with the 

subject where he is essentially understood as a moral being, begins his analysis of 

human subjectivity with certain phenomenological insights and carries the whole 

discussion into the ethical realm.  Initially the ŘIř is concerned with development 

and fulfillment of its desires.  Narcissism is the dynamism of the being in this 

level. The being is basically egoistic in its approach and tries to do everything 

possible for its happiness and enjoyment.  This narcissism cannot be criticized as 

there is a need for it, otherwise there will not be life on earth.  It is because we are 

concerned about us that we go to hospitals when we fall sick and eat food when 

we are hungry. Even the animals can be equated to humans in this level of 

existence.   

3.4.1.1. The „Il y a‟ 

The thought of Levinas is built upon certain experiences. In order to explain the 

fundamental human situation Levinas introduces a contrasting experience. Here 

                                                      
102 PEPERZAK, ŖTranscendence,ŗ 191. 

103 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 140. 

104 Often used interchangeably with the term Ŗidentity,ŗ subjectivity more accurately denotes 
our social constructs and consciousness of identity. We commonly speak of identity as a flat, one-
dimensional concept, but subjectivity is much broader and more multifaceted; it is social and personal 
being that exists in negotiation with broad cultural definitions and our own ideals. We may have 
numerous discrete identities, of race, class, gender, sexual orientation, etc., and a subjectivity that is 
comprised of all of those facets, as well as our own imperfect awareness of our selves. See, HALL, 
Subjectivity, 134.  

105 MARCEL, Being and Having, 104. 
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existents are understood on the basis of the Being (universal) rather than as 

singular existents.106  The comprehensive totality that precedes the ŘIř is called as 

the Ŗexistence without existentsŗ or the Ŗbeing-without-being,ŗ the first in the 

verbal sense and second in the subjective sense. Levinas calls it as the il y a107 

(there is) experience. ŘIl y a‘108 is a French word, which literally means, Ŗthere is.ŗ  

Levinas begins with a contrasting experience.  He refers to a sort of primary 

experience where man undergoes a situation which he in his typical French calls 

Ŗil y aŗ experience.  What is important is the impersonality of the expression: il y a 

is compared to phases such as it is raining, it is dark or it is hot109 in which the il 

refers to no identifiable subject. He describes Ŗil y aŗ experience as the 

comprehensive totality that precedes the ŘIř and qualifies it as the Ŗexistenceŗ 

without the Ŗexistent.ŗ110 ŖBeing (in the verbal sense) without being (noun).ŗ It is 

an experience of emptiness, vacuum, being just there, lack of focus.  It horrifies 

him. You may feel nothing; as a verb you exist but not as a noun.  In other words, 

it is an experience where you exist but not as a subject.111  The impersonal, 

anonymous, but inextinguishable Řconsummationř of being, which murmurs in the 

depths of nothingness itself, is Ŗthere is.ŗ The Ŗthere is,ŗ in as much as it resists a 

personal form, is Ŗbeing in general.ŗ112   The Ŗthere isŗ is a neutral Being, being in 

general, an unvariegated and stifling being which overcomes and dominates all 

alterity. It Ŗinvades, submerges every subject, person or thing.ŗ113 The Ŗthere isŗ 

induces a sort of horror, a horror of being, of being without existence, without 

death, and without subjectivity. Levinas says that this situation is: 

The ultimate secret of the incarnation of the subject; prior to all reflection, all 
apperception, this side of every posing, an indebtedness before any borrowing, 
not assumed, anarchic, subjectivity of a bottomless passivity, made out of 
assignation, like the echo of a sound that would precede the resonance of this 
sound. The active source of this passivity is not thematizable. It is a passivity of 
a trauma, but one that prevents its own representation, a defending trauma, 

                                                      
106 WINGENBACH, ŖLiberating Responsibility,ŗ 30. 

107 LEVINAS, Ethics and Infinity, 47 Ŕ 48; LEVINAS, Existence and Existents, 17 Ŕ 18, 57 -64. 

108 Il y a is the best known notion from Levinasř early texts from Existence and Existents and 
Time and the Other, and although he rarely discusses this notion at length in subsequent works, it is of 
great importance to his later thinking. 

109 LEVINAS, Existence and Existents, 10. See also, LEVINAS, Time and the Other, 47. 

110 LEVINAS, Time and the Other, 45 Ŕ 4 6. 

111 Attempts to identify it more closely are necessarily paradoxical. It is the presence within 
absence, the sound you hear when everything is silent, Being without beings, and the fullness of what 
is empty.  See, LEVINAS, Existence and Existents, 10 Ŕ 11.   

112 LEVINAS, The Levinas Reader, 30.   

113 WINGENBACH, ŖLiberating Responsibility,ŗ 30-31. 



106 
 

cutting the thread of consciousness that should have welcomed it in its present, 
the passivity of being persecuted.114  

There is no room for or possibility of otherness or difference in the Řthere isř, 

since it is all encompassing, dominant and anonymous.  From anonymity no 

individuation can arise.115 In short, Levinas may be exaggerating, but he is hinting 

at a horrifying situation of which the existentialists like Sartre would refer as nousea 

or surplus and other existentialists call it fear or at a deeper level anxiety. 

3.4.1.2. Ego as Conatus Essendi 

In Otherwise than Being or Beyond Essence, Levinas describes the ego in synthetic 

fashion as Ŗconatus essendiŗ and Ŗeffort of being.ŗ116  Levinas points explicitly to the 

sixth proposition of the third part of Spinozařs Ethics: ŖEvery being does 

everything it can to persist in its existence.117  It is this dynamism of being that 

leads him to describe Ŗego as innately egoistic and tended towards narcissism.ŗ118  

A look at the animal kingdom confirms that this Ŗattachmentŗ to being as oneřs 

own being and life is nothing other than a struggle for life.119  This struggle is wild 

and merciless, leaving no place for ethics. Only the law of the strongest holds, and 

there is no question of responsibility and mutual respect.  Levinasř presentation of 

the state of being without being is characterized by a sort of horror. The horror of 

being threatened by something that is not anything, yet not nothing. It is an 

experience of not being able to put an end to the anonymous experience.  

To be consciousness is to be torn from the there is, since the existence of a 
consciousness constitutes a subjectivity, because it is a subject of existence, that 
is, in a certain measure, master of being, already a name in the anonymity of the 
night. Horror is, in some way, a movement, which will deprive consciousness of 

                                                      
114 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 111.   

115 WINGENBACH, ŖLiberating Responsibility,ŗ 30-31. 

116 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 127. 

117 LEVINAS, Proper Names, 104. 

118 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 4. 

119 Levinas interprets violence as something like a Darwinian struggle for survival.  As he sees 
it, the essential nature of animals is to struggle for life, and the self-preoccupation of an animal or a 
human being is really an expression of the state of nature, which puts our own survival first.  This 
struggle to exist is well expressed in Spinizařs notion of the conatus essendi.  Levinas understands this as 
a struggle to remain in being; it is a primal persistence of beings in being.  This struggle for being is 
the struggle to maintain identity. And for Levinas existence is identity.  See, MORGAN, Introduction to 
Phenomenology, 343 Ŕ 344. 
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its very subjectivity. Not in appeasing it in the unconscious, but in precipitating 
it into an impersonal vigilance, into a participation.120  

In short, the ŘIř is waiting its being a person.121  The Ŗthere is,ŗ is only a causal or 

temporary fact as an evil and it needs to be overcome, in order to be liberated. It 

is in this search that Levinas discovers the self-establishment of the ŘIř.  

3.4.1.3. Hypostatis or Self – establishment  

The il y a experience which is in some way anonymous and impersonal can be 

conquered only by establishing the ŘIř.  Moreover, this can be done only if within 

the being, a being emerges that will open the fullness of being.  In addition, this 

fact is what Levinas calls Ŗthe need to be a hypostasis,ŗ meaning independent self-

subsisting reality.  Levinas writes, ŖI spoke thus of the hypostasis of existents, that is 

the passage from being to a something, from the state of verb to the state of 

being.ŗ122  It is in the stage of when the ŘIř is established where the ŘIř is localized 

and temporalized.  Here the world-less-ness of the ŘIř is overcome and the ŘIř finds 

its identity in space and time.  It is not only that the ŘIř becomes present to the 

world but it also means that it becomes a conscious being who is in the present, 

rooted in the past and projecting itself into the future.  This consequently also 

means that in every moment of its projection there is a conscious move for 

desires. I establish myself and attain a kind of self-identity.  For Levinas this is 

precisely the first step in the ethical moment.  The established ŘIř gets itself 

fulfilled through a series of desires. Thus human behaviour or more particularly 

moral action, which is the subject matter of ethics, is initially motivated by selfish 

desires.  The traditional and the clichéd understanding that freedom is the starting 

point of ethics is re-thought by Levinas.123  Levinas argues that primarily we need 

not interpret it as freedom of choice but as a desire for being or as an existential 

dynamism of original confirmation of being.  Freedom is the expression of the 

subject reaching toward its identity.  It is the extension of the desire for being.  

                                                      
120 LEVINAS, De l‘existence à l‘existant, 98. 

121 According to Kierkegaard, to exist is not merely Řto beř or to live. It is in choosing oneřs 
self that one exists. Those who persist through life, they do not exist but rather, they drift along 
without becoming an individual.   

122 LEVINAS, Ethics and Infinity, 51. 

123 The desire as the starting point of ethics is clear from the following argument.  Before the 
moment of desire the self is not really established.  There is an inequality between the pre-I and the 
Řestablished Ŕ Iř.  When the desire is fulfilled this inequality or distance is overcome.  In other words, 
in the Řpre-Iř situation it is not yet what it is, what can be or even what it wants to be.  The existential 
emptiness explained in the il y a experience is fulfilled by the established I, and this why Levinas 
argues that the narcissistic desire is the first step in the ethical moment. 
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But basically ethics appears as the subjectsř desire for happiness.  Levinas goes to 

the extent of calling the desire turning out to be a narcissistic desire.124 

3.4.1.4. Loneliness 

The fact that the subject realizes itself as hypostasis of the being, in the here and 

now, implies its original and fundamental loneliness. The subject is lonely because 

it is identical to itself; because it only refers to itself as starting point and ending 

point of its own act of being.125 It is one with itself and therefore it stands by itself, 

alone. Freedom therefore automatically means being lonely. This loneliness is 

original because it is not based on a prior relation with someone who is suddenly 

taken away.  This loneliness is also fundamental because it concerns the very 

essence of the subject. It does not appear as a concrete, determined moment of 

loneliness that can be avoided or driven away. This situation is inescapable 

because the ŘIř exists because of the unbreakable unity between Řto beř and being 

in the subject, by which it is forever chained to itself. The ŘIř only exists in the 

singular but, however, it is surrounded by creatures and things with which the ŘIř 

has relations, by means of a look, a touch, sympathy etc. The ŘIř is together with 

others. All these relations are transitive: ŘIř touch an object, ŘIř look at someone 

else, ŘIř feel sympathy for him. But Řwithinř all these relations, the ŘIř still remain 

lonely because ŘIř is not the other person, ŘI am Iř and no one else. It is this being 

within me, the fact that ŘIř exist, my existence which is absolutely intransitive 

without intentionality, without relations, with the proper being.126 

Loneliness is usually seen as all negative, and therefore has to be avoided. 

However, it also has a positive aspect, it is another expression of freedom, the 

identity and sovereignty of the subject with respect to the being-without-being. 

Nevertheless, its negative side also exists. Loneliness is not tragic in the first place, 

not because it is inexchangeable or incommunicable, but because it locks the 

subject in its own identity. It is literally stuck with itself. It cannot undo itself from 

itself. This does not mean the accidental bond with the proper character, with 

                                                      
124 Self-establishment through the hypostasis has a double meaning. On the one hand it is the 

victory over the being-without-being, but on the other hand it manifests a negative side of evil. As 
first movement of liberation hypostasis appears to be temporal. The subject is threatened by a new 
evil, namely, of the loneliness of being chained to itself and the inevitable weight of the attempt of 
being. In short here we describe the negative aspects of self-establishment. 

125 LEVINAS, The Levinas Reader, 38. 

126 CIARAMELLI, ŖThe Riddle of the Pre-original,ŗ 88. 



109 
 

proper accidental passions and desires, but does mean the ever-repeating unity 

with itself. Being ŘIř is not only Řbeing for oneselfř but also Řwithř oneself.127 

3.4.1.5. The Weight of Self Responsibility 

The freedom of the subject as act of being is not absolute.  Taking being onto 

oneself does not only mean the victory of a being over the mere being, but also 

the pressure of the to be on the being.  Starting from itself implies for the subject 

a commitment without reserve: putting oneřs hand to the plough without looking 

back. Once being taken onto itself the subject cannot put it down again.  The 

freedom of the ŘIř immediately includes responsibility, not responsibility by and 

for the other but for oneself.  ŘIř took it upon myself. In doing so, it becomes a 

task for the ŘIř for which it only is responsible. The ŘIř can only stand for itself and 

no one else.128  Thus, the establishment of the ŘIř is a Ŗgreat paradox: a free being 

is already no longer free, because it is responsible for itself.ŗ129  The irresistible 

longing to escape from this state of being chained to itself can be negatively called 

as an attempt to escape, but it positively means an attempt to liberation.  The 

weight of this responsibility of the subject for itself is materiality or the 

corporeality of the being. The ŘIř has itself, the ŘIř is stuck with itself, the ŘIř is so to 

speak obstructed by itself: the ŘIř is not an airy breeze, no hasty smile, but a 

material weight by and through itself. This materiality of the responsibility for 

itself incarnates itself in its body.130 ŖTo be a body is on the one hand to be a 

master of oneself and on the other hand to stand on the earth, to be in the other, 

and thus to be encumbered by oneřs body.ŗ131 

From the above description of the responsibility of being, and linked to it 

the loneliness of existence, it appears how materiality forms the great misfortune 

or the radical situation of evil on the hypostasis. In the pure and simple identity of 

the hypostasis that is from the ŘIř with itself, the subject gets stuck within itself; it 

is chained irrevocably to itself. As specification of and victory over the beingŔ

withoutŔbeing, the original freedom is necessarily linked to the weight of being of 

materiality.  The first freedom linked to the fact that from within the anonymous 

being arises a being, claims a high place: the irrevocability of definiteness of the ŘIř 

that is chained to itself. This forever being imprisoned within the own identity is 

                                                      
127 CIARAMELLI, ŖThe Riddle of the Pre-original,ŗ 88. 

128 LEVINAS, The Levinas Reader, 34. 

129 LEVINAS, The Levinas Reader, 57. 

130 WALDENFELS, ŖResponse and Responsibility in Levinas,ŗ 45-46. 

131 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 164. 
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the tragedy of the hypostasis.  The identity is not a relation with itself without 

danger; it is the necessity to engage in itself. In short, the new situation of evil for 

the human is paradoxically linked to the positive fact of becoming subject. 

Subjectivity is on the one hand; the mastery of the ŘIř over the anonymous Řthere 

isř of the being and thus liberation.  But on the other hand, it is also immediately 

evil, namely the returning of the self to the ŘIř, the impediment of the ŘIř by 

itself.132  

3.4.2. Subjectivity and Identity  

Mutual recognition between self and other has been a feature of theories of 

subjectivity. In 1807, Hegel argued in the Phenomenology of Spirit that the Other is 

essential to the realization of self-consciousness.133  This idea fed directly into 

twentieth-century phenomenological and existentialist approaches to the 

individual, identity and subjectivity, which also inform commonsense assumptions 

about the self.134  Although it is typical for psychological investigations into human 

identity to examine the ways in which consistencies in behaviours or traits 

originate or the way in which others attribute such consistencies to a person, our 

focus upon subjectivity qua subjective identity attempts to explain the nature of 

identity as it is experienced. Some philosophers135 have seemingly bypassed 

individual traits and have explained that identity is a function of the continuity of 

the flow of sensations; in this way they have maintained that individuals are 

nothing but traits.  Yet there is more to the subjective me-ness than simply the flow 

of one experienceř into another. Rather than emphasizing the flow of sensations, 

Levinas accentuates the vulnerability of sensibility, the vulnerable surface of 

existence which supports such flow.  It is this vulnerability which Levinas 

understands to be oneřs identity.136  Sensibility is neither synonymous with, nor a 

subcategory of, consciousness. The problem with consciousness as a term of 

subjective identity is in part one of the historical accompaniments to the term. We 

have been invited since Nietzsche to eschew the metaphysics which has been 

handed us in our language, and the terms we use to refer to our personal identity Ŕ 

including consciousness Ŕ are indeed endowed with nuances inherited from the 

                                                      
132 Moreover, in that way, the materialistic materiality and the loneliness of the weight of 

existence, inevitably lock the ŘIř within itself. 

133 HEGEL, Phenomenology of Spirit, 153Ŕ178. 

134 WEEDON, Identity and Culture, 8. 

135 HUME, Selections from: An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding and a Treatise of Human 
Nature; JAMES, The Principles of Psychology. 

136 HARRINGTON, ŖResponsible Subjectivity,ŗ 44.  
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history of the language. Consciousness is derived from com, [with], and scire, [to 

know]. The term consciousness signifies knowledge within, or the process of 

knowing. Consciousness consists of identifying entities in the world from, and 

despite, the variety of images which appear to us. An entity is identified as that, an 

Ŗideality.ŗ137  

Subjectivity is unique138 Ŕ to be approached by another calls me to respond 

as only I can Ŕ but certainly to be me does not mean to be disentangled from the 

world. To be me qua me is certainly to be here, in the world. Here is a primal part of 

identity. When someone refers to a house, town, or object as here, its hereness is 

based in the experience of the one who is already here. The definitive lived-

spatiality (the hereness or the thereness) of existence, its essential being-in-the-world, and 

its irreducible mineness [Jemeinigkeit] have been explicated in detail by Heidegger.139 

Levinas expands upon the nature of being-here, claiming that here as a reference 

point for spatiality is dependent upon another being there. Mineness becomes, for 

Levinas, me, a term which signifies not possession but ŖHere I am,ŗ response and 

responsibility: mineness becomes at its roots for-the-other.140 In other words, Levinas 

bases subjective identity, the identity of the individual as experienced, in a 

relationship to an other who is not me. Yet while identity is based in relationship 

to the other, it is not as simple opposition, which could be assembled into 

complementary halves of a whole.141  Levinasř portrayal of the dependency of 

subjective identity upon the other has similarities among other French 

philosophers like Jean Paul Sartre and Jacques Lacan.142  Though Levinas may 

seem to echo certain of these formulations, there are substantial differences. 

Whereas others have seen lack (of being, substance, or power) as definitive of 

subjectivity, Levinas understands subjectivity, though permeated from the 

                                                      
137 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 99. 

138 It is important to emphasize the non-reciprocal nature of subjectivity. 

139 HEIDEGGER, Being and Time, 67-69, 149-153. 

140 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 142. 

141 Levinas rejects any sort of Hegelian totality which could be conceptualized to encompass 
self and other in reciprocal determination. 

142 For example Jean Paul Sartre modified phenomenologyřs intentional poles into 
consciousness [pour-soi] and that which is not conscious [en-soi]; he also radically separated self from 
other (in a move probably derived from Hegelřs master-slave dialectic).  See, SARTRE, Being and 
Nothingness.  A similar notion of lack as the basis of subjectivity was adopted by Lacan, who adapted 
Freudian psychology to his own structuralist understanding. Lacan asserts that the subject is actually 
fabricated (through identification) of what is external to it. Subjective identity is purely a construction 
of culture and language.  See, LACAN, Écrits, (The Function and Field of Speech and Language in 
Psychoanalysis) 23 -85.  
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beginning by the other, to be a source of excess.  Subjectivity is an overflow of 

response and responsibility.143  

3.4.3. Subjectivity as Ethical 

One of the main tasks Levinas has embarked upon from his first thematic work 

On Escape, through Existence and Existents and Time and the Other, to his first major 

work Totality and Infinity, has been the articulation of a view of the self that ensures 

its ipseity, independence, and distinction from Being, its autonomy and 

separateness. In On Escape, Levinas describes the nauseating experience of the fact 

of pure being also as the experience of being riveted to oneself. In this work, 

Levinas already evokes the selfřs experience of a certain uneasiness, and so a 

certain exigency to escape pure being and thus also to flee from itself.144 The 

picture of being Levinas paints becomes more burdensome and threatening in 

Existence and Existents and Time and the Other, where Levinas speaks of the 

anonymous Řthere isř that strips the I submerged in it of its individuality, 

autonomy, personality, its interiority or private existence.145 But more importantly, 

in both books, Levinas accounts for the emergence of the I through the process 

of hypostasis or the self-positing of an entity out of the impersonal act of being.146 

He sees the subject as consciousness arising out of an auto-positioning in the 

present, something achieved by attaching itself to a base and thereby 

distinguishing itself from being in general. In the process of autopositioning the 

self gains mastery over being, which becomes one of the Iřs attributes. The I as 

consciousness, as private existence, comes to be, by withdrawing itself from pure 

being and positing itself in the present.147  In Otherwise than Being or Beyond Essence, 

Levinas describes the foundation of ethical subjectivity148 as an inspiration by the 

                                                      
143 HARRINGTON, ŖResponsible Subjectivity,ŗ 46. 

144 LEVINAS, On Escape, 52, 67. 

145 LEVINAS, Existence and Existents, 53. 

146 LEVINAS, Existence and Existents, 83. 

147 CAPILI, ŖThe Created Ego in Levinasř Totality and Infinity,ŗ 679. 

148 Subjectivity is not being for oneself it is from the very start being for the other.  I am 
placed in solidarity in spite of myself.  And this sounds very similar to the Biblical notion of 
brotherhood.  The implied answer of God to Cain for his question Am I my brother‘s keeper?  When we 
read the story of Cain and Abel we understand that responsibility does not mean freedom. God asks 
Cain: ŖWhere is Abel thy brother?ŗ (Genesis 4:8.)  If God thinks this question is a relevant one, it 
means that according to him Cain is responsible for his brotherřs fate, even if he does not want to be. 
Levinas quotes this verse and writes, ŖOne is his brotherřs keeper, one is in charge of his neighbourŗ 
LEVINAS, Humanisme de l‘autre homme, 10, 88.  It is true that the story of Cain and Abel is a story of a 
real and terrible guilt, but the Torah emphasizes manřs responsibility for the other. The question 
ŖWhere is Abel thy brother?ŗ is asked of everyone as if each were responsible for all the Abels who 
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Infinite.149  Simplifying to extreme, to be a subject, according to Levinas, is to be 

ethical; or to be for the Other.  

3.4.3.1. Subjectivity as Sensibility 

In Totality and Infinity the relationship with the other was presented as a 

contestation of the pure sensibility, in which the ego pursues its own closure and 

contentment. On the other hand, Otherwise than Being relates sensibility with 

responsibility in an entirely new way.  The notion that subjectivity is passivity 

rooted in sensibility is one of the most provocative insights of Otherwise than Being, 

particularly in how this idea is elaborated in terms of substitution. But what does 

sensibility mean here? Sensibility cannot be seen as a straightforward experience 

of another person, but is found in the receptivity of one to another. Sensibility 

makes possible any experience one has of another, and is described by Levinas as: 

ŖExposure to the other, it is signification, is signification itself, the-one-for-the-

other to the point of substitution, but a substitution in separation, that is, 

responsibility.ŗ150 All my relations with others, founded on my sensibility, depend 

on my being exposed to their wounding, to my being addressed in the accusative 

with a demand that only I can answer. I am unique, not merely one instance of 

moral responsibility conceived in universalist terms. We can clearly see this idea in 

a lecture Levinas gave entitled ŘEthical Subjectivityř: ŖAssigned, placed in the 

accusative, the Ŗmeŗ [moi] is not a particular case of the universal…I am unique, 

and my uniqueness consists in the impossibility of my slipping away… in 

substituting itself on the in-side of its own identity; in this way alone does it show 

its uniqueness.ŗ151 This idea of signification, taking place through the accusation of 

Řmeř as one unique, is central for understanding what Levinas means by ethical 

subjectivity. Levinas puts it beautifully:  

Subjectivity, locus and null-site of this breakup, comes to pass as a passivity 
more passive than all passivity… ŖSe passerŗ - to come to pass - is for us a 
precious expression in which the self (se ) figures as in a past that bypasses itself, 
as in ageing without Ŗactive synthesis.ŗ The response which is responsibility, 
responsibility for the neighbor that is incumbent, resounds in this passivity, this 
disinterestedness of subjectivity, this sensibility.152 

                                                                                                                                                        
are suffering and dying in the world even if he or she personally has not actually killed them or made 
them suffer. 

149 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 140. 

150 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 54. 

151 LEVINAS, God, Death and Time, 162. 

152 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 14-15.  
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Thus Levinas conceives the register upon which the ethical imperative makes its 

impact on subjectivity not as a cognitive sensibility, but as sensuality, susceptibility 

to being affected, vulnerability with regard to pleasure and pain.153 This 

vulnerability, this mortality, is even the basis of sensibility qua receptivity for 

sense. Not only is there no receptive and perceptive sensibility without 

susceptibility with regard to what one is exposed to, but the exposure to alterity as 

such - an openness opened by the outside - is at the basis of the openness by 

which the subject opens itself to objects and to things.154  

3.4.3.2. Substitution as Articulation of Subjectivity 

ŖSummoned to appear, called to an inalienable responsibility . . . subjectivity is the 

partner of Enigma and of the transcendence that disturbs being.ŗ155 It is not until 

Otherwise than Being that the terms of this difference become fully evident. There, 

with Řsubstitution,ř Levinas articulates a notion of subjectivity which, while 

recognizing the force of Derridařs insistence on the necessity of the subject to the 

approach of the other, exceeds the apparently transcendental character of this 

necessity in the direction of the ethical.156 Levinas locates a notion of subjectivity 

equal to the necessities imposed by his analysis. The notion of substitution thus 

articulated serves to indicate not only Levinasř response to Derrida, but also the 

necessity of his continued attention to the question of subjectivity.  

ŖSubstitution as the very subjectivity of a subjectŗ interrupts the 

Ŗirreversible identity of the essence.ŗ157  Building upon our primordial openness 

and connectedness with the world and focusing on the pre-ego and pre-reflective 

experiences, Levinas reconstructs human beings as a subject whose essence will 

                                                      
153 In fact, Kant already had characterized the Ŗrational feelingŗ by which our nature is 

inclined by the law as a suffering. But Levinas concludes that sensibility in this sense is a dimension of 
all sensibility Ŕ that sensibility is not only apprehension of a sense, but also sensitivity, susceptibility to 
being nourished and pained and not only to receive a message by the datum with which one is 
affected. 

154 LINGIS, ŖTranslators Introduction,ŗ xxiv. 

155 LEVINAS, « Enigme et phénomène », 213.  See, MALONEY, ŖLevinas, Substitution, and 
Transcendental Subjectivity,ŗ 50.   

156 Levinas describes the chapter entitled ŘSubstitutionř as central to Otherwise than Being, and it 
is here that he elaborates this notion of sensibility as the-one-for-the other and the condition of being 
hostage. The task Levinas sets himself in this chapter is, as Bernasconi points out, to provide a theory 
of subjectivity counter to those theories in the Western philosophical tradition in which relations to 
beings take place primarily through knowledge He also aims to examine what makes ethics, being- for 
-the-other, possible.  BERNASCONI, ŖWhat is the Question to which ŘSubstitutionř is the Answer?,ŗ 
237Ŕ238. 

157 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 13. 
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never be, as in the humanist subject, an ironclad finality, but one that is constantly 

being challenged, suspended, and inverted and one that has to struggle to 

regenerate and re-gather itself in its response to the call of the Other.  The other 

calls me, in my singularity, taking me hostage and demanding my, and no otherřs, 

response. This call to responsibility for the Other, Ŗ...commands me and ordains 

me to the other... It thus diverges from nothingness as well as from being. It 

provokes this responsibility against my will, that is, by substituting me for the 

other...ŗ158 This is substitution, as initially formulated: Ŗme for the other.ŗ Levinas 

writes, ŖSubjectivity is being a hostage.ŗ159 I am hostage because my responsibility 

for the Other arises not from my free choice, but rather comes before any choice; 

subjectivity is not, on this account, made manifest in the freedom of my willing, 

but is located prior to freedom, in the unavoidability of the Otherřs call, ŖThe 

infinite does not signal itself to a subjectivity, a unity already formed by its order 

to turn toward the neighbour. In its being subjectivity undoes essence by substituting 

itself for another.ŗ160  

According to Levinas, the possibility that we speak of and to the Other is 

founded not on the basis of the establishment of an ego for and to which the 

Other appears, but precisely, and only because my subjectivity, in substitution, is 

nothing but the proximity of the Other. ŖThe identity of the same in the ŖIŗ 

comes to it despite itself from the outside, as an election or inspiration, in the 

form of the uniqueness of someone assigned.ŗ161 This then is the meaning of 

Substitution which is sheer transcendence, and proximity points to the otherwise 

than being, which is nothing more than a non-phenomenal manifestation of the 

address of the other.  ŖAn exposure to the other, it is signification, is signification 

itself, the-one-for-the-other to the point of substitution, but a substitution in 

separation, that is, responsibility.ŗ162 Therefore my identity, the unicity of the Je, 

arises in responsibility because it is me and no other that is called by the Other 

where we understand the subjectřs absolute exposure to the Other as both 

Ŗinspirationŗ and Ŗexpiation.ŗ163  

                                                      
158 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 11. 

159 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 127.  

160 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 13. 

161 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 52. 

162 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 54.  

163 MALONEY, ŖLevinas, Substitution, and Transcendental Subjectivity,ŗ 60. 
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3.4.3.3. Responsibility as the Structure of Subjectivity  

It is true that the philosophy of Levinas provides a non-Cartesian description of 

human subjectivity which differs from other poststructuralists. Levinasř subject is 

pre-volitionally responsible.164 In fact, for Levinas moral responsibility is as 

important as the structure of subjectivity. In Otherwise than Being or Beyond Essence 

Levinas states that liability is initially for oneřs neighbour, Iřm responsible for this 

is accountability. This responsibility is not just an attribute of subjectivity, but it 

defines the structure of the same subjectivity.165  

The movement of responsibility, being that withdraws from his condition 

of being: selflessness, other than to be. It is about the identity of the human ego 

itself from responsibility for oneřs neighbour. I am I, as much as I am responsible; 

and even God cannot cancel this responsibility. The responsibility is to direct me 

to face another even though it establishes me as a hostage in place of the 

neighbour, because there is no choice: in subjectivity one is obliged to neighbour 

(prochain). Subjectivity is understood as a responsibility is no longer a modality of 

being. The essence of the subjectivity is the Ŗthe spiritŗ, besides being in an 

otherwise than being, in her relations with others. 166  What Levinas is trying to 

show is how the subject is formed, disrupting the order of the self-same, in the 

infinite responsibility to the Other, which is in some ways comparable to the idea 

of subjectivity constructed through language.  What is distinctive in his approach 

is that language depends on the prior possibility of goodness, of responsibility: as 

one who is taught, receiving language as an élève, I am elevated in my election to 

subjectivity.167 This responsibility is not to be understood in terms of moments of 

intense relationality, but as a condition and orientation that pervades everything.168 

In short, it is as Alphonso Lingis rightly remarks, ŖResponsibility is a bond. It is a 

bond with an imperative order, a command. All subjective movements are under 

an order; subjectivity is this subjection.ŗ169  This bond is constitutive of 

subjectivity as such and determines a being to act.  

                                                      
164 HARRINGTON, ŖResponsible Subjectivity,ŗ 39-52.  

165 « La subjectivité se construit même dans le mouvement ou elle a incombé dřêtre 
responsable pour lřautre, va jusquřà la substitution pour les autres ... Elle répond jusquřà expier pour 
les autres ». See, LEVINAS, Éthique et Infini, 96. 

166 BARSZCZAK, ŖResponsibility as an Essential Structure of Subjectivity in Levinas,ŗ 32. 

167 LLEWELYN, The Genealogy of Ethics: Emmanuel Levinas, 98. 

168 STRHAN, Levinas, Subjectivity, Education, 33. 

169 LINGIS, ŖTranslators Introduction,ŗ xix.  
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3.4.4. Subjectivity as Radical Alterity 

Levinas insists that responsibility to the Other be incorporated into the formation 

of the self, and there can be no pre-formed self to make conscious choices and 

efforts until our responsibility to the Other has become part of the formed self. 

The novelty and essence of Levinasř work, lies not only in his concern for the 

Other and ethics but also in his radical reconfiguration of the subject. In fact, his 

ethics is fundamentally tied to a reconfiguration of the subject that draws heavily 

on pre-ego and pre-reflective experiences.  As Simon Critchley rightly argues, Ŗthe 

key concept in Levinasř work is ethical subjectivity … Ethics is worked out as a 

theory of the subject.ŗ170 In fact, Levinasř whole ethical project, or philosophy, 

works at the deep structural level of human subjectivity, and the reconfiguration is 

built against the Western convention that centers on the all-encompassing power 

of ego and consciousness. The demand for responsibility of the self to the Other, 

for Levinas, is based on the premise that I as a subject am already imprinted with 

the height of the other, rather than, that my responsibility to the Other comes 

from my natural social sentiments toward others and my cultivation of such 

sentiments.  

It is a fact that subjectivity which is characterized as ethical  in the later 

work traces its origins as  early as even in On Escape. Nonetheless, the circle is now 

closed in Otherwise than Being and Beyond Essence by showing how Levinas 

understands subjectivity as always already invaded by Otherness. Therefore ethical 

subjectivity emerges by means of his attempts to articulate transcendence. 

Transcendence itself is ultimately identified with ethics.171  It is obsessed, 

persecuted and therefore substituted for the other, because of which it is driven 

out of itself toward the Other.  Thus we can see that the need to escape from 

ourselves is now written in terms of the body being a Řhostage to the Other.ř172  

Sensibility is here given descriptions much nearer to those of pain rather than 

enjoyment: we are backed up to ourselves, our skin is too tight for us, Řexposed 

under accusation that cannot be assumedř173 ŘI am another.ř174  The saying of the 

Other is their very vulnerability as subject to pain and death which gets under my 

                                                      
170 CRITCHLEY, ŖThe Split Subject,ŗ 86. 

171 WILDE, Levinas: Subjectivity, Affectivity and Desire, 1.  

172 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 117. 

173 LEVINAS, The Levinas Reader, 118. 

174 LEVINAS, The Levinas Reader, 118. 
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skin before I have time to go out conceptually to meet the assault.  This is the first 

word: it might be translated as Řhelp.ř175 

It is only in approaching the Other that I attend to myself… [I]n discourse I 
expose myself to the questioning of the Other, and this urgency of the response 
Ŕ acuteness of the present Ŕ engenders me for responsibility; as responsible I am 
brought to my final reality… When I seek my final reality, I find that my 
existence as a Řthing in itselfř begins with the presence in me of the idea of 
Infinity.176  

It is clear from the above passage  that my subjectivity is only as one responsible 

for the Other which is my final reality. I am thus not fundamentally a being-

towards-death but rather, I am a being-towards-the-other, or a being- for -the-

Other.  The call of the Other, singularly addressed to me, confirms my subjectivity 

as unique and from which I cannot escape:  

The I is a privilege and an election. The sole possibility in being of going beyond 
the straight line of the law, that is, of finding a place lying beyond the universal, 
is to be I… The call to infinite responsibility confirms the subjectivity in its 
apologetic position… To utter ŘIř, to affirm the irreducible singularity in which 
the apology is pursued, means to possess a privileged place with regard to 
responsibilities for which no one can replace me and from which no one can 
release me. To be unable to shirk: this is the I.177  

Subjectivity in this view is sheer receptivity and passivity. It is only as turned 

outwards towards the Other that I exist. Subjectivity means that my spontaneity, 

which was and is always an illusion, is called into question, and I recognize that 

the world of things is common between I and the Other.178 However, the 

relationship between the I and the Other is far from being a moral party of two. 

The relation with the Other means entering into a relation with others through the 

third party who is brought to me in the address of the Other:  

Language as the presence of the face does not invite complicity with the 
preferred being, the self-sufficient ŘI-Thouřforgetful of the universe; in its 
frankness it refuses the clandestinity of love, where it loses its frankness and 
meaning and turns into laughter or cooing. The third party looks at me in the 
eyes of the Other Ŕ language is justice.179  

                                                      
175 WILDE, Levinas: Subjectivity, Affectivity and Desire, 22. 

176 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 178Ŕ179.  

177 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 245.  

178 STRHAN, Levinas, Subjectivity, Education, 31. 

179 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 213. 
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With the entry of the Other, I am also drawn into a relation with others, so that 

there never exists a self-sufficient I-Thou. 180  The third party demands justice and 

justification for my actions, how I divide, weigh up, calculate and make decisions 

about my practical responses to the needs of many others.181 The approach of the 

third and with it the excessive, impossible nature of my responsibility not just to 

the Other but to all the others means that a particular response is not determined 

in advance.182 The presence of the others, leading me to make comparisons, 

calculate, decide about the distribution of resources, is already there in the 

approach of the Other, and so I am obliged simultaneously to the infinite demand 

of the Other and the demands of many others, making totalizing rules and 

judgements necessary.183  

To be a subject means to be subject to the Other, which is always is to be 

subject to the others, a subjection that I cannot escape.  The relationship to the 

Other is phenomenologically fundamental, but what the Other means is always 

conditioned by the others and in this way I am always and in all ways an ethical 

and a political subject simultaneously. As Peter Atterton rightly observes:  

The self is a subjectum (sub-jacere, to throw, place, or set under) in the sense that it 
is subjected or subordinated to the responsibility that ultimately serves and 
defines it… [T]he self is a subject, then, not in any traditional Cartesian or 
humanist sense. Self-presence, the presence of self to self in the interiority of 
consciousness (the cogito), which Descartes took to be the first certainty, is 

secondary to the relation with other.184  

This idea that subjectivity is constructed through a relation with alterity is not 

unique to Levinas. What is distinctive in Levinasř presentation is his ethical 

subversion. Putting it differently, to be a subject means that my spontaneity is 

always already limited in my responsibility to the Other.  I am Řelectedř to my 

unique subjectivity through the singular way in which I respond. My singularity is 

confirmed, unique and irreducible because only I can answer.  ŖThe uniqueness of 

                                                      
180 With the ŘI-Thouř reference, the target of Levinas could be Martin Buberřs presentation of 

the reciprocal relation between self and Other, in which all my awareness is drawn towards the living 
reality of another. 

181 In this sense, the ethical relation with the Other is always already inseparable from the 
political because of the third partyřs demand for justice. 

182 FAGAN, ŖThe Inseparability of Ethics and Politics,ŗ 11. 

183 However, it should be emphasized that any attempt to separate politics and ethics in 
experience is impossible, as the presence of many others means that the totalization of comparison 
and political judgement is necessary. The political can therefore be seen as the movement between 
totality and infinity. CAYGILL, Levinas and the Political, 96. 

184 ATTERTON, ŖFace-to-Face with the Other Animal?,ŗ 14. 



120 
 

the I is the fact that no one can answer for me.ŗ185 My unique responsibility for 

the Other arises before I could choose to accept it: I am always already obligated, 

and the uniqueness of my responsibility is termed Řelectionř. In ŘGod and 

Philosophyř, Levinas describes this obligation deepening the more I attend to it:   

This is the subject, irreplaceable for the responsibility there assigned to him, and 
who therein discovers a new identity. But insofar as it tears me from the concept 
of the Ego [Moi], the fission of the subject is a growth of obligation in 
proportion to my obedience to it; it is the augmentation of culpability with the 
augmentation of holiness, an increase of distance in proportion to my 
approach.186  

Levinasř understanding of responsibility is sharply different from the traditional 

conceptions of responsibility both in moral and political philosophical literature as 

the latter tends to restrict responsibility merely to legalistic notions, personal 

accountability or membership of a particular moral community. 187  The notion of 

responsibility dependent on and defined by alterity is unique to Levinas. 188 

Subjectivity is the other in the same, in a way that also differs from that of the 
presence of interlocutors to one another in a dialogue, in which they are at peace 
and in agreement with one another. The other in the same determinative of 
subjectivity is the restlessness of the same disturbed by the other. This is not the 
correlation characteristic of intentionality, nor even that of dialogue, which 
attests to essence by its essential reciprocity. The folding back of being upon 
itself, and the self formed by this fold, where the effect of being remains 
correlative with being, also does not go to the crux of subjectivity.189  

Levinasian subjectivity is essentially bearing the other. The self being inescapably 

exposed to the other and perpetually turned towards the other.   

3.5. CONCLUSION 

Levinas insists that subjectivity is a process of disruption in which one comes into 

existence in the instant when one is turning oneself into words. The oneness, the 

identity, rather than being a unity of knowledge or consistency of characteristics, is 

a lived sense that I am here called into account, called into question.190 An 

                                                      
185 LEVINAS, Basic Philosophical Writings, 55. 

186 LEVINAS, Of God who comes to Mind, 73. 

187 Robert Bernasconi in  ŖGlobalization and World Hunger,ŗ compares and contrasts the 
Levinasian notion of responsibility with other significant moral philosophy.  See, BERNASCONI, 
ŖGlobalization and World Hunger,ŗ 69 Ŕ 84.  

188 STRHAN, Levinas, Subjectivity, Education, 31 -34.  

189 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 25.  

190 HARRINGTON, ŖResponsible Subjectivity,ŗ 47. 
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approach to the self which stresses the selfřs unceasing response to and 

responsibility for others requires further exploration of goals such as fulfilment.191  

As such, the inspiration of the subject is an, Ŗ... expiation... uniting identity and 

alterity. The ego is not an entity Řcapableř of expiating for others: it is this original 

expiation.ŗ192  Thus, substitution is not, most properly understood, only the effect 

of the other in the self, but also, necessarily, the excessive responsibility by which 

this effect is signified. It is with this notion of the subject in substitution, as the 

unity of inspiration and expiation that Levinas ultimately replies to the insistence 

on the transcendentality of the subject.193  Freed from itself, freed from being, the 

self is unconditioned, absolute. It is only as absolute that the subject could be Ŗthe 

partner of Enigma.ŗ for only as such could it and the Other escape, Ŗ… the 

inevitable limitation that the terms within relation undergo.ŗ194  But as we have 

seen, the subject is absolute only in bearing the weight of the otherřs fault, in 

substituting itself for another. To make use of Levinasř self-deformation with 

Rimbaud, the phrase ŖJe est un autreŗ195 signifies the necessity that the self is in itself 

only as for another. That is to say the primal horizon for all human meaning is the 

brute fact of undifferentiated being, the il y a experienced impersonally as 

insomnia and weight. The first exit from this world devoid of meaning, 

subjectivity, and objectivity is that of the psychism or conatus essendi, the self which 

places itself at the center and makes everything else a means to its own ends. But 

there is another exit, subsequent developmentally but more fundamental 

ontologically, and in this sense more truly first. It is the emergence of the 

responsible self, decentered by the proximity of the other.196  Ethics, or in other 

words, our responsibility to the Other, is part of our subjectivity, and, 

consequently, my power to assimilate and to conquer is disarmed. Such a 

subjectivity also renders a new understanding of freedom Ŕ freedom as 

                                                      
191 Whatever is derived from Levinasř philosophy must be based in an appreciation for the 

human whose sociality is based in responsible and uncaptureable subjectivity.   

192 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 118. 

193 MALONEY, ŖLevinas, Substitution and Transcendental Subjectivity,ŗ 61. 

194 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 115. 

195 Arthur Rimbaud, né le 20 octobre 1854, est passé comme un météore sur cette terre, 
bouleversant à jamais la littérature par sa poésie convulsive et sublime, sa folle destinée, ses amours 
taboues, sa fuite en Afrique… Incarnation de la révolte absolue, maître de la langue, il a été un génie 
précoce qui, comme Mozart ou Picasso, a radicalement révolutionné son art. À dix-sept ans, avant de 
conquérir Paris et dřécrire les deux recueils qui lui assureront une gloire éternelle 
(Les Illuminations et Une saison en enfer), Rimbaud adresse cette lettre au poète douaisien Paul Demeny. 
Il sřagit de la seconde lettre dite du « Voyant », après celle du 13 mai 1870 à George Izambard.  
RIMBAUD, Lettre du voyant.  

196 WESTPHAL, ŖThe Welcome Wound: Emerging From the il y a Otherwise,ŗ 211Ŕ230.  
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heteronomy.197 Thus in the birth of the subject we can indentify three moments; 

viz., the affirmation of a responsible subjectivity, the irreducibility of the alterity of 

the Other and the primacy of ethics.198  It is from this affirmation that we 

undertake to analyse the concept of otherness in the following chapter where the 

responsibility for the other as alterity would be phenomenologically analysed.  

                                                      
197 In Western philosophy, especially in modern times, human freedom has consistently been 

understood as autonomy, as the selfřs imposition on the world, as self-mastery and self-determination. 
But Levinas argues that such an understanding of freedom is tied to an ego-centered, self-enclosing 
subject. For Levinas, true freedom comes when we break free from the confines of our nature and 
presence, rather than allowing our own monologue to dominate the world. 

198 POIRIÉ, Emmanuel Levinas, 15-16. 
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CHAPTER 4 

OTHERNESS AND ALTERITY IN LEVINAS 

4.1. INTRODUCTION 

Emmanuel Levinas inscribes the essential existential problematic par excellence with 

this characteristic question as to ŘHow is being before the Other?ř  and ŘWhat links 

can I stitch with the Other?ř  He answers it by summarizing his entire philosophy 

in a statement:  ŖThere is something more important than my life… and that is 

the life of the other.ŗ1  His thought is preoccupied with the brutal and almost 

inevitable reality of violence, and with the possibility of ethics,  justice and peace.2   

The whole of Levinasř thinking can be interpreted as an immense Ŗeffort to bring 

to light the roots of violence and as an attempt to overcome this in principle by 

thinking otherwise.ŗ This Ŗthinking otherwiseŗ is developed from the beginning as 

thinking about the Ŗother.ŗ3 In his eulogy for Levinas, Derrida notes that we 

cannot ŘŘmeasure in a few words the œuvre of Emmanuel Levinas. It is so large 

that one can no longer glimpse its edges.řř4 He predicts that ŘŘcenturiesřř of 

scholarship will be devoted to understanding and coming to terms with Levinasř 

provocation to philosophy. This provocation hinges on the infinite demand of 

responsibility, the excess of otherness; that is, on the absolute otherness of the 

other. It is true that Levinasř thinking always remains open for different 

interpretations.  Colin Davis calls this as ŖLevinas effectŗ which means Ŗthe ability 

of the Levinasian text to appear differently to each of its readers.ŗ5  Through his 

books Totalité et infini and Autrement qu‘être, Levinas became acknowledged as the 

philosopher of the Other.  Though this chapter deals with the notion of the 

otherness of the Other, it is imperative to take into account the critique of Levinas 

of Western philosophy in order to understand why the Other concerns him and 

why he is called a philosopher of the Other.  

                                                      
1 LEVINAS, ŖThe Paradox of Morality,ŗ 172. 

2 Philosophy can never remain aloof and isolated forever from such concerns. In fact, 
Levinasř thought brings philosophy nearer to them. 

3 BURGGRAEVE, The Wisdom of Love, 28. 

4 DERRIDA, ŘŘAdieu,řř 3. 

5 DAVIS, Levinas: An Introduction, 140. 
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4.2. LEVINAS‟ CRITIQUE OF WESTERN PHILOSOPHY 

Levinasř critique of Western philosophy is directed to the entire tradition, from 

Parmenides to Heidegger.6  One of the most difficult issues in ethics, and, 

according to Levinas, a difficulty in philosophy since Plato, is the problem of 

egoism.7 Traditionally, Western philosophy has relegated all beings to Being, the 

stuff from which all things, or beings, spring. Levinas wants to suggest that in 

doing so, Western philosophy has ignored the complex and often difficult 

relationships that exist between individuals. He sees Ŗall traditional ethics and 

philosophy as grounded in egoism,ŗ8 which understands my relation to myself as 

the primary relation.  He claims that the Western philosophy is unable to offer an 

adequate account of the human existence because it consistently fails to recognize 

transcendence Ŕ the transcendence of the other person, the fact that he9 is 

radically different from me, wholly other.10  Levinas criticizes the Western 

philosophical tradition for failing to recognize and respect the alterity of the 

human other.  The critique of philosophy does not amount to identifying an error 

that philosophy has made and could correct without undergoing fundamental 

changes in itself.  Levinasř dissatisfaction11 with phenomenology12 develops into a 

critical reading of the history of Western philosophy in general: 

                                                      
6 For Levinas, Heidegger represents the culmination of Western philosophy.  The 

relationship between the two thinkers is a highly complex one, which is analysed at length by Robert 
John Sheffler Manning in his book Interpreting Otherwise than Heidegger: Emmanuel Levinas‘ Ethics as First 
Philosophy. Manning argues that Levinasř philosophy bears a dialectical relation to Heideggerřs; it is Ŗa 
constant arguing against and in interpreting otherwise than Heideggerřs phenomenological ontology, 
but always within the context of and after the manner of Heideggerřs phenomenological project in 
Being and Time.ŗ See, MANNING, Interpreting Otherwise than Heidegger, 7. 

7 WERHANE, ŖLevinasř Ethics: A Normative Perspective,ŗ 60. This issue, exacerbated by 
Thomas Hobbes, takes at least four forms. First, the thesis of psychological egoism makes the 
universal descriptive claim that each of us is always motivated by our own self-interests such that I am 
both the subject and object of my self-interests. A second, less stringent form of egocentrism claims 
that one is always the subject of and motivated by oneřs own interests, although the objects of those 
interests may lie, say, in saving the world, helping others, enforcing justice, and so on. Third, ethical 
egoism contends that one ought, always, to act in oneřs own self-interest. Fourth, the rational egoist, 
agreeing with the egocentric contention that all oneřs interests are interests of the self, argues that 
minimally it is always wrong to harm oneself.   

8 MORGAN, Introduction to Phenomenology, 320 Ŕ 321.   

9 Levinas uses masculine pronoun to refer to the other, except when he is explicitly 
concerned with the Ŗfeminine.ŗ 

10 WRIGHT, The Twilight of Jewish Philosophy, 2. 

11 Levinas spent a quarter of a century studying and explicating the texts of Husserl and 
Heidegger.  Initially, Husserl and Heidegger seemed to offer a new direction for philosophy, 
providing the philosopher with powerful techniques for analysing concrete areas of experience in 
relation to broader questions of meaning, subjectivity and Being.  In the course of his long and patient 
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Western philosophy coincides with the unveiling of the other in which the 
Other, by manifesting itself as a being, loses its alterity. Philosophy is afflicted, 
from its childhood, with an insurmountable allergy: a horror of the Other which 
remains Other.  It is for this reason that philosophy is essentially the philosophy 
of Being; the comprehension of Being is its final word and the fundamental 

structure of man.13 

Levinasř point about Western philosophy14 is astonishingly simple. It follows a 

philosophy of totality.15  He suggests that philosophy has been characterized by its 

failure to think of the Other as Other.16 Philosophy has always sought to return to 

familiar ground of Being, Truth, the Same.  The problem of Other has been 

misposed.17 In an interview in 1984 with Radio France, Levinas claimed that the 

history of Western philosophy 

[C]an be interpreted as an attempt at universal synthesis, a reduction of all 
experience, of everything that is sensible, to a totality wherein consciousness 
embraces the world, leaves nothing that is other than itself outside of itself, and 
becomes absolute thought … Everywhere in Western philosophy, where the 
spiritual and the sensible always reside in knowledge, one can see this nostalgia  
for the totality.18  

Reductionistic and totalizing19 philosophy is characterized by the endeavour to 

reduce the multiplicity of existents to a commensurating ground that explains 

                                                                                                                                                        
study of their work, Levinas begins to see more and more that their innovations are accompanied by 
an inability to think outside the most traditional philosophical lines. 

12 Phenomenology for Levinas is Ŗa destruction of the representation of the theoretical 
object. It denounces the contemplation of the object Ŕ (which, however, it seems to have encouraged) 
Ŕ as an abstraction, as a partial vision of Being as a forgetting, one might say in modern terms, of its 
truth. See, LEVINAS, Discovering Existence with Husserl, 188. 

13 LEVINAS, Discovering Existence with Husserl, 188. 

14 For Levinas, the history of philosophy has been like the story of Ulysses despite  all his 
wanderings returns to Ithaca his native island. See, LEVINAS, Discovering Existence with Husserl, 191.     
Levinas prefers the story of Abraham, who leaving his country for ever to go to a still unknown land 
and forbidding his servant take even his son back to this point of departure, to the myth of Ulysses 
returning to his homeland.  See, LEVINAS, Discovering Existence with Husserl, 191. 

15 For Levinas the word totality has a global meaning.  He uses it as synonymous with the 
Self, history, the system, the immanent order in which the plurality of beings is brought together. 

16 DAVIS, Levinas: An Introduction, 33. 

17 Rather than seeking knowledge of it, thus reducing its otherness, we should accept that we 
do not, cannot and should not know the Other.  

18 LEVINAS, Ethics and Infinity, 69-70. 

19 In a totalizing phenomenon what is taking place is that the other is reduced to oneself.  At 
various levels this takes place.  In the ethical realm, totalization takes place when I take myself as the 
norm for my ethical actions.  In ethical totalization the other is reduced into the world of the desiring 
subject.  Totalization is a natural and healthy ego centrism.  For example, suppose I have a headache, 
I turn to my neighbour for help. When I am sick my prime concern is my well-being, how to be 
healthy again. At that stage, a transcendence is a miracle.  This natural self-interest, Levinas argues, is 
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everything.20 Granting priority to one of these explanatory principles involves as it 

were a centripetal and levelling movement in which the plural is assimilated to the 

One,21 the separate existent is submerged in the totality, and the other is reduced 

to the same.22   In a totalizing explanation, the very nature of a particular being is 

to be contextual: ŖThere can be no place for singularity in the totality.ŗ23 

According to Levinas, Western philosophy is generally an ontology,24 a 

grasping of reality which implies at the same time a reduction of the other to the 

self.25 The thinking subject collects all phenomena in their unity and distinction on 

a horizon reducing  the multiplicity of the existents to a common ground that 

bears everything: history, logos, matter, the highest existent, even being itself.  

Levinas calls the thinking subject the Self and he speaks of Western philosophy 

                                                                                                                                                        
the reason for violence.  It is this self-interest that is at the root of the reason why we survive!  As 
Thomas Hobbes said homo homini lupus Ŕ man to man is a wolf.  All of us are alter egos. Violence is 
therefore the potentiality of selfŔinterest, my interest conflicts with that of another.  In a society there 
are many Iřs (egos) who have the same tendency. When they persuade the same desire for autonomy 
to establish and expand their totality there takes place conflict and even war. Thus Levinas says, 
Ŗbeingřs interest dramatizes itself in egoisms struggling with one another, each against all, in the 
multiplicity of allergic egoisms that are at war with one another and thus are together. War is the 
gesture or drama of the essenceřs interest.ŗ See, LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 4.  Levinas argues that 
violence is not something exceptional.  When I express my self Ŕ interest and the other expresses his 
you anticipate possible violence.  We come to reconcile and agree to limit our self-interest to fit to the 
otherřs desires.  They, thus make a contract Ŕ two people agree upon mutual generalized self-interest.  
I accept some disadvantage in my part and he cuts some of his desires too.  For Levinas, the situation 
of moderation and reconciliation is the domain where ethics emerges in the form of culturing of 
desire. However, for Levinas this is not the final stage in the ethical realm.  The situation can regress 
back to the narcissistic drive and this is because this stage has not become ethical enough.  For 
Levinas it has not become ethical precisely because it lacks fundamental questioning.  Because 
selfishness remains in force and the situation can regress back.   

20 JOPLING, ŖDesire, Dialogue and the Other,ŗ 414. 

21 Levinasř radical pluralism has two distinct sources.  One source is to be found in the 
philosophy of Franz Rosenzwieg, who argued (in The Star of Redemption) that the history of Western 
philosophy is a history of philosophical idealism,  because it typically reduces God, the world and 
human being to a single  principle or arche, and therefore, identifies all things with one thing. The 
other source of Levinasř pluralism is in Husserl, whose method, and whose goal of returning to the 
things themselves, (without resorting to theoretical streamlining and simplification) displays a strong 
anti-reductionist tendency. 

22 JOPLING, ŖDesire, Dialogue and the Other,ŗ 406. 

23 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 244.  

24 Levinas in Ethics and Infinity says what he means by ontology: it is precisely the 
comprehension of the verb Ŗto be.ŗ  Ontology would be distinguished from all the disciplines which 
explore that which is, beings, that is, the Ŗbeings,ŗ their nature, their relations… See, LEVINAS, Ethics 
and Infinity, 38. 

25 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 43. Levinas writes refuting Nietzsche: Ontology as first 
philosophy is a philosophy of power. It issues in the state… Universality presents itself as impersonal. 
…The Řegoismř of ontology is maintained even when denouncing Socratic philosophy.  See, LEVINAS, 
Totality and Infinity, 46. 
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both as a philosophy of totality and as a philosophy of the Self as this totality is 

centered in the thinking subject.26  The relation with the Other, therefore, is not 

predicated upon power. Power thematizes and conceptualizes identity and this is 

where Levinas criticizes ontology: ŖOntology as first philosophy is a philosophy 

of power. It issues in the State and in the non-violence of the totality, without 

securing itself against the violence from which this non-violence lives, and which 

appears in the tyranny of the State.ŗ27 

He also criticized the all-pervasive individualism of Western culture and 

the opposite tendencies Ŕ the totalizing chauvinisms, orientalisms and 

nationalisms of Western thought Ŕ which it encourages. Philosophy has long 

placed ontology above metaphysics, Being above the existent. This must be 

reversed, according to Levinas. It is the existent, rather than Being, which Řbreaksř 

through all the envelopings and generalities of Being to spread out in its Řformř the 

totality of its Řcontentř, finally abolishing the distinctions between form and 

content.28  What this tradition has forgotten is Ŗthe sheer otherness of the other 

person Ŕ the fact that he or she is not, nor ever can be, me.ŗ29  Persons have been 

treated as if they are concepts or things, somehow to be included within the 

systems.30   The primacy of ethics over ontology is the ethical relation with the 

other in which this relation shows itself as the movement from the ŘIř toward the 

other, never to return to the ŘI.ř31  The example he uses is the contrast between the 

story of Ulysses who always returns to Ithaca, and the story of Abraham, who 

wanders from his fatherland and never returns to his homeland.  Western 

philosophy like the myth of Ulysses, is always nostalgic, always returns to the 

place where it leaves.  Levinas says,  

A work conceived radically movement of the same unto the other which never 
returns to the same.  To the myth of Ulysses returning to Ithaca, we wish to 
oppose the story of Abraham who leaves his fatherland forever for a yet 

                                                      
26 BOUCKAERT, ŖOntology and Ethics,ŗ 403. 

27 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 46. 

28 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 51. 

29 BARNESS, Traces of the Other, 20. 

30 Levinas comes to see that Husserlřs transcendental phenomenology risks solipsism, a self-
centered world in which the ego has no equal, in which there is no genuine other.  At best, the other 
is an alter ego, made in my image.   Levinas develops more in this line in his doctoral dissertation later 
published as The Theory of Intuition in Husserl‘s Phenomenology. 

31 TANGYIN, ŖReading Levinas on ŘThe Otherř from a Christian Perspective,ŗ 53. 
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unknown land, and forbids his servant to even bring back his son to the point of 
departure.32  

Levinas seems to see Western philosophy exemplified by Hegelian totality, and he 

wants to break up this totality and give a place for the otherness of the other.  He 

says, ŖThe Other as Other has nothing in common with the same; it is not 

thinkable in a synthesis…ŗ33  It is thus a radical Will to Alterity34 what Levinas 

seem to propose.35  Therefore, it is imperative to make sense of the specific 

category called Other which lies in fact at the heart of the philosophy Levinas.   

4.3. ALTERITY AND OTHERNESS  

The question about the existence of the other has been a long problem from the 

very beginning of philosophy.36  Alterity37 is the irreducible Otherness that 

separates the world of each conscious being from Otherřs.38 The alterity does not 

change its identity. And it is exactly this ability to reduce every alterity to 

unalterable identity of the Self, to reduce the Other to the Same that defines the 

subject as the Same. The Ŗabsolute characterŗ of it has to be understood in the 

                                                      
32 LEVINAS, ŖTrace of the Other,ŗ 348. 

33 LEVINAS, God, Death, and Time, 127. 

34 This is in sharp contrast to the Will to Power of Nietzsche. 

35 The issues concerning the Other in ontology, ethics, and political philosophy have come to 
be considered more fundamental. 

36 The problem was: How do we know that others exist? This problem was first stated by the 
Sophist philosophers during the times of Socrates, but not until after Descartes did any large number 
of philosophers picked it up. However, Descartes did not make the question of the Řotherř as a great 
problem. He was more interested in proving the existence of the external world after proving his own 
existence as a Řthinking beingř. But this mode of thinking led the later philosophers of modernity to 
construct a dubious rational background in the understanding of the Řotherř especially about its 
existence. The whole Cartesian philosophy was based on two basic premises. One premise was that 
men may know nothing directly and immediately except their own Řideasř, which he called as the 
Řinnate ideasř. The other premise was that man and the external world constitute two radically 
different types of being whose inter-relationships cannot be understood by the mathematical or 
scientific understanding. The difficulty here was that if all that I can know is my own ideas, then I 
cannot know the ideas of others. Consequently, I cannot know that they exist. Thus, Descartes 
initiated the philosophy of doubting the existence of the other as a concrete being. 

37 The term alterity derives from the Latin word alter, which means Ŗother.ŗ  There are 
different kinds of alterity. It is possible to distinguish three fundamentally different types of alterity: 
alterity in the form of oneself (world), oneself as Other, and Other self. 

38 Alterity is not a new topic. Many, other than Levinas, have engaged in discussing alterity 
and raising questions on the identity, visibility, representation, disappearance, sameness and 
apprehension of the Ŗother.ŗ  Useful discussion on alterity can be found in ARENDT, The Human 
Condition; BUBER, I and Thou; HAZELL, Alterity: The Experience of the Other; MERLEAU PONTY, The 
Visible and the Invisible; FOUCAULT,  The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences; RICŒUR, 
Oneself as Another.   
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epistemological sense of that term.39  Though the question of the alterity, in 

contemporary philosophy, is primarily that of the other human being, the Other 

(Autrui), there are thinkers who have questioned this prerogative accorded 

exclusively to the humans. However, the central question governing philosophical 

discussions of alterity is our access to alterity and not who the other is.40  The Other 

is primarily understood as the other human being in his or her differences. 

Throughout human history, we find a continuous struggle to define the other, the 

foreigner, the unknown, the opposite of we or I. Moreover, as Hegel indicates, 

ŖEverything is what is not.ŗ What they are, that we are not, helps define the 

frontiers of personal and group identity.41  The notion of the Other has been 

embraced in anthropology, post-colonial philosophy, and feminism in an attempt 

to undermine the entrenched conceptual priority of the metropolitan culture and 

the male.42  The problem of other in phenomenology was taken up by Edmund 

Husserl in the Fifth of his Cartesian Meditations where the other is constituted as an 

alter ego, although there are clear antecedents in René Descartes. Husserl in 

Cartesian Meditations offers an account of how I recognize another body as organic 

and constitute an other as an alter ego, using  an analogy with my own body 

through empathy.43  Martin Heidegger in Being and Time dismisses this approach as 

based on Descartesř inadequate understanding of the human being as an isolated 

subject. He adavaces the  ontological claim that the other possesses the kind of 

being that he calls Mitsein (literally Ŗwithbeingŗ) and thereby dismisses the 

epistemological problem of alterity.  Nevertheless, the problem of the other re-

appears in Jean-Paul Sartreřs Being and Nothingness, where the relation with the 

Other is presented as conflictual, partly due to the impact of Hegelřs account of 

the master-slave dialectic.44  

Gabriel Marcel in his philosophical analysis on the self, concluded that the 

self exists in so far as it participates in the being as a presence.45  Just as the self 

eludes the possibility of a monological description, the other is also unfathomable 

and beyond all our categorizations, descriptions and inventories.  The other who 

                                                      
39 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 86. 

40 Continental philosophy highlights the ontological dimension of this question rather than 
its epistemological dimension, which has been called the problem of other minds since the nineteenth 
century. 

41 CAPETILLO-PONCE, ŖDefining the Other,ŗ 12. 

42 Blackwell Dictionary of Philosophy, 2004 edition, s.v. ŖOther, the.ŗ 

43 The question of empathy will, in detail, be discussed in the 5th chapter.  

44 Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 1998 edition, s.v. ŖAlterity.ŗ 

45 MARCEL, Metaphysical Journal,  viii. 
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is given to me in an encounter is not a mere repertory for facts; furthermore, in 

that case basing on the philosophical concepts of Marcel, the Ŗotherŗ himself is 

not the subject of a factual description or verification.  The reality of the existence 

of the other is very indispensible for the very existence of the self.  The self 

becomes conscious about itself only in relation to what is other than the self.  The 

existence of the other is necessitated by the concrete existence of the self: for the 

self to exist, there should be an other.  If the other is not there as a being present 

to me, the self would cease to be a conscious being.  Our own selves are created in 

the acts of encounter with other persons.  The selfřs desire for communion is the 

very fact that there are others, other than the self and the self experiences a sense 

of vacuum in itself in the absence of others.  In Metaphysical Journal, Marcel 

narrates this process. 

I meet a stranger in the train.  We speak of the heat, of the war news, etc., but 
even when I address him, he does not cease to be Řsomebodyř, Řthat personř, in 
my eyes.  He is Řsomebodyř whose biography I get to know little by little...The 
being I love comes more and more into the circle in relation to which and 
outside which there are third parties, third parties who are Řthe others.ř46 

In Metaphysical Journal Marcel recalls this view in a peculiar way: ŖIt seems true to 

say that the more I am myself the less I contrast myself with others as a source 

can be contrasted with other sources.  The more I treat myself as a guide-book, 

the less I think of myself as myself.ŗ47  Just as a concrete individual is inseparable 

from his incarnation in a body in a particular situation, he is likewise inseparable 

from his relationships with other persons.48  Marcel says in Being and Having, ŖI 

would go so far as to say that it is of the essence of the Other that he exists.  I 

cannot think of him as other without thinking of him as existing.ŗ49  It is only by 

affirming the existence of the other that the conscious self becomes aware about 

its own existence.  This unavoidable factor is experienced through perception.50  

In his Journal he affirms, ŖTo think a thing as existing is to think oneself as the 

perceiver, it is to extend oneřs experience in such a way that it comprehends even 

that which is appeared to leave outside itself.ŗ51  The conscious existence of the 

                                                      
46 MARCEL, Metaphysical Journal, 146-147. 

47 MARCEL, Metaphysical Journal, 175.  

48 Marcelřs thought is anti-Cartesian in character. 

49 MARCEL, Being and Having, 104. 

50 In the Marcellian philosophy, perception is not a reception of a message but an immediate 
openness to the concrete world in which one encounters the other beings.  Consequently,  perception 
is the fundamental act by which I as a conscious being is mutually related to the other and the world. 
If perception (openness) is not there between persons neither the self nor the other can affirm the 
existence of each other. 

51 MARCEL, Metaphysical Journal, 14. 
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individual self is possible only when it becomes aware of the concrete existence of 

the other selves.  Thus the primary experience of the self as a conscious being 

theoretically proves the existence of other selves. However, it is only with Levinas 

that the philosophy of the Other was freed from the epistemological problematic 

and began to assume a moral significance, for whom alterity is the radical 

heterogeneity of the Other.52  

4.4. „THE OTHER‟ IN LEVINAS 

What does Levinas mean by the ŘOtherř?53  In his Le temps et l‘autre, Levinas 

succinctly defines the Other: « l‘autre assumé – c‘est autrui »54  The Other, by 

challenging my self-assurance, Levinas rightly argues, opens the question of ethics. 

The priority of the Other becomes equivalent to the primacy of ethics over 

ontology. Nonetheless, several questions have been raised about this conception 

of the Other.55  The Other is not a simple presence of a self to a self; it is not 

contained in a relation which starts from a distance and ends in a bringing 

together. Levinas goes on to affirm the relationship with the Other in the 

following way:  

                                                      
52 Alterity is an encounter with Ŗthe other.  At the core of Levinasř mature thought (i.e., in 

Totality and Infinity and in Otherwise than Being) are descriptions of the encounter with another person. 
That encounter evinces a particular feature: the other impacts me unlike any worldly object or force. I 
can constitute the other person cognitively, on the basis of vision, as an alter ego. I can see that another 
human being is Ŗlike me,ŗ acts like me, appears to be the master of her conscious life. 

53 Levinas conceives the other in three different ways.  First, there is the otherness or alterity 
of the environment, which the self makes its own by working on it, by suspending its otherness and 
by enjoying it. Second, there is the other as the Other person, the Other who faces the self, who calls 
its identity Ŕ making and alterity Ŕ suspending powers into question, and who resists assimilation.  
And third, there is the divine Other, whom Levinas never identifies as such, thereby playing upon the 
ambiguity of the Other as the Other person, and the Other as God.  See, JOPLING, ŖLevinas on 
Desire, Dialogue and the Other.ŗ 410.  

54 LEVINAS, Le temps et l‘autre, 67. 

55 Derrida asked whether the absolute alterity of the Other is not inevitably compromised by 
the fact that the Other is other than what is given initially. The logical problem has especially 
devastating consequences in the political realm, particularly if the Other is not accorded the ethical 
priority Levinas gives it. In this way the now widespread use of the language of otherness in 
anthropological discourse to describe the Westřs encounter with non-Western cultures tends to keep 
the dominant discourse intact, just as the reference to the feminine as Other reasserts male privilege. 
The notion of the Other is also used by other European thinkers in a broader sense. Death, madness, 
the unconscious are all said to be Other. In each case the challenge of the Other is the same: that in 
some way the Other cannot be encapsulated within the thought-forms of Western philosophy without 
reducing the alterity of the Other. See, The Oxford Companion to Philosophy, 1995 edition, s.v. ŖOther, 
theŗ by Robert Bernasconi.  
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The relationship with the other is not an idyllic and harmonious relationship of 
communion, or a sympathy through which we put ourselves in the otherřs place; 
we recognize the other as resembling us, but exterior to us; the relationship with 
the other is a relationship with a Mystery. The otherřs entire being is constituted 
by its exteriority, or rather its alterity, for exteriority is a property of space and 
leads the subject back to itself through light.56 

In Totality and Infinity Levinas charged previous philosophy, including that of 

Husserl, with reducing the Other to an object of consciousness and thereby failing 

to maintain its absolute alterity: the radically Other transcends me and the totality 

into whose network I seek to place it. There is one thing that is beyond the 

domination of totality. Lying outside the system of identity, it is absolute 

exteriority. This thing, for Levinas, is the other in its alterity and with its face and 

saying. For Husserl, the other is an alter ego. The way in which one knows the 

other is analogical. One knows the other through knowing oneself, and finally the 

other and the self are considered to be identical. For Levinas, the other can never 

be an alter ego. Not only does the other differ from the self, from existents, it also 

sets itself apart from many individual others. The other is the pure alterity, 

singularity, exteriority, transcendence, and infinity.  The Other is radical only if the 

desire for it is not the possibility of anticipating it as the desirable or of thinking it 

out beforehand but if it comes aimlessly as an absolute alterity, like death.57  

Levinas distinguishes two types of alterities. ŖThere is logical alterity; if there is a 

series, each term is other in relation to the rest.  The alterity of which I am 

speaking is the alterity of the face, which is not a difference, not a series, but 

strangeness a strangeness which cannot be suppressed, which means that it is my 

obligation that cannot be effaced.ŗ58  In Levinas one can thus distinguish evidently 

even three manifestations of alterity of the face: alterity of the self, alterity of the 

world, and the alterity of the Other.  

 4.4.1. The Absolute Other 

In an attempt to find the resources to articulate the relation between the I and the 

Other, Levinas takes up the traditional distinction between the Same and the 

Other.59 The dominant strand of Western philosophy understands the same and 

                                                      
56 LEVINAS, Time and the Other, 75-76. 

57 HEATON, ŖThe Other and Psychotherapy,ŗ 5.  

58 LEVINAS, ŖThe Paradox of Morality: An Interview with Emmanuel Levinas,ŗ 179. 

59 Levinas envisages the material structure of the subject as an ensemble of nourishment. The 
relationship of the subject with an object is called enjoyment. Second section of Totality and Infinity 
deals with the Self identification of the Same (Self) in the concrete form of a Self-centered existence, 
which is independent as well as separated and capable of entering into relationship with the Other. 
Nourishment is the transmutation of the Other into the Same whose the essence of enjoyment.  It is 
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the other as opposed or as two moments of a unity.60 In both cases the same and 

the other are figured in such a way that when this distinction is applied to the 

encounter with the other human being, where the radical exteriority of the Other 

is effaced.61 The Other must be absolutely distinct, with no exceptions, or else we 

maintain an alter ego and find ourselves stuck in solitude. Husserlřs 

phenomenological discovery of the alter ego provides insufficient grounds for a 

robust account of the experience of alterity. The infinite begins, so to speak, with 

and through alterity.62   

In Totality and Infinity Levinas radicalizes the problem of alterity by thinking 

of the other as radically Other and not as another subject like me,63 the one who 

puts me in question and calls me to my responsibility. This ethical relation is 

asymmetrical as the Other is accessible only starting from an I. However, the 

Other is defined by the way he or she exceeds this relation in absolute separation 

from me and not by his or her differences from me. ŖThe absolutely other is the 

Other.  He and I do not form a number. The collectivity in which I say Řyouř or 

Řweř is not a plural of the ŘIř.ŗ64  Thus, Levinasř conception of the absolute Other 

self-consciously breaks with the way that the other has been thought in the West 

since Platořs Sophist.65 Nonetheless, Jacques Derrida challenges Levinasř account 

of the absolute Other in ŖViolence and Metaphysics.ŗ He explicitly evokes Platořs 

critique that renders such a conception unthinkable, impossible, and unsayable. 

Derrida asks, without underwriting the legitimacy of Husserlřs account of 

                                                                                                                                                        
the presence of the Other that makes possible the separate existence of the Self. The alterity of the 
Other constitutes the grounds which make separation possible. The Self exists because the Other is 
irreconcilable with it or because both Self and Other would form all totality where their separateness 
would be invalidated. 

60 The distinction between the same and the other is derived from the Platonic distinction 
between tauton and to heteron.  See, PLATO, Sophist, 254c-256b; Timaeus, 35a-b; and Theaetetus, 185c.  

61  BERNASCONI, and KELTNER, ŖEmmanuel Levinas: The Phenomenology of Sociality And 
The Ethics Of Alterity,ŗ 253. 

62 The thesis of Time and the Other, Levinas writes, Ŗconsists in thinking time not as a 
degradation of eternity, but as the relationship to that which Ŕ of itself unassimilable, absolutely other 
Ŕ would not allow itself to be assimilated by experience; or to that which Ŕ of itself infinite  Ŕ would 
not allow itself to be comprehended.ŗ See, LEVINAS, Time and the Other, 32. 

63 WILD, ŖIntroductionŗ to LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 16-18. 

64 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 39. (Lřabsolument Autre, cřest Autrui. Il ne fait pas nombre 
avec moi. La collectivité où je dis « tu » ou « nous » nřest pas un pluriel de « je ». See, LEVINAS, Totalité 
et infini, 28.  

65 According to Plato the other is always relative to some other, a formulation usually 
understood to mean that the other is Ŗother than the same.ŗ See, PLATO, Sophist, 255 d.   ŖIf the 
other, like being, partook of both absolute and relative existence, there would be also among the 
others that exist another not in relation to any other; but as it is, we find that whatever is other is just 
what it is through compulsion of some other.ŗ See, PLATO, Sophist, 255 d.  
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intersubjectivity, whether the latterřs notion of an alter ego does not better secure 

the ethical character of the radical alterity of the other than does Levinasř notion 

of the absolutely other.66 Derridařs point is that the Other cannot be the  Other of 

the Same except by being itself the same, that is, an ego, but he himself 

subsequently embraces Levinasř language of alterity with the phrase tout autre est 

tout autre (every other is wholly other).67 The absolutely Other comes from on high 

and challenges my egoistic identity by presenting itself as a face that exceeds any 

idea I can have of him. The Other puts me in question. Morality begins not with 

my freedom, but when my freedom is experienced as arbitrary and violent.68 This 

takes place when the Other, who as such has neither a particular identity nor 

attributes, disturbs my own sense of identity and interrupts my self-assurance in 

such a way that I have no choice but to respond. This response is, in Levinasř 

terms, already ethical responsibility, thereby enabling him to say that the 

metaphysical relation takes place, or is concretized, as the ethical relation.69 

 4.4.2. The Other as the Dawn of Ethics 

Levinas insists, that Ŗwith the appearance of the human Ŕ and this is my entire 

philosophy Ŕ there is something more important than my life, and that is the life 

of the other.ŗ70 The human order is the ethical order, the order in which Ŗbeing is 

no longer a being-for-itself but is instead a being-for-others, a being-concerned-

for-the-other.ŗ71  This is undoubtedly true that it is the face of the other that 

establishes this order, a disordering of myself and a re-orientation towards the 

other.  My acknowledgement of the Other must take place in the world of lived 

relations and expression but must also leave the Other in his otherness, as Infinity. 

And yet this acknowledgement provokes a Řcritique of the Sameř Ŕ the ŘIř, too, is 

radically altered by the relation Ŕ which is why Ŗwe name this calling into question 

of my spontaneity by the presence of the Other ethics.ŗ72  Thus the Levinasian 

notion of the Other as a site of irreducible alterity has had a tremendous impact 

                                                      
66 It is in response to Derridařs essay that Levinas developed the fundamental idea of his later 

thought: the substitution of the one for the other. 

67 DERRIDA, The Gift of Death, 82. 

68 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 84. 

69 BERNASCONI, and KELTNER, ŖEmmanuel Levinas: The Phenomenology of Sociality and 
the Ethics of Alterity,ŗ 253. 

70 LEVINAS, ŖThe Paradox of Morality,ŗ 172. 

71 DIEHM, ŖFacing Nature,ŗ 51. 

72 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 43. 
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on posthumanist theorizing about interpersonal ethics.73 Ethically, for Levinas, the 

ŘOther is superior to the Self.  Levinas says, ŖThe Other as Other is not only an 

alter ego: the Other is what I myself am not. The Other is this, not because of the 

Otherřs character, or physiognomy, or psychology, but because of the Otherřs 

very alterity.ŗ74 For Levninas, the mere presence of the Other makes demands 

before one can respond by helping them or ignoring them.75 It is this otherness 

that constructs and constitutes my being even. In Cartesian fashion this could be 

put as follows: Řyou (the other) exist, therefore I amř (Tu es donc je suis).  In the 

preface to Totalité et infini, Levinas speaks of Řsubjectivity as welcoming the Other 

as hospitalityř and immediately goes on to say, Řin it the idea of infinity is 

consummated.ř76  The question is how can the I remain I in the face of the Other?  

This question is important not only in terms of understanding Totalité et infini,  but 

it also addresses the question of the Other that inevitably poses itself to reading 

Levinas.77    

Levinas opens his most extensive work, Totality and Infinity by defining 

desire as Řdesire for the absolutely other.ř78  Because every object is inadequate to 

desire, its meaning must lie in the Řalterity of the Other [autrui]ř.  The 

phenomenological elucidation of the autrui (the Řpersonalř other) cannot simply be 

a matter of theoretical attitudes and descriptions because the autrui is never a 

definable theme. Instead of grounding philosophy on the cogito, Levinas returns to 

Descartesř discussion of Řthe idea of infinityř as that which Řoverflowsř every 

intentional state. Totality and Infinity then presents subjectivity Řas welcoming the 

Other, as hospitality; in it the idea of infinity is consummatedř.79  It is important to 

note that the notion of subjectivity in Levinas is very much a religiously inspired 

vision of the subject, a subject who is born out of its relations to the other, a 

subject whose nature is connected with the notion of infinity.  Subjectivity is not 

                                                      
73 From the attempts of Luce Irigaray and Jacques Derrida to conceptualize a form of 

relationality that does not strive to assimilate the other to the self to Eric Santnerřs attempts to 
conceptualize ways of embracing the contorted opacity (or Ŗcreaturelinessŗ) of the other, 
contemporary thinkers have been fascinated by the idea that the other intrinsically eludes our 
comprehension.  See, RUTI, Between Levinas and Lacan: Self, Other, Ethics, 4. 

74 LEVINAS, Time and the Other, 83. 

75 While studying the work of Husserl and Heidegger, Levinas came to realize that the 
phenomenology of the other cannot be accomplished in the same manner as the phenomenology of 
consciousness or the hermeneutics of existence. 

76 LEVINAS, Totalité et infini, 17.  

77 CHANTER, ŖFeminism and the Other,ŗ 35.  

78 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 34. 

79 ŖThis book will present subjectivity as welcoming the Other, as hospitality; in it the idea of 
infinity is consummated.ŗ LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 27. 
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hostility to the other, as in Hobbes or Sartre,80 but rather is welcoming of the other.81  

The other can never be reduced to the same - not to the identity of the cogito 

(epistemology) nor to the sameness of being (ontology) - and so ethics becomes, 

for Levinas, Řfirst philosophyř and Ŗthe other is not founded in freedom, but the 

essence of alterity comes first.ŗ82 If alterity is seen here as a phenomenon 

involving the Ŗselfŗ and the Ŗotherŗ in an interdependant relationship in the 

world, then otherness is what explains the mode of existence of the Ŗotherŗ to the 

Ŗselfŗ. 

In Otherwise than Being, Levinas no longer speaks of subjectivity as 

hospitality but as hostage: the self is not only held hostage by the other, but, as a 

hostage, it also Řsubstitutesř - and thus takes responsibility - for the other who 

holds it hostage. This paradoxical responsibility cannot be represented in terms of 

a self-positing subject, for, as the term Řhostageř indicates, the self is from the start 

sheer passivity:  

The uniqueness of the ego, overwhelmed by the other in proximity, is the other 
in the same, the psyche. But it is I, I and no one else, who am hostage for the 
others. In substitution my being that belongs to me and not to another is 
undone, and it is through this substitution that I am not Řanotherř, but me.83  

It is only because the self is assigned to the other before it acts on its own that it 

can be itself, that is, singular. Throughout his writing Levinas discovers an 

unmediated alterity in every identity: the vulnerability, susceptibility and Řnudityř of 

the self is evidence of such alterity. For philosophy to come to terms with 

evidence of this kind it must abandon idealism as well as empiricism and revise its 

notions of experience and sensibility. Experience does not consist in subsuming 

mental representations under general terms but in taking responsibility for the 

other and exposing oneself to oneřs own alterity.84   

                                                      
80 In Being and Nothingness Sartre maintains that consciousness can only take two attitudes 

towards the Otherřs look. Adopting the first-person perspective, Sartre explains that consciousness 
can Ŗrecognise the Other as the subject through whom I get my object-ness  - this is shame; and that 
by which I apprehend myself as the free object by which the Other gets his being-other - this is 
arrogance or the affirmation of my freedom confronting the Other as- object.ŗ  See, SARTRE, Being 
and Nothingness, 314. 

81 MORGAN, Introduction to Phenomenology, 345. 

82 LEVINAS, Time and Other, 84. 

83 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 116. 

84 Routledge Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 1998 edition, s.v. ŖAlterity and Identity, Postmodern 
Theories of,ŗ by Peter Fenves. 
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 4.4.3. The Other as the Site of Responsibility  

For Levinas, there is no other way to construct the conjunction between the Self 

and the Other except through the infinite responsibility for the Other. The 

responsibility is based upon an apparent contradiction, however: the Other as akin 

to me, and yet he or she must be left intact. How is this paradoxical relation to the 

Other achieved? What accomplishes this calling into question? For Levinas, the 

answer lies in language and conversation.85 Language allows me to Řrecognize the 

Other, to come to him across the world of possessed things, but at the same time 

to establish, by gift, community and universality.ř86  For Levinas there is an 

interiority of the Other, an infinite separateness which Levinas calls Ŗalterityŗ or 

distinctness, that always escapes my comprehension and cannot be reduced to 

mere knowledge. Our engagement with another person is a unique experience, 

involving a certain level of engagement that extends beyond our knowledge of 

objects. Levinas describes it this way:  

Our relation with the Other (autrui) certainly consists in wanting to comprehend 
him, but this relation overflows comprehension. Not only because knowledge of 
the Other (autrui) requires, outside of all curiosity, also sympathy or love, ways 
of being distinct from impassible contemplation, but because in our relation 
with the other (autrui), he does not affect us in terms of a concept. He is a being 
(étant) and counts as such.87  

An encounter with the Other cannot be reduced to my own analysis, nor 

assimilated into my understanding or reasoning. The other with whom I am 

standing face to face beckons me to moral obligation.88 In Autrement qu‘être, 

Levinas claims that ipseity depends upon alterity. One of the reasons why he 

makes such a claim is that the I become a subject exactly by being addressed and 

accused by the Other.  It is when the Other makes an irrefutable appeal to me, 

when I am confronted with an unsubstitutable and irreplaceable responsibility, 

                                                      
85 Through language, Levinas elides the violence that is invariably invoked in the relationship 

of the Same with the Other because speaking allows the Other to absolve himself from the relation 
with me and me from him. ŘIř cannot interrupt his continuity or command him to play a role that is 
inauthentic for him because for me, this communication was always derived from generosity first, a 
prior welcoming of his face: ŖOver him I have no power. He escapes my grasp by an essential 
dimension even if I have him at my disposal. He is not wholly in my site. But I, who have no concept 
in common with the Stranger, am, like him, without genus. We are the same and the other.ŗ  See, 
LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 39. 

86 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 63. 

87 LEVINAS, ŖIs ontology fundamental?,ŗ 6. 

88 MICHENER, ―Face-to-face with Levinas: (Ev)angelical Hospitality and (de)constructive 
ethics?,ŗ 156. 
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that I am provided with a true self-identity and individuality. Thus subjectivity is 

ultimately taken to be a question of sub-jection to responsibility.89 

 4.5. THE FACE OF THE OTHER AS RADICAL ALTERITY 

The moral phenomenology Levinas starts from the experience of the face of the 

other person; from the otherřs Ŗproximity.ŗ  For Levinas the face is to be 

understood not in its dictionary meaning.90  Levinas assigns a very special and 

unique meaning to the concept of face in his phenomenological description of the 

term.91  The face of the other, indicates the manner in which the other both 

manifests himself and overflows every manifestation. Levinas puts it correctly, 

ŖThe way in which the other presents himself, exceeding the idea of the other in 

me, we here name face.ŗ92  No term in Levinasř strange moral vocabulary has been 

subject to more analysis or given rise to more confusion.93  It is in the encounter - 

or better, the epiphany and revelation - of the Otherřs face that alterity, 

separateness and infinitude are manifested.  The revelation of the Otherřs face 

breaks the hegemony of totalizing and reductionist forces.  It is in its refusal to be 

contained, encompassed or comprehended that face is present and reveals itself.  

Levinas argues that Ŗthe face is the way in which Other is presented to me, 

exceeding the idea, anticipation, belief or representation that I might have of 

him.ŗ94  When he presents himself as a face, he is not present to me as a 

determinate theme, nor as a subject capable of supporting the ascription of 

psychological predicates (e.g., character traits like ambitious, shy, irritable, and 

neurotic).  The other cannot be made explicitly as an object.  Nothing in this 

                                                      
89 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 26, 29, 141, 183, 216-217.  

90 What is called Ŗfaceŗ in English is less common than it seems to be.  Even on the linguistic 
level the connotations differ from one language to the other.  Cosider  the languages that Levinas 
spoke, for example.  If the French word visage, like the German Gesicht, refers to seeing and being 
seen, the Hebrew expression panim emphasizes the face facing us or our mutual facing.  But the 
Russian term lico means face, cheek, but also person, similar to the Greek prosôpon which literally refers 
to the act of Ŗlooking atŗ and which stands not only for the face, but also masks and roles, rendered 
in Latin by persona.  

91 However, Levinas denies that there exists a phenomenology of face.  ŖI do not know if 
one can speak of a phenomenology of the face, since phenomenology describes what appears.ŗ  See, 
LEVINAS, Ethics and Infinity, 85. 

92 LEVINAS, Ethics and Infinity, 50. 

93 The confusion lies because of the differences in the understanding of what is generally 
understood by face and what Levinas specifically assigns to mean by face when he uses it.   

94 JOPLING, ŖDesire, Dialogue and the Other,ŗ 420. 
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encounter, in this epiphany of the otherřs face, matches or is adequate to any idea 

by which I may try to measure him.95 

  The Other is an infinity irreducible even to the representation of infinity, it 

exceeds representational thought.  No language can contain the Other, not is it 

possible to understand, explain or interpret the Other.  The Other is infinitely 

distant from my own reality.  However this distance does not destroy the relation 

nor does the relation destroy the distance as would happen in a relation within the 

same.  It does not get confused with the Other or effect its identity.  The absolute 

experience is not disclosure but revelation, a coinciding of the expressed with him 

who expresses. It is the manifestation of the Other of a face, over and beyond 

form.  Levinasian ethics notoriously crystallizes on the other as face.  Although 

Levinas maintains that the face should not be understood in a narrow way that the 

face Ŗis not the colour of the eyes, the shape of the nose, the ruddiness of the 

cheeks, etc.ŗ96  There is obviously something about the face that, for him, most 

viscerally conveys the vulnerability, defenselessness, woundability, and mortality of 

the other. The face is that part of the body of other people which is most readily 

or most often visible; it is also the most expressive part of the body, and the 

notion of the face as expression plays an important part in Levinasř thinking.  But 

the face is not simply seen: Ŗto see the face would be to make of it an intentional 

object of the perceiving consciousness, so reducing its absolute otherness.ŗ97   

 4.5.1. Phenomenology of the Face 

Levinas takes the face of the other as the starting point in order to build up an 

ethics of otherness and to explain the ethical breakthrough.  The human face is 

not simply what it seems to be, for Levinas,  it is much more than that. Levinas 

uses the term with a very special connotation.98  It is the expression of a separated 

                                                      
95 In his essay on Levinas, Derrida writes that Ŗno logos, no rationalism, can comprehend, 

and this rupture of Logos is not the beginning of irrationalism but the wound or inspiration which 
opens speech and then makes possible every logos or every rationalism.ŗ DERRIDA, ŖViolence and 
Metaphysics,ŗ 98.  

96 LEVINAS, Entre Nous, 232. 

97 DAVIS, Levinas: An Introduction, 46. 

98 For Levinas the other is invisible, thus opposing himself to the frequent misunderstanding 
in the Ŗfaceŗ of the other is confused with his or her Ŗcountenance,ŗ which is to say with his or her 
appearances and describable, physiognomy, personality or character, familial and social status, 
intellectual and religious origin and background, and so forth.  What Levinas refer to as the Ŗfaceŗ is 
precisely that which exceeds the Ŗcountenance.ŗ  This implies that every attempt to make him or her 
visible through one or another account of life already involves a form of misunderstanding.     
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being, of sheer transcendence.99  As he said, Ŗthe way in which the other presents 

himself, exceeding the idea of Other in me, we name here face.ŗ100  ŖThe true 

essence of man is presented in his face.ŗ101 Levinas even goes on to say that Ŗthe 

phenomenon which is the apparition of the other is also a face.ŗ102  The face at 

each moment surpasses and destroys the surface presented in the assemblage of 

nose, eyes, mouth and forehead.103  

The face-to-face encounter with the Other is essentially an ethical event, and 

it constitutes a new dimension within the realm of the sensible, the historical and 

the perceived.  The otherřs face resists our powers of thematization and 

representation not because its resistance cannot be overcome, but because Ŗit 

breaks with the sensible form which tries to contain and represent it.ŗ104  

Obviously, we can look at a personřs face, and interpret the facial expressions we 

see; but this is not the transcendental level of which Levinas is speaking.  Levinas 

is emphatic in making clear the distinction between the dimension of this face to 

face encounter, the face which cannot be looked at, instituted or read and the 

dimension of the historical and the sensible.  At this transcendental level, the 

Otherřs face does not convey information about inner psychological workings.  It 

is not a medium or vehicle for hidden intentions, or for meanings other than what 

it expresses.  It is immediate presentation.  The Other is fully present in this 

manifestation.  If he is looked at or perceived, then he is still part of the context of 

the visible world, and his face serves as a source of information.   

I doubt if one can speak of a look turned toward the face, for the look is 
knowledge, perception.  I think rather that access to the face is from the start 
ethical.  It is when you see a nose, eyes, forehead, a chin that you are turned 
toward the other as an object.  The best way to meet the other is not to notice the 
colour of his eyes.  When one notices the colour of eyes, one is not in a social 

                                                      
99 Levinas emphasizes that the face should not be taken literally, noting that if I am standing 

in line outside of Lubyanka, Moscow, waiting for news of a friend or relative arrested for Ŗpolitical 
crimes,ŗ the naked neck of the person in front of me can evoke my responsibility for him or her just 
as effectively as a face would.  See, LEVINAS, Entre Nous, 232. 

100 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 50. 

101 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 290. 

102 LEVINAS, ŖThe Trace of the Other,ŗ 351.  
103

 On being asked whether the face is a concrete phenomenon that can be found within 
experience, Levinas has expressed hesitation about the word phenomenon in this context and also 
about the possibility of a phenomenology of the face. A phenomenon is what appears; it has its 
meaning, as Husserl and Heidegger both taught, only within a horizon or context. A face, on the 
other hand, does not signify by virtue of the relationships it maintains, but strictly out of itself. 

104 JOPLING, ŖDesire, Dialogue and the Other,ŗ 420. 
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relation with the other.  The relation with the face can indeed be dominated by 

perception, but what the face is intrinsically cannot be reduced to this.105   

The mode of manifestation characteristic of the face is expression. In saying that the 

face expresses itself, Levinas consciously confounds the spheres of vision and 

hearing and plays these two meanings of expression against one another. 

Expression is both gaze and speech; it is the absolute defencelessness and 

exposure of eyes that gaze at me and call me to responsibility, signifying not in a 

representation, but as a moral summons.106 

4.5.1.1. Face as „Enormous‟ and Absolute  

In his phenomenological analysis of the face, Levinas elucidates several 

characteristics.  He begins the notion of the enormous nature of the face with the 

Western definitions of metaphysics splitting the word, Meta and physics-beyond 

physical things.  Metaphysics, thus, in general indicates the Řmove fromř a familiar 

world to a foreign country.  In addition, this is no way reducible.  So too the 

irreducibility and the total otherness according to Levinas is reflected in the face 

of the other.  In that way, it is a sign of the pre-eminent otherness.  What he 

means is that it is beyond all previously constituted opinions and expectations.  It 

is placed outside all norms.107  It is above all measure and thus the otherness 

becomes clear.  Levinas claims that the Ŗpresence of the face of the other is not an 

experience at all Ŕ rather it is a moving out of oneself.ŗ108  For Levinas the face can 

never be fully characterized, or never fully represented. It Ŗescapes representation; 

it is the very collapse of phenomenality.  Not because it is too brutal to appear, 

but because in a sense too weak, non-phenomenon because less than a 

phenomenon.ŗ109 Face-to-face encounters involve love, desire, and ultimately 

responsibility, but the absolute otherness of the other person is infinite, beyond 

conceptualization and language. 

By the absoluteness of the face what Levinas means is that face in its 

essential core does not borrow its meaning from something outside.  That means 

                                                      
105 LEVINAS, Ethics and Infinity, 79 Ŕ 80. 

106 PERPICH, ŖPhilosophy of the Other: Levinas,ŗ 605-614.  

107 For Kant Duty is a structure of the transcendental subject (Categorical Imperative).  For 
Levinas Duty is not from the transcendental subject; it this from the Other.   

108 LEVINAS, Difficult Freedom, 10. However, Levinas contradicts himself in claiming that ŖThe 
fundamental experience which objective experience itself presupposes is the experience of the Other.  
It is experience par excellence.ŗ See, LEVINAS, Difficult Freedom, 293. 

109 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 88. 
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it goes beyond all relative dimensions of the historical, psychological and 

sociological sources of meaning and interpretation.  In this way there is an 

absoluteness which cannot be understood in the relative sense by comparing.  

Levinas repeatedly emphasizes that the face escapes sight: ŖIt cannot be 

comprehended, that is encompassed.ŗ110  This is the way that in the glance of the 

face of the other I experience an absolute fact that I cannot avoid.  The glance is 

direct and the most immediate and personal presentation of the other by the other 

himself. He even claims that the Ŗface is not a concrete entity, but something 

abstract…ŗ111 

4.5.1.2. Face Speaks, Reveals and Teaches 

The manifestation of the face is already discourse, it speaks, it sees and is seen. So 

discourse is not primarily an yes or a no; it is not a modification of thought but an 

original relation with the Other.112 Levinas would say the face addresses me 

personally.113  In that way, it speaks to me challenging and questioning me. Before 

we speak about the face, Ŗthe face speaks.ŗ114  The Other expresses its alterity and 

demands an ethical response through its Ŗlanguage of the eyes, impossible to 

dissemble.ŗ115  Though the face ex-presses itself visually, the eye, according to 

Levinas, Ŗdoes not shine; it speaks.ŗ116  There is a commandment in the 

appearance of the face, as if a master spoke to me.ŗ117 Moreover, this speaking 

brings into existence the other and reveals the other.  It reveals the other who 

brings in the question mark to my narcissistic ego.  My familiar world is broken 

and ŘIř attain a new significance or, in other words, a revelation takes place.  I, 

sequentially, turn out to be a listener, and the other controls me, educates me 

about his essence, his exteriority.  Thus, he becomes my teacher.  For Levinas 

                                                      
110 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 168. 

111 LEVINAS, Collected Philosophical Papers, 96. 

112 HEATON, ŖThe Other and Psychotherapy,ŗ 6-7. 

113  The Řepiphany of the faceř, which functions in Levinas as a kind of metonym for the 
relation to the Other, refers to the way that this relation always goes beyond what is to be understood 
phenomenologically. 

114 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 194.  See also, LEVINAS, Ethics and Infinity, 87. 

115 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 66. 

116 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 66. 

117 LEVINAS, Ethics and Infinity, 89. 
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teaching, radically opposed to Socratic,118 means to encounter that which is wholly 

other, which, as righty argues Levinas Řbrings me more than I containř119 

To approach the Other in conversation is to welcome his expression, in which 
at each instant he overflows the idea a thought would carry away from it. It is 
therefore to receive from the Other beyond the Capacity of  the I, which means 
exactly: to have the idea of infinity. But this also means: to be taught. The 
relation with the Other, or conversation, is a non-allergic relation; but inasmuch 
as it is welcomed this conversation is a teaching [enseignement]. Teaching is not 
reducible to maieutics; it comes from the exterior and brings me more than I 
contain.  In its non-violent transitivity the very epiphany of the face is 
produced.120 

That face is that which calls for conversion, for turning of oneřs face towards the 

other, the face-to-face.121 ŖThe face resists possession, resists my powers.ŗ122  A 

facing does not simply expose a surface, but speaks.  The otherřs very face appeals 

to me, contests me.  The first move with which someone faces me already 

summons me, and each act with which information can be exchanged also 

addresses me, and calls for a response.123  Moreover, the Ŗface speaks of the past 

as an immemorial past of responsibility that is more ancient than sin.ŗ124 

4.5.1.3. The „Nakedness‟  and the „Exteriority‟ of the Face 

The face in itself is not covered.  ŖThe disclosing of a face is nudity, non-form, 

abandon of self, ageing, dying, more naked than nudity.ŗ125  A face is the place 

where poverty and nakedness, and also majesty, break forth into the plenitude and 

sufficiency of the field of things, field of nutriments and implements.126 When the 

                                                      
118 For Socrates, knowledge and understanding are not imparted from without, but are seen 

as Řinř the soul of the individual.  In the Theaetetus, Socrates claims that he is a midwife (Theaetetus, 
184b), who delivers thoughts through his maieutic art, the method of delivery being the elenchos.  The 
Socratic dialogue is not an insemination, for Socrates presents himself as a barren midwife in the 
process of his studentřs coming to understanding, insisting: ŘYou ask me if I teach you when I say 
there is no teaching but recollectionř (Meno, 82). 

119 « Cřest donc recevoir dřAutrui au-delà de la capacité du Moi; ce qui signifie exactement : 
avoir lřidée de lřinfini. Mais cela signifie aussi être enseigné. »  LEVINAS, Totalité et infini, 43.  Teaching 
is, ideally bringing the best of the other.  

120 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 51. 

121 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 79. 

122 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 197. 

123 LINGIS, ŖFace to Face,ŗ 154. 

124 WEBB, ŖThe Rhetoric of Ethics as Excess,ŗ 9. 

125 LEVINAS,  Otherwise than Being, 88. 

126 LINGIS, ŖFace to Face,ŗ 154. 
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other turns to face me, he or she denudes himself or herself. 127  The glance that 

comes discloses the eyes, what is most exposed, most vulnerable, most  unarmed, 

exhibiting the poverty of the  otherřs  otherness.128  For Levinas the face 

represents Ŗextreme exposure Ŕ before all human intending Ŕ as to a shot at Řpoint 

blankř range.ŗ129  Such an exposed face Ŗsummons me, demands me, and claims 

me: as if the invisible death faced by the face of the other Ŕ pure otherness, 

separated somehow from all unity Ŕ were Řmy business.řŗ130   

The skin of the face is that which stays most naked, most destitute.  It is the 
most naked, though with a decent nudity.  It is the most destitute also there is an 
essential poverty in the face; the proof of this is that one tries to makes this 
poverty by putting on poses, by taking on countenance.131 

By exteriority Levinas would mean not in the special sense as something that is 

outside but rather qualitatively exterior.  There is infinite difference qualitatively 

between the ŘIř and the other.  ŖA face that confounds the intentionality that aims 

at it.ŗ132  In facing me, someone greets me, summons my attention, indicates 

something in the world open to me too, answers my call, exposes himself or 

herself to me, contests me.133  ŖTo greet the Other is already to answer for him.  It 

is difficult to remain silent in someoneřs presence… It is necessary to speak of 

something, of the rain and fine weather, no matter what, but to speak, to respond 

to him and already to answer for him.ŗ134  Levinas insists that the face cannot be 

explained in terms of perception135 or knowledge,136  that the face is never just the 

face that one describes; it is never just an object but rather a happening, Řface is a 

                                                      
127 Only a being that can face can be naked in the literal sense.  Things - a naked revolver, 

bare walls - are naked metaphorically.   Even the erotic nudity, where nakedness addresses to its 
witness a solicitation of its own, appeal for the care of the caress, derives from the extremist nudity of 
the face.  Only a being primally naked in face can denude itself erotically.   

128 LINGIS, ŖFace to Face,ŗ 155. 

129 LEVINAS, Entre Nous, 145. 

130 LEVINAS, Entre Nous, 145. 

131 LEVINAS, Ethics and Infinity, 86. 

132 LEVINAS, Collected Philosophical Papers, 97. 

133 LINGIS, ŖFace to Face,ŗ 151. 

134 LEVINAS, Ethics and Infinity, 88. 

135 ŖIn visual or tactile sensation the identity of the I envelops the alterity of the object, 
which becomes precisely a content.ŗ See, LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 194. 

136 In the knowing relation the other is Ŗan exteriority surrendering in clarity … that is, totally 
present without in principle anything shocking thought…  Clarity is the disappearance of what could 
shock.ŗ See, Levinas, Totality and Infinity, 124. 
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fundamental eventř137 the event of being faced by the other.138 And this event is 

not primarily phenomenological, but ethical.   

4.5.1.4. The Vulnerability of the Face 

The separatedness and otherness of the face manifests itself not only as inexorable 

and irreducible, but equally as Ŗstrangeness Ŕ destitutionŗ and exceptional 

vulnerability.139 ŖThe face is exposed, menaced, as if inviting us to an act of 

violence.ŗ140 Since the Other comes absolutely from elsewhere he or she stands 

outside the horizon of the selfish egořs own secure world.  The face-to-face 

relation is asymmetrical.  The Other as the other is weak, the poor, the widow, the 

destitute, whereas I am rich and powerful. Besides this ethical otherness, the face 

has yet another meaning. The strangeness of the face for Levinas has a 

metaphysical bearing.  It ends up being Biblical.  In the Talmudic and Biblical 

understanding, the stranger refers to the widows, the orphans, the oppressed, the 

marginalized and the underpreviliaged.  In short, it refers to those who are 

defenseless, unprotected and are in need of help.  When the other faces, with a 

glance, with a word, with a gesture, he or she comes in the poverty and nakedness 

of his or her face, unmasked, disarmed and empty-handed.141   

4.5.1.5. Face as Prohibition: “Thou Shalt Not Kill” 

It is precisely because of the essential weakness and vulnerability that is evident in 

the face that Levinas argues that the Ŗface is the temptation to murder.ŗ142  ŖThe 

face of a neighbour signifies for me an unexceptional responsibility, preceding 

every free consent, every pact, every contract.ŗ143  In facing me, the other 

questions me, contests me, makes demands on me.  Even if his or her glance is 

light and his or her voice hardly stirs the air and his or her gesture refrains from 

touching me, his or her word is imperative.  In responding to another who faces 

me I have already recognized the otherřs right to question me, have already 

recognized authority and sovereignty.144  His or her face contests my perspective, 

                                                      
137 LEVINAS, ŖThe Paradox of Morality,ŗ 168. 

138 DIEHM, ŖFacing Nature,ŗ 52. 

139 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 75, 299. 

140 LEVINAS, Ethics and Infinity, 86. 

141 LINGIS, ŖFace to Face,ŗ 156. 

142 LEVINAS, Ethics and Infinity, 90. 

143 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 88. 

144 LINGIS, ŖFace to Face,ŗ 154. 
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puts my interpretation into question, and makes demands on me.  ŖIn his or her 

power to require of me responsibility and demand justification, the other 

approaches in the majesty of his or her face. Although his or her look comes from 

without, it is imperative; although his or her voice is disarming, it is urgent; 

although his or her hands refrain from touching or taking hold, their solicitation is 

pressing.ŗ145  The face is described as a summons and a judge, a commandment 

and an authority, a putting into question of the ŘIř which is concerned with itself.  

The face is the intervention of the other which addresses the ŘIř and challenges the 

conatus essendi; it is the expression of the otherřs poverty which reveals that oneřs 

concern for oneself has come at the expense of the other, an appeal which 

demands a response and a responsibility.146  The otherřs resistance to my grasp 

can, unfortunately, cause me to want to violate the other. As Levinas explains, it is 

a Ŗresistance in which the temptation to murder is inscribed.ŗ He goes on to 

argue, ŖThe Other is the only being that one can be tempted to kill. This 

temptation of murder and this impossibility of murder constitute the very vision 

of the face.ŗ147   

For Levinas Ŗto see a face is already to hear Thou Shalt Not Kill,ŗ148  which is 

not only the first word of the face,149 but it is significantly an order.  The face 

therefore presents both the temptation and the impossibility of murder. Because 

the face reveals what is weak, bare, and destitute in the other, it raises the 

possibility of the otherřs death, and therefore of what Levinas describes as Ŗan 

incitement to murder, the temptation to go to the extreme, to completely neglect 

the other.ŗ150  ŖThe ethical impossibility of killing the Other is written in the 

Otherřs face.ŗ151 ŖThe face is what forbids us to kill.ŗ152  The face is what one 

cannot kill, or at least it is that whose meaning consists in saying: ŖThou Shalt Not 

Kill.ŗ153  As Levinas argues, if the face opens the prospect of a Ŗtotal negation,ŗ to 

                                                      
145 LINGIS, ŖFace to Face,ŗ 158. 

146 DIEHM, ŖFacing Nature,ŗ52. 

147 LEVINAS, Difficult Freedom, 8Ŕ9.  

148 LEVINAS, Difficult Freedom, 8. 

149 But it also functions as an absolute prohibition against murder; the face may provoke my 
aggressive impulses, but it also calls me to an unqualified responsibility to not act on that aggression. 

150 LEVINAS, Entre Nous, 104. 

151 WESTPHAL, ŖLevinas, Kierkegaard, and the Theological Task,ŗ 256. 

152 LEVINAS, Ethics and Infinity, 86.  War stories tell us that it is difficult to kill someone who 
looks straight at you.  The difficulty is conveniently overcome by defacing the other Ŕ by not looking 
at the other.   

153 LEVINAS, Ethics and Infinity, 87. 
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be in relation to the face is, precisely, Ŗto be unable to kill.ŗ154 Ethics, in this sense, 

does not eradicate violence but rather entails a relentless struggle to fend off the 

temptation of aggression. However, murder takes place everyday! Levinas argues 

that the Ŗethical exigency is not an ontological necessity.ŗ155   

4.5.1.6. Face as an Appeal and Election 

In facing, the other makes an appeal to me.  I always have something to show, to 

answer, to give.156 A response is always possible, and always required.  And each 

time I am faced, I find myself bringing out things I did not know I had; I 

continually surprise myself.157  The other arises as other in addressing me, calling 

upon me, appealing to me, and in contesting me, judging me - facing me.158  I find 

my imperialistic self that does violence to the Other in the face of the Other, who 

questions, appeals and recalls me to my ethical responsibility.  In presenting159 

himself or herself to me with his or her glance, the other addresses me in his or 

her vulnerability, susceptibility and mortality.  The glance is an appeal made to 

me.160  However, responsibility is a power that is disclosed in the exercise. 

Responsibilities increase in the measure that they are assumed.161 

                                                      
154 LEVINAS, Entre Nous, 10. 

155 LEVINAS, Ethics and Infinity, 87. The prohibition against killing does not render murder 
impossible.  The ethical appeal Ŗthou shalt not killŗ has only ethical invitation.  There is no ontological 
necessity as in the case of a 2+ 2 makes 4.  Here 2+2 always and everywhere makes 4, it is an 
ontological, inescapable necessity; whereas the appeal of the face has only an ethical necessity. 

156 LINGIS, ŖFace to Face,ŗ 156. 

157 Before the destitution of anotherřs face I am the rich one, I find my life a source and a 
resource, inexhaustible wealth. This is not the same as experiencing power, which is experienced in 
the exercise, in the will to power, in overcoming obstacles.  In his or her face the other unmasked, 
disarmed and vulnerable, is not an obstacle. The face of another reveals a wealth that is my life, by 
invoking an ability to respond that never comes to the end of its resources, an unconditioned 
responsibility.  But the responsibility that one discovers before the face of another is not exercised in 
a will to be that affirms and assumes itself - or in a will to power that is constituted by a will to ever 
more power, a will to will.  It is discovered in showing what one is, offering what one has, in an 
emptying oneself that discovers that it never comes to an end, where every response reveals further 
responsibility.   

158 LINGIS, ŖFace to Face,ŗ 152. 

159 One can, to be sure, clothe oneřs voice, as one can mask oneřs eyes; a voice can be 
clothed in forms, polite formulations, affected intonations, forced emphases, which are the uniforms 
of dignity and power.   

160 A relationship with infinity is thus contracted in the unending-ness of responsibilities, 
which one always finds to increase in the measure that they are satisfied.  The relationship with the 
other consists in answering for, giving reasons for, what I say, do, and am, in a responsibility before 
the other.   The relationship with the other begins in my response to an appeal already made to me, 
demand already weighing on me.  It subsists in the excess of what is demanded over what I have 
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The summoning forth of the force of responsibility is coextensive with the 

invocation of the ŘIř.  For the glance that turns to me appeals to me in my 

singularity, singles me out.  The other who faces calls unto me, calls upon me, 

calls forth an ŘIř out of the anonymity that reigns in the order of things and the 

eyes that see them, and in the order of implements and the forces that handle 

them.  One is never alone before the surfaces of nature, before the contours of 

implements.  Nevertheless, the one who faces me singles me out, singularizes my 

existence, and calls up an ŘIř.  For the one who faces me requires something of 

me, and requires first that I answer him in the first person singular.  That I answer 

in my own name, that ŘIř be ŘIř.  To answer to the appeal of another is to rise up in 

the singularity of an existence.  As Richard A. Cohen rightly remarks, Ŗone is 

chosen before choosing.ŗ162 

4.5.1.7. Face as an Invitation to Responsibility  

In his phenomenological description of the face-to-face encounter between self 

and other, Levinas is careful to bring out the connections between response, or 

responsiveness to the address of the other, and responsibility. ŖThe face of a 

neighbour signifies for me an unexceptionable responsibility, preceding every free 

consent, every pact, every contact.  It escapes representation; it is the very collapse 

of phemonenality.ŗ163 The face-to-face relation is essentially a relation of 

interlocutors, of two people responding to one another, and therefore being 

responsible for one another.  The other personřs face obligates us to enter into 

discourse, to respond to them; confronted with another, we cannot remain 

silent.164 Every attempt to reduce the Other to a symmetrical alter ego initiates 

violence and war and kills desire and relatedness. I lose respect for the Other by 

absolving myself of responsibility to be open to their Otherness in the ultimate 

sense Ŕ a sense beyond intelligibility, a sense that is infinite and inexhaustible, a 

sense that cannot be reduced to commerce, exchange, quid pro quo manipulation or 

control.165 

                                                                                                                                                        
comprised and comprehended in my response.  I find that I exist for another, exposed to or afflicted 
by the other, without having taken the initiative of the contact.   See, LINGIS, ŖFace to Face,ŗ 155.  

161 LINGIS, ŖFace to Face,ŗ 157. 

162 COHEN, Ethics, Exegesis and Philosophy, 184.   

163 MORRISON, ŖEmmanuel Levinas and Christian Theology,ŗ 9. 

164 JOPLING, ŖDesire, Dialogue and the Other,ŗ 424. 

165 GANS, ŖLevinas and Pontalis: Meeting the Other as in a Dream,ŗ 88.  
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The other Ŗregardsŗ me not only in the sense that he looks at me but also 

in the sense that his well-being is, immediately and primordially, my responsibility. 

The face is not the object of Ŗexperience in the sensible sense of the term, relative 

and egoist.ŗ166 If I turn away from the other in indifference, I become an 

accomplice in, and answerable for, his death.167  The other as face is completely 

exposed yet also enigmatic, beyond my grasp, which is why he or she cannot but 

derail or interrupt my ontological complacency.168  Levinas would even say that my 

responsibility is not measured by my birth and my death; to be born is not to 

commit oneself answer for oneřs own existence, but it is to be already exposed to, 

and answerable to another.  Even my death, abolishing my existence, does not 

abolish my responsibility for what is my existence, does not abolish my 

responsibility for what is in my care.  To be responsible is to answer for what I did 

not originate, and for what will continue outside of my volition.169  The face of the 

suffering other reveals a delay and an Ŗextreme urgencyŗ170 of justice.  Moreover 

Ŗbeing called to responsibility is a disturbance, for the face disturbs us otherwise 

from our present situation.ŗ171 

 4.5.2. The Face and the Trace of God 

The most important thing to be said of God is that nothing can be said about him.  

God is not an object of speech.  He is the object of no speech whatsoever, thus 

including theology,172 not even when it is negative.173  God is not a theme.174  The 

beauty of Levinasř thought is that he brings in God without talking about God in 

                                                      
166 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 193. 

167 RUTI, Between Levinas and Lacan, 2. 

168 RUTI, Between Levinas and Lacan, 4. 

169 Responsibility, which did not begin out of a free commitment, is not measured by what I 
have intended or committed myself to.  Responsibility before the other means answering to the 
exigency - the poverty and the nakedness - of the other, concerned by the destitution with which 
alterity faces, by the susceptibility, the mortality of the other.  It is to be concerned by that lapse, that 
failing which is alterity. It is to answer for the very faults and even for the responsibility of the other.  
To exist for another does not then mean to form a spectacle before another but to bear the burden of 
existing in place of another to substitute oneself for another, to exist  as a hostage  for anther and for 
all: accountable for what I did not do, accountable for the very responsibility of it all.   

170 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 89. 

171 MORRISON, ŖEmmanuel Levinas and Christian Theology,ŗ 9. 

172 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 196. 

173 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 12. 

174 He does not permit himself to be thematized, not because there could be no Saying which 
would determine him exhaustively, not because every said-every predicate-would fall short of him, but 
because that very Saying (le Dire), every saying, already testifies in its structure to what Levinas calls 
Ŗthe first word.ŗ   
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classical categories that are traditionally associated with such discussions. Levinas 

affirms, ŖThe dimension of the divine opens forth from the human face.ŗ175  It is 

not only the whole humanity that opens up in the face of the Other, but also the 

Divine Other.  Time and again Levinas affirms this ethical accessibility and 

relationality of God.176  ŖGod rises to his supreme and ultimate presence as 

correlative of the justice rendered unto men.ŗ177  In the face of the Other, Ŗthe 

God of heaven is accessible, without losing any of his Transcendenceŗ178 and 

Ŗthrough my relation to the Other, I am in touch with God.ŗ179  For Levinas, 

hearing God can happen in the context of the justice I render to others. ŖThe 

justice rendered to the Other, my neighbour, gives me an unsurpassable proximity 

to God,ŗ180 and Ŗthe relationship with the Divine crosses the relationship with 

men and coincides with social justice.ŗ181 

For Levinas, the basic command, « Tu ne tueras point » has its origin in God.  

Only ethical behaviour with respect to the other person and all others opens the 

path to God.  ŖTo see a face is already to hear ŘYou shall not kill,ř and to hear 

ŘYou shall not killř is to hear ŘSocial Justice.ř And everything I can hear (entendre) 

coming from God or going to God, Who is invisible, must have come to me via 

the one, unique voice.ŗ182  ŖThe Other is not the incarnation of God, but precisely 

by his face, in which he is disincarnate, is the manifestation of the height in which 

God is revealed.ŗ183  The face of the other manifests and is manifest in a moral 

height which is the dimension of God, or the revelation of God. Only the moral 

relationship with the other relates two terms while respecting their irreducible 

differences.184  At the beginning of Otherwise than Being and Beyond Essence, Levinas 

notes that Ŗto hear a God not contaminated by Being is a human possibility no 

                                                      
175 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 78. 

176 Speaking of God as accessible as the counterpart of the justice I render to the neighbour 
is not to compromise his utter transcendence or to reduce him to a theory.  See, PURCELL, ŖLeashing 
God with Levinas: Tracing a Trinity with Levinas,ŗ 312.  

177 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 78. 

178 LEVINAS, Difficult Freedom, 18. 

179 LEVINAS, Difficult Freedom, 17. 

180 LEVINAS, Difficult Freedom, 18. 

181 LEVINAS, Difficult Freedom, 19. 

182 LEVINAS, Difficult Freedom, 8-9. 

183 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 79. 

184 COHEN, ŖGod in Levinas,ŗ 209. 
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less important and no less precarious than to bring Being out of the oblivion in 

which it is said to have fallen in metaphysics and in onto-theology.ŗ185    

What Levinas is pointing to is that my very self is assigned or given to me 

by the fact that I am Řresponsibility-for-the-other.ř My identity is given by the 

other. My signification arises as the imperative of responsibility.  However, this 

responsibility is beyond measure since I cannot delimit it because of the illeity186 of 

the other person.187  The other person also has others. But the trace of God arises 

in the very anonymity of these others.188  ŖGod rises to his supreme and ultimate 

presence as correlative to the justice rendered unto men.ŗ189 This is exemplified in 

the ethical relationship with the Other: 

God is drawn out of objectivity, presence and being. He is neither an object nor 
an interlocutor. His absolute remoteness, his transcendence, turns into my 
responsibility - non-erotic par excellence - for the other. And this analysis 
implies that God is not simply the Ŗfirst other,ŗ the Ŗother par excellence,ŗ or 
the Ŗabsolutely other,ŗ but other than the other [autre qu‘autrui], other otherwise, 
other with an alterity prior to the alterity of the other, prior to the ethical bond 
with another and different from every neighbour, transcendent to the point of 
absence, to the point of a possible confusion with the stirring of the there is. In 
this confusion the substitution for the neighbour gains in disinterestedness, that 
is, in nobility, and the transcendence of the Infinite arises in glory.190 

It is the face of the Other that makes me uneasy and-what, amounts to the same 

thing-before which I am ashamed.  This would not be the case if in the face I did 

not Ŗhear the word of God,ŗ and if the Other would not stand Ŗcloser to Godŗ191 

than I do.  But again, this is not an argument which begins from God.192  The 

moral dimension, manřs humanity to man, is Godřs detour. Furthermore, for 

Levinas God has and can have no other or no better route than this as far as 

humanity is concerned. It is the inter-human relation of morality, and only of 

morality, the face-to-face, that upsets the very intentional character of experience, 

                                                      
185 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, xlii. 

186 Ilieity, then has not only an ethical significance, but also a Řgodlyř significance: not only are 
the others (autres) who are implicated in the relationship with the other person (autrui); there is also 
God, who is other than the other person.  

187 There is not only my responsibility for the other person, but also for a whole community 
of others.  

188 LEVINAS, L‘Au-delà du verset : Lectures et discours talmudiques, 157. 

189 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 78. 

190 LEVINAS, Collected Philosophical Papers, 165-166.   

191 LEVINAS, En découvrant l‘existence avec Husserl et Heidegger, 174.  See also LEVINAS, Collected 
Philosophical Papers, 56. 

192 VISKER, ŖThe Price of Being Dispossessed: Levinasřs God and Freudřs Trauma,ŗ 250.  



153 
 

overloading consciousness with more than it can think, putting the self up to an 

an-archy of infinite obligation and responsibility which have neither origin nor 

end in the self, where transcendence is encountered.  Our relation to the Divine 

begins in and through the other as there can be no relation with God apart from 

the relation with other men: Ŗthe respect for the stranger and the sanctification of 

the Name comprise a strange equality.ŗ193  Thus, for Levinas the access to God is 

ethical, not only theoretical or theological.  God cannot be divorced from the 

service I offer to and the responsibility I bear towards and the justice I need to 

ensure to the person who is my neighbour. In short, the Řfaceř becomes the Řtraceř 

by which God manifests Himself. 194 

 4.6. CONCLUSION 

Levinasř phenomenology of the Other is a paradoxical relation between Self and 

Other. It is rooted in the Otherřs irreducible strangeness and yet calls us to the 

most intimate and radical responsibility for the Other. We cannot possess the 

Other; rather, we allow the Other to penetrate our being without limit. In one of 

its most soaring and profound moments, Levinasř ethical philosophy brings forth 

the overflowing of my subjectivity by the Other through the Otherřs teaching of 

me.195 The unalterable difference between Self and Other does not mean the end 

of a relationship; it means we are free to enjoy the Other without dissolving the 

Other in our Self. We misapprehend the Other if we think that we relate to the 

Other only through Řa reduction of the other to the same.ř196  Levinasian invitation 

is to celebrate the infinity of subjectivity; instead of reducing the Other to the 

Same,  He calls for an impossible exigency Ŕ Řthe astonishing feat of containing 

more than it is possible to contain.ř197 In this way, subjectivity overflows itself, 

finds itself inadequate and yet fully containing the Other in his radical alterity.198   

                                                      
193 LEVINAS, Quatre Lectures Talmudiques, 67. 

194 All of these entail the superiority of the ethical over the ontological, the part over the 
whole, Good over Being, and leads to a view resembling Platořs notion of a Good beyond Being: Ŗwe 
thus encounter, in our own way, the Platonic idea of the Good beyond Being.ŗ See, LEVINAS, Totality 
and Infinity, 293.  Needless to say, Levinasř God is hardly a religious God: a pious sense of uncanniness 
is noticeably absent. Nonetheless, God appears to be far more than a mere function of man or solely 
a mundane ethical principle.  

195 LIMN, ŖThe Ethics of Alterity and the Teaching of Otherness,ŗ 261.  

196 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 46. 

197 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 27. 

198 Levinas argues that the possibility of ethics rests on respecting the absolute alterity or 
otherness of the Other rather than reducing the Other to an object of consciousness. Our ability to 
satisfy this radical demand depends on our understanding of how we can think an alterity that 



154 
 

For Levinas, every breath I take is a breath that the other cannot take. I 

am, in a fundamental sense, always already guilty in that my existence, almost by 

definition, diminishes the otherřs chances of survival; the simple fact of my being  

Ŕ my capacity to be Ŕ represents an infringement of someone elseřs being.  This is 

why Levinas argues that my Řplace in the sunř is nothing but Ŗa usurpation of 

places that belong to the other man who has already been oppressed or starved by 

me.ŗ199  On this view, the Pascalian notion of Řa place in the sunř is the prototype 

of violence, Ŗof occupying the place of another, and thus, concretely, of exiling 

him, of consigning him to the miserable condition in some Řthirdř or Řfourthř 

world, of killing him.ŗ200  On the most concrete level, this ethics is premised on Ŗa 

concern for the other man, a care for his food, drink, clothing, health, and 

shelter.ŗ201  This concern for and primacy of the other leads to an unconditional, 

irrevocable, and asymmetrical ethical accountability that makes me answerable to 

the other regardless of how the other behaves.202  In short, Levinas privileges 

relationality over ontology, particularly over consciousness as a structure of 

Ŗbeing.ŗ  Thus his historic affirmation that Ŗwhen man truly approaches the 

Other he is uprooted from historyŗ203 becomes more than evident in the light of 

his Řnon-allergic relation with alterity.ř204 

                                                                                                                                                        
transcends our categories of thought. The Other presents problems of separation, opposition, and 
alienation. In broader cultural terms, death, madness, and the unconscious have been called the Other 
because they fall outside the model of rational self-consciousness. 

199 LEVINAS, Entre Nous, 130. 

200 LEVINAS, Entre Nous, 149. 

201 LEVINAS, Entre Nous, 212. 

202 RUTI, Between Levinas and Lacan, 2. 

203 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 52.  

204 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 47. 
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CHAPTER 5 

INTERSUBJECTIVITY: THE SELF AND THE OTHER 

5.1. INTRODUCTION 

After having analysed the concepts of subjectivity and alterity in Levinas, the task 

that is undertaken in this chapter is to explore the notion of intersubjectivity1 in 

Levinasř moral phenomenology.2  However, in order to comprehend the notion of 

intersubjectivity in its entirety, its origin, growth and its subsequent development 

in the history of the phenomenological tradition are an imperative lest its 

employment in Levinasian moral phenomenology is misunderstood.  The aim of 

this chapter is twofold: first of all, to define the concept of intersubjectivity as it 

evolved in the history of philosophy; secondly, to show how the moral sentiment of 

empathy is closely related to intersubjectivity. We undertake a historical analysis of 

the term as has been promulgated in Husserlian phenomenology with its 

philosophical nuances.  As this chapter is a prelude to an exclusive treatment of 

intersubjectivity in Levinas and its implications that would be treated in the final 

chapter of the second part, it is expected to play a significant role both in carrying 

forward the conclusions of the previous chapters and secondly in providing the 

connection for the crucial analysis to be worked out in the third and the final part 

of the project.   

5.2. WHAT IS INTERSUBJECTIVITY? 

The notion of intersubjectivity is a relatively new concept. All human life is 

intersubjective, we live in a world together with others, says Merleau-Ponty.3 

There exists a mutual dependence between subject and world and between 

                                                      
1 It was in 1885 that the German term Intersubjektivität made its first sporadic appearance in a 

work by Johannes Volkelt which  was picked up by James Ward to emply it in English in 1896. The 
concept was, initially, used to describe something with universal validity, something that was valid 
independently of every subject. Gradually, the term  found its way into philosophy of science. It was 
Edmund Husserl who is credited with the first systematic and extensive philosophical discussion and 
treatment of the notion of intersubjectivity.  

2 The term Ŗphenomenologyŗ is ambiguous. In one sense, it refers to the philosophical 
tradition hailing from Husserlřs work. In another, it refers to the first-person study of the experiential 
aspect of mental life. Accordingly, the term Ŗmoral phenomenologyŗ could be used to refer either to 
(1) moral philosophy in the phenomenological tradition or to (2) the first-person study of the 
experiential aspect of our moral life. Cf. KRIEGEL, ŖMoral phenomenology: Foundational issues,ŗ 1.   

3 MERLEAU-PONTY, Phenomenology of Perception, 346Ŕ365. 
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subjects and other subjects in the world. Intersubjectivity is understood to mean 

Ŗour interrelated being together with one another in the inter-human world of 

regard for and sensitivity to the feelings of other persons.ŗ4  In general terms, it 

represents an allusion to a philosophical tradition devoted to exploring the many 

meanings of the relationship between self and other, ego and alter ego, individual 

and community. It can also be considered to be the ability to distinguish the self 

from others.5  Although there have been many well-articulated definitions of 

intersubjectivity, our understanding of what is entailed in an intersubjective 

relationship most closely follows the work of the relational psychoanalyst, Jessica 

Benjamin. She sees the essence of intersubjectivity as defined by the quality of 

mutual recognition.6 More precisely, she states that intersubjectivity is Řa relation in 

which each person experiences the other as a Ŗlike subject,ŗ another mind who 

can be Ŗfelt with,ŗ yet has a distinct, separate center of feeling and perception.ř7 

Thus, following Benjaminřs understanding, a relationship that may be 

characterized as intersubjective is one where both parties recognize that the other 

person has thoughts, feelings, goals, and intentions that may be different than 

oneřs own.8  The fact is, in fact, we are given to each other, there is the encounter 

between subjects who in some way can understand and participate in each otherřs 

life-worlds. 

In the context of phenomenology,9 intersubjectivity is inseparable from the 

concept of experience and is applicable when endeavouring to determine selfřs 

relation to others, and the relation between selfřs experience of others as subjects 

                                                      
4 AGOSTA, ŖEmpathy and Intersubjectivity,ŗ 43. 

5 BARR, ―Intersubjectivity and the Geschwister Effekt,ŗ 85. 

6 See for example, BENJAMIN, The Bonds of Love. 

7 BENJAMIN, ŖBeyond Doer and Done to,ŗ 5. 

8 DAANEN and YOUNG, ―Others as objects,ŗ 129.   

9 Phenomenology, as posited by Husserl, was to be a science that set aside all prior 
assumptions and prejudices held by an inquiring subject. The subject and focus of phenomenology 
was consciousness and its Ŗintended objectsŗ; Husserl famously held that all consciousness was 
consciousness of something. In his view, the result of a phenomenological investigation was the 
Ŗbracketingŗ out of all biases on the part of the subject and getting to a description of the essences of 
a thing (HUSSERL, The Idea of Phenomenology, 6-7).  Husserl proposed that the purpose of a 
phenomenological investigation was to get Ŗto the things themselves.ŗ Heidegger began his work with 
a foundation in Husserlřs concept of phenomenology then moved beyond it, and in another direction. 
Heidegger thought, as opposed to Husserl, that phenomenology was more about observing things 
while letting them uncover or disclose themselves (HEIDEGGER, Being and Time, 38Ŕ39). In his view, it 
was not about bracketing out preconceptions, as if that were truly possible. Phenomenology for 
Heidegger was about disclosing or uncovering phenomena by means of discourse (primarily linguistic) 
about those phenomena (HEIDEGGER, Being and Time, 38Ŕ39). SCHMIDLE, ―In the desert with 
Lawrence of Arabia,ŗ 175.  
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of experiences that are not directly given to self.10 In its most general sense the 

term Ŗintersubjectivityŗ refers simply to a multiplicity of subjects standing in some 

relation to one another. In its phenomenological and transcendental significance, 

however, the notion of intersubjectivity departs from the fact that the world is 

experienced by a subject not as a private world but as a world shared with other 

experiencing subjects.11 The first systematic and extensive philosophical discussion 

and treatment of the notion of intersubjectivity can, however, be found in the 

work of the Edmund Husserl, the founder of phenomenology.12  The roots of this 

theory derive from Husserlřs use of the term in his conception of 

phenomenological philosophy and method of inquiry.13 Its method is devoted to 

subverting the over-conceptualization of human existence by bracketing 

theoretical explanations and returning us, in our naïveté, to the ground of our 

native experience. According to Edie,  

Phenomenology is neither a science of objects nor a science of the subject; it is a 
science of experience. It does not concentrate exclusively on either the objects 
of experience or on the subject of experience, but on the point of contact where 
being and consciousness meet. It is, therefore, a study of consciousness as 
intentional, as directed towards objects, as living in an intentionally constituted 

world [i.e., one rooted in intersubjectivity].14  

Although Husserl remained deeply interested in the link between intersubjectivity 

and objectivity, he ultimately used the former term to designate a plurality of 

subjects and the relation that exists between them.15  Such an understanding soon 

                                                      
10 THOMPSON, ŖPhenomenology of Intersubjectivity,ŗ 1. 

11 DRUMMOND, Historical Dictionary of Husserl‘s Philosophy, 114. 

12 Although German idealist philosophers Johann Fichte and G. W. F. Hegel stressed the 
importance of intersubjectivity, the concept became influential in the twentieth century through the 
work of American social psychologist George Herbert Mead who claimed that the development of 
cognitive, moral, and emotional capacities in human individuals is only possible to the extent that they 
take part in symbolically mediated interactions with other persons. See, International Encyclopedia of the 
Social Sciences, 2nd edition, s.v. ŖIntersubjectivity,ŗ Zurn. 

13 The phenomenology of Husserl makes the constitution of intersubjectivity its goal in the 
Cartesian Meditations. 

14 EDIE, ŖIntroduction,ŗ to What Is Phenomenology?, 19. 

15 Theories of intersubjectivity have become quite popular in recent psychological writing.  
By and large, it is possible to separate theories of intersubjectivity in two groups. First, 
intersubjectivity has become a dominant topic in the study of child development (e.g., STERN, The 
Interpersonal World of the Infant; FONAGY, Affect Regulation; BARR, ŖIntersubjectivity and the Geschwister 
Effekt.ŗ In essence, these positions argue that the development of the infantřs capacity for mind and 
self takes places in a constant process of back and forth interaction with caregivers. The second 
dominant strain of intersubjective theorizing focuses more on the study and analysis of adult social 
interactions; both from socio- cultural approaches to psychology (e.g., COELHO, ŖPatterns of 
Intersubjectivity in the Constitution of Subjectivity.ŗ) as well as in the recent turn towards Řrelationalř 



159 
 

found its way into sociology and social theory, placing the term alongside related 

terms such as sociality, social cognition, and interpersonal understanding.16 As 

Heidegger rightly asserts, ŖThe essence of human reality is its existence.ŗ17 And for 

him intersubjectivity is a process whereby people create a social reality founded on 

the preconditions for meaning that are already extant when they are Ŗthrownŗ into 

the world.  

Gabriel Marcel is justifiably renowned as the philosopher of 

intersubjectivity who insists that structurally my being is a being-with-the-other.   

...I should be inclined to contend that existence can be attributed only to others, 
and in virtue of their otherness, and that I cannot think of myself as existing 
except in so far as I conceive of myself as not being the others: and so as other 
than them.  I would go so far as to say that it is of the essence of the other that 
he exists.  I cannot think of him as other without thinking of him as existing.18   

In its primary sense, it means an opening of oneself to another in dialogue; the 

urge to react to the presence of the other.  The concept of intersubjectivity, in 

Marcelřs thought, is the way he uses language to suggest that region or Ŗzone of 

mysteryŗ in which the distinction of Ŗbefore meŗ (devant moi) and Ŗin meŗ (en moi) 

loses significance.ŗ19  The English term he prefers to use is response.  This 

response is an answer to the appeal of the Řthouř.  The corresponding reaction of 

appeal of the Řthouř and the response of the self is possible because of the 

underlying current of intersubjectivity that already exists between the two.  To 

exist is in some way to belong to an ambient reality from which one can never 

separate oneself without danger.  Human growth requires opening oneself to 

others and the capacity to welcome them without being effaced by them.  This 

openness is the core of Marcellian intersubjectivity even though the term 

Řintersubjectivityř does not appear in his earlier writings.  Marcel suggests that 

intersubjectivity in the strictest sense is a mystery that cannot be comprehended 

fully. If so, it is clear that no demonstration of its reality is possible.  It is like the 

inside of a structure whose outside we are totally incapable of imagining; as 

something more fundamental than any Řgiven factř Řthe intersubjective nexus 

cannot be in any way asserted; it can only be acknowledged.  ŖIntersubjective 

                                                                                                                                                        
(e.g., BENJAMIN, ŖBeyond Doer and Done to.ŗ) or Řintersubjectiveř (e.g., STOLOROW, Contexts of 
Being). 

16 The International Encyclopedia of Ethics, 2013 edition, s.v. ŖIntersubjectivityŗ by Dan Zahavi 
and Søren Overgaard. 

17 ŖDas ŘWesenř des Daseins liegt in seiner Existenz.ŗ See,  HEIDEGGER, Being and Time, 67. 

18 MARCEL, Being and Having, 104. 

19 MCCOWN, Availability, 42. 
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relationships are I-Thou rather than I-It relationships.ŗ20  It creates, according to 

Marcel, a metaphysics of Řwe areř opposed to the metaphysics of ŘI thinkř and is 

the source point of the metaphysics of Řwe areř.  To live truly our personal 

existence is to live in communion with others.  Only in the presence of the other 

and in the community that the self and the other can recognize each other; for the 

self and the other are intersubjective beings existing for each other. 

5.3. HUSSERLIAN INTERSUBJECTIVITY  

Husserlřs teachings21 regarding intersubjectivity22 were a complex edifice 

constructed over a long period of time in a number of writings.23 Despite this 

complexity, however, the basic outlines of his approach were relatively 

straightforward: distinguishing between a Ŗnaturalŗ or mundane and a strictly 

reflective perspective, Husserl argued that on a mundane level intersubjectivity 

was a taken-for-granted aspect of experience; on a reflective level, by contrast, this 

aspect required careful investigation through the method of Řtranscendental 

constitution.ř24  The Fifth Meditation of the Cartesian Meditations25 is the main text 

                                                      
20 BUSCH, ŖGabriel Marcel.ŗ 4-11. 

21 The Husserliana is the complete works project of Edmund Husserl which was made 
possible by Herman Van Breda after he saved the manuscripts of Husserl.  Husserliana: Edmund Husserl 
Gesammelte Werke is the main series in which Edmund Husserlřs works are being edited. These 
Volumes contain both previously published books and articles in a critical edition as well as selections 
from unpublished manuscripts conserved at the Husserl-Archives Leuven.  Hereafter referred to as 
Husserliana. 

22 Husserlřs views on intersubjectivity were delineated successively in these studies: Ideas; 
Cartesian Meditations; and The Crisis of the European Sciences and Transcendental Phenomenology. In addition to 
these studies, Husserlřs intensive preoccupation with the topic is reflected in the voluminous 
Ŗworking papersŗ and fragments written between 1905 and 1935 which have recently been published: 
Zur Phenomenologie der Intersubjektivität.  For a summary of the key arguments in the crucial Fifth 
Cartesian Meditation, consult FARBER, The Foundation of Phenomenology, 528-536 and SCHUTZ, 
ŖPhenomenology and the Social Sciences,ŗ 124-126. 

23 On several occasions, Husserl has called attention to the lecture-course Grundprobleme der 
Phänomenologie from 1910/11 as the place where intersubjectivity was assigned a decisive role for the 
first time (Husserliana XVII/250, V/150, VIII/433, XIV/307). Although his reflections in ldeas I 
(from 1913) appear strictly egological, Husserl was already at that time aware of the significance of 
intersubjectivity, and he later wrote, that he originally had planned that his presentation in ldeas I were 
to be complemented by the reflections on intersubjectivity to be found in ldeas II. However, these 
reflections were only published posthumously (Husserliana  V/150). 

24 A method which, relying on Ŗegologicalŗ premises, derives the other subject (or subjects) 
from the ego through a combination of analogical (bodily) perception and intuitive empathy.  As there 
would be a detailed discussion on empathy a little later in the chapter, I do not wish to anticipate any 
reflexion in this space now.  

25 Cartesian Meditations: An Introduction to Phenomenology began as a couple of lectures, which 
Husserl delivered at the Sorbonne on 23 and 25 February 1929.   These two lectures were then 
extended into five sets of analyses. The first four Meditations largely deal with material already 
presented elsewhere. But in the celebrated Fifth Meditation, by far the longest and most complex, 
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in which Husserl presents his theory of intersubjectivity.26  It is true that the 

central aspects of the argument in Husserlřs Fifth Meditation27 are to be found in 

Ideas II and the argument of the Fifth Meditation might be understood as an 

explicit formulation of concepts adumbrated in the second volume of ldeas.28   

For Husserl, intersubjectivity is something that we immediately experience, 

as we perceive the world. When we look at an object, we realize that it is also there 

for others to see: one comprehends that other beings have their own perspectives, 

and that one is not alone in the world.29 Therefore, other beings are approached as 

beings with minds, who are not mechanical creatures but fellow subjects: ŖAnd 

each subject can at the same time recognize, in virtue of mutual understanding, 

that what is given to him and what is given to his companions is one and the same 

thing.ŗ30  Throughout his life, Husserl emphasized that the world we intend and 

thereby constitute is not our own private world, but an intersubjective world, 

common to and accessible to all of us. Thus in the Ideas he writes: ŖI continually 

find at hand as something confronting me a spatiotemporal reality to which I 

belong like all other human beings who are to be found in it and who are related 

                                                                                                                                                        
Husserl breaks new ground in the direction of a phenomenological theory of intersubjectivity The 
Fifth Meditation is itself, however, only a summary of material which is at present collected in the 
three volumes of the Husserliana devoted to the theme of intersubjectivity.  These conferences were 
first published in a 1931 French translation by Gabrielle Peiffer and Emmanuel Levinas.  The book is 
the first volume of the Husserliana series. The work is divided into five Ŗmeditationsŗ whose contents 
First Meditation: The Way to the Transcendental Ego, Second Meditation: The Field of 
Transcendental Experience, Third Meditation: Constitutional Problems, Fourth Meditation: 
Constitutional Problems Pertaining to the Transcendental Ego Itself, Fifth Meditation: 
Transcendental Being as Monadological Intersubjectivity. The book contains the main features of 
Husserlřs mature transcendental phenomenology, including the transcendental reduction, the epoché, 
static and genetic phenomenology, eidetic reduction, and eidetic phenomenology. 

26 However, in order to properly understand this difficult and condensed text, we will also 
have to rely on other writings: the three volumes on the Phenomenology of Intersubjectivity (Husserliana  
XIII-XV), the second volume of his Ideas towards a Pure Phenomenology and a Phenomenological Philosophy 
(Husserliana IV), the second volume of his First Philosophy (Husserliana VIII), his lectures on 
Phenomenological Psychology (Husserliana IX), and the posthumously published book on the Crisis of the 
European sciences (Husserliana VI). 

27 Chronologically speaking, Cartesian Meditations belongs within the period of Husserlřs so-
called Řgeneticř phenomenology.  

28 But if the texts do contain such similarities, in what way does the argument of the Fifth 
Meditation differ from that of Ideas II?  In the Fifth Meditation, intersubjectivity appears as a sphere at 
which Husserlřs argument intends to arrive, whereas Ideas II presents intersubjectivity as something 
largely assumed within the Ŗnaturalŗ and Ŗnaturalistic attitude,ŗ in the Fifth Meditation Husserl 
thematizes  intersubjectivity as a philosophical problem arising within the movement of phenomenology 
itself.  COSTELLOE, ŖHusserlřs Attitude Problem,ŗ 74. 

29 AALTOLA, Animal Suffering. 181.   

30 HUSSERL, Ideas II, 208. 
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to it as I am.ŗ31 Intersubjectivity designates in Husserl the concrete interweaving 

of living human beings.32 

One of the easiest ways to introduce Husserlřs analysis of intersubjectivity 

is through his concept of the life world,33 since Husserl claims that it is 

intersubjective through and through.34 Husserl uses it to designate Ŗthe only real 

world, the one that is actually given through perceptionŗ and Ŗthe original ground 

of all theoretical and practical life.ŗ35  Husserl also advocates the more 

fundamental view that already my perceptual experience is an experience of 

intersubjectively accessible being, that is being which does not exist for me only, 

but for everybody.36 ŖI experience objects, events and actions as public, not as 

private,ŗ37 and consequently Husserl claims that an ontological analysis, insofar as 

it unveils the beingsense (Seinssinn) of the world as intersubjectively valid, leads to 

a disclosure of the transcendental relevance of foreign subjectivity and thus to an 

examination of transcendental intersubjectivity;38 and as he ultimately formulates 

it: ŖTranscendental intersubjectivity is the absolute ground of being (Seinsboden) 

from which the meaning and validity of everything objectively existing 

originate.ŗ39 His phenomenological investigation of intersubjectivity is an analysis 

of the transcendental, that is, the constitutive function of intersubjectivity, and the 

                                                      
31 HUSSERL, Ideas I, 1, 61. 

32 IRIBARNE, ŖIntersubjectivity as the Starting Point,ŗ 3.   

33 Husserl used the term Ŗlife-worldŗ (Lebenswelt) for the first time in his manuscripts as early 
as in 19171, but he did not present an extensive treatment of its phenomenological meaning until the 
publication of The Crisis of European Science and Transcendental Phenomenology  in 1936. It is Husserlřs term 
for the historical world in which we live as historical beings and the culturally and historically 
determined horizon.  The word made its first appearance in Ideas I under the title of Řworld of 
experienceř (Erfahrungswelt) where it means our ordinary natural concept of the world as the correlate 
of all our possible experiences. ŖThe life-world, for us who wakingly live in it, is always already there, 
existing in advance for us, the ground of all praxis whether theoretical or extratheoretical.ŗ See, 
HUSSERL, The Crisis of European Sciences, § 37.  The life-world forms the framework of processes of 
reaching understanding, in which participants agree or discuss something in their communal social 
world.   The life-world is given to us prior to all acts of consciousness and is not consciously intended.  
The conception of the life-world is further developed in Heideggerřs account of ŖBeing-in-the-world,ŗ 
in Gadamerřs notion of historical understanding, and in Habermasřs theory of communicative action. 

34 This is not merely to be understood as an accentuation of the fact that I, in my being in the 
world, am constantly confronted with intersubjective meaning, understood as meaning-formations 
(such as social institutions, cultural products etc.), which have their origin in community and tradition, 
and which therefore refer me to my fellowmen and ancestors. 

35 HUSSERL, Crisis, 49. 

36 Husserliana IX/431, XIV/289, XIV/390, XVII/243, Vl/469. 

37 Husserliana III/23, XV/5. 

38 Husserliana XV /110. 

39 Husserliana IX/344. 
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aim of his reflections is exactly the formulation of a theory of transcendental 

intersubjectivity and not a detailed examination of the concrete sociality or the 

specific I-Thou relation.40  Husserl characterizes the intersubjective-transcendental 

sociality as the source of all real truth and being,41 and occasionally he even 

describes his own project as a sociological transcendental philosophy,42 and writes, 

that the development of phenomenology necessarily implies the step from an 

egological to a transcendental-sociological phenomenology. In other words, a 

radical implementation of the transcendental reduction leads with necessity to a 

disclosure of transcendental intersubjectivity.43  Given this background, it is fairly 

easy to establish why Husserl occupied himself so intensively with the issue of 

intersubjectivity.     

It is evident that Husserl took intersubjectivity very seriously throughout 

his intellectual carrier.44  From the winter 1910/11 and until his death, Husserl 

worked thoroughly with different aspects of the problem of intersubjectivity, and 

left behind an almost inestimable amount of analyses, that from a purely 

quantitative point of view, by far exceeds the treatment given to this topic by any 

of the later phenomenologists.45  Thus, when he claims that the subject can only 

be world experiencing insofar as it is a member of a community,46 that the ego is 

only what it is as a socius, that is, as a member of a sociality,47 and that a radical self-

reflection necessarily leads to the discovery of absolute intersubjectivity,48 the 

general line of thought has been indicated. In its being as experiencing and 

constituting, the subject is dependent upon intersubjectivity.49  It is also obvious 

                                                      
40 Thus, Husserlřs interest is directed towards transcendental intersubjectivity, and not towards 

mundane intersubjectivity.  This aspect has been the analyzed in detail by Alfred Schütz. 

41 Husserliana I/35, 1/182, VIII/449, IX/295, IX/474. 

42 Husserliana IX/539. 

43 Husserliana I/69, IX/245-46, VIII/129. 

44 HEIDEGGER, Being and Time, 193. 

45 The development of post-Husserlian phenomenology shows a main concern for two areas: 
(1) the Lebenswelt and (2) the problem of intersubjectivity. However, these are not separate problems; 
they are interrelated because the life-world is an intersubjective world. Alfred Schutz emphasizes this 
interrelation when he defines Ŗsocial realityŗ as Ŗthe sum total of objects and occurrences within the 
social cultural world as experienced by the commonsense thinking of men living their daily lives 
among their fellow-men connected with them in manifold relations of interaction.ŗ ZAHAVI, 
ŖHusserlřs Intersubjective Transformation of Transcendental Philosophy,ŗ 228.  

46 Husserliana I/166. 

47 Husserliana XV/193. 

48 Husserliana Vl/275, Vl/472. 

49 In Erste Philosophie II, for instance, he writes that the transcendental subjectivity in its full 
universality is exactly inter-subjectivity, (Husserliana  VIII/480) and in a research manuscript from 
1927, which has been published in Zur Phenomenologie der Intersubjektivität I Husserl writes that the 
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that Husserl believed that the notion of a plurality of transcendental subjects to be 

coherent, that is, possible. Ultimately, he would even strengthen this assertion, and 

claim that it is necessary, insofar as Ŗsubjectivity is what it is Ŕ an ego functioning 

constitutively Ŕ only within intersubjectivity.ŗ50 The claim that subjectivity only 

becomes fully constitutive, that is, transcendental, through its relation with 

Others, is in striking contrast with any traditional Kantian understanding of 

transcendental subjectivity.51  

Husserl, however, takes issue with this position in a manuscript now 

published in the supplementary volume to Krisis, where he explicitly states that the 

possibility of a transcendental elucidation of subjectivity and world is lost if one 

follows the Kantian tradition in interpreting transcendental subjectivity as the 

isolated ego and in ignoring the problem of transcendental intersubjectivity.52  The 

transcendental intersubjectivity is not an objectively existing structure in the world 

that can be described and analysed from the perspective of third-person, but a 

relation between subjects, where the ego itself participates. To phrase it 

differently: transcendental intersubjectivity can only be disclosed through a radical 

explication of the egořs structures of experience. This does not only indicate the 

intersubjective structure of the ego, but also the egological attachment of 

intersubjectivity.  Husserlřs accentuation of the fundamental importance of the 

ego must be seen as an accentuation of the fact, that intersubjectivity, my relation 

to an Other, always passes through my own subjectivity. Only from this point of 

view is intersubjectivity and the plurality of constitutive centers 

phenomenologically accessible.53 When he speaks about the absolute priority of 

the ego, this does not contradict his reflections concerning transcendental 

intersubjectivity as the absolute field of being. Transcendental intersubjectivity is 

the transcendental foundation, but as Husserl says, it possesses a necessary I-

                                                                                                                                                        
absolute reveals itself as the intersubjective relation between subjects. (Husserliana  XIII/480) Thus, 
Husserlřs recurrent point is that a sufficiently radical carrying out of the transcendental reduction leads 
not only to subjectivity, but also to intersubjectivity (Husserliana IX/344). See, ZAHAVI, ŖHusserlřs 
Intersubjective Transformation of Transcendental Philosophy,ŗ 235. 

50 Husserliana VI/175. 

51 Curiously enough, it is exactly this traditional understanding which A. Schütz tacitly 
accepts in his critique of Husserlřs theory of intersubjectivity. Thus Schütz writes:  Ŗit must be 
earnestly asked whether the transcendental Ego in Husserlřs concept is not essentially what Latin 
grammarians call a ‗singular tantum‘, that is, a term incapable of being put into the plural. Even more, it 
is in no way established whether the existence of Others is a problem of the transcendental sphere at 
all, i.e. whether the problem of intersubjectivity does exist between transcendental egos [ ... ]; or 
whether intersubjectivity and therefore sociality does not rather belong exclusively to the mundane 
sphere of our lifeworld.ŗ See, SCHÜTZ, Collected Papers I, l67. 

52 Husserliana IX/120. 

53 ZAHAVI, ŖHusserlřs Intersubjective Transformation of Transcendental Philosophy,ŗ 237. 
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centering.54 Intersubjectivity can only unfold itself in the relation between singular 

subjects, and it is for this reason, that Husserl writes, that the disclosure of 

transcendental subjectivity effectuated by the reduction is ambiguous, since it 

leads to subjectivity as well as to intersubjectivity.55 

The principal concern of Husserlřs phenomenological investigations was 

that of determining the constitution of the subjectřs experience and of refuting the 

accusation that any such philosophical program has a tendency toward solipsism:56 

the failure to account for the reality of a social world beyond oneřs subjective 

impressions.57 Husserlřs response to this accusation was that the very nature of 

subjective experience implies a world beyond oneself that is, by definition, 

experienced. In other words, experience is inherently intersubjective, not subjective. 

It is true that thus Husserlřs studies of intersubjectivity focus in particular on the 

processes by which we experience others as experiencing subjects, like ourselves, 

and adapt our anticipations to those that we take them to have.  Already during 

Husserlřs life-time Ŕ and with subsequent increasing vehemence Ŕ his approach 

was challenged and criticized58 from diverse vantage points.59 

                                                      
54 Husserliana XV /426. 

55 ZAHAVI, ŖHusserlřs Intersubjective Transformation of Transcendental Philosophy,ŗ 237. 

56 Phrased as such, the problem of solipsism is equivalent to what AngloSaxon philosophers 
call the Řproblem of other mindsř. It results from the fact that one does not have sensory contact with 
other minds. Since persons comprise a union of body and mind, the natural place to look for sensory 
evidence of other minds is other bodies. Knowledge of other bodies does derive from the senses 
ŖSolipsism consists in holding that the individual I ... with its subjective modifications, is all of reality, 
and that other Iřs of which one has representation have no more independent existence than persons 
in dreams; Ŕ or at least in admitting that it is impossible to demonstrate the contrary.ŗ Cf. LALANDE, 
Vocabulaire technique et critique de la philosophie, 1008.  

57Husserl, In the Fifth Meditation, presents himself as being concerned address the problem 
of transcendental solipsism, which is not the view that I am the only existent subject, rather, it is the 
view that alter ego is not explicable from within transcendental subjectivity.  

58 The first assessment was written by the Spanish philosopher Jose Ortega y Gasser; the 
second by the Husserl student and sociological phenomenologist, Alfred Schütz. Of the two authors, 
Ortega y Gasset adhered more closely to Husserlřs overall account, although he managed to infuse the 
ego with a dramatic, quasi-existentialist vitality. His critique focused on Husserlřs notion of 
Ŗappresentativeŗ empathy as foundation of a transcendental community--a notion which, in his 
judgment, jeopardized the genuine uniqueness and solitude of the ego. While generally respectful of 
Husserlřs transcendental perspective, Schutz found this perspective intrinsically incapable of escaping 
the bounds of solipsism; only a mundane phenomenology operating on the level of the Ŗnatural 
attitude,ŗ he concluded, can give access to social and intersubjective life.  

59 DALLMAYR, ŖHeidegger on Intersubjectivity,ŗ 222. 
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5.3.1. Intersubjectivity as the Experience of the Other 

For Husserl, intersubjective experience essentially plays a fundamental role in our 

constitution of both ourselves as objectively existing subjects, other experiencing 

subjects, and the objective spatio-temporal world. It is true that phenomenological 

approaches attempt, in various ways, to make explicit and clarify the structure of 

intersubjective experience. In so doing, phenomenologists have argued that 

theoretical cognition, inference, analogy, and simulation do not constitute the 

basic awareness of others upon which all interpersonal understanding and 

interaction rests. Instead, the emphasis is placed upon perceptual and affective 

awareness of others as animate organisms, an awareness that is not detached or 

theoretical but inextricable from bodily interactions between self and other.60 

Husserl came to believe that since the self-constitution of the ego is the source of 

all constitution, then all phenomenology really coincided with the phenomenology 

of the self-constitution of the ego.61 Connected with the focus on the ego 

necessarily comes the problem of the experience of other egos, of alter egos, the 

experience of the Řforeignř, the Řstrangeř, the Řotherř in general. For Husserl, our 

natural life is a life in community, living in a world of shared objects, shared 

environment, shared language, shared meanings.62 In the Cartesian Meditations, 

Husserl rightly observes, ŖI even experience the reduced world of experiences as 

an intersubjective world.ŗ63  Husserlřs new approach after 1901 led him to a 

Cartesian methodological solipsism but it also pointed up the problem of escaping 

from enclosed subjectivity. Husserl later claimed to have overcome the problems 

of solipsism as early as his Göttingen lectures of 1910Ŕ1911.64    

In his 1923Ŕ1924 lectures on First Philosophy Husserl acknowledged the 

failure to gain access to the proper being of others.65   Husserl even concedes that 

for many years he did not see how the reduction could give access to the being of 

the other. Thus Husserl remarks in his 1924 lecture on Kant:   

                                                      
60 RATCLIFFE, ŖPhenomenology,ŗ 335. 

61 HUSSERL, Cartesian Meditations, § 33, 68; Husserliana  I /103. 

62 Moreover, this is something I can read off the world at first glance. I see a tree in the 
garden and know it is a publicly accessible object, a tree others can also see, not just as a physical 
object but indeed precisely as a tree. In other words, my perception of the tree already indicates to me 
that it is a tree for others. 

63 HUSSERL, Cartesian Meditations, § 43, 91. 

64 HUSSERL, Formal and Transcendental Logic, § 96d, 243 n. 1; Husserliana XVII /250 n. 1. 

65 Husserliana VIII/ 174. 



167 
 

Finally, one must pay attention to the fact that a possible transcendental 
subjectivity in general is not merely understood as a possible singular but rather 
also as a possible communicative subjectivity, and primarily as one such that 
purely according to consciousness, that is to say, through possible 
intersubjective acts of consciousness, it encloses together into a possible allness 
a multiplicity of individual transcendental subjects. To what extent a Ŗsolipsisticŗ 
subjectivity is at all possible in thought, outside of all community, is itself one of 

the transcendental problems.66  

Husserl especially dealt with this topic in the Fifth Cartesian Meditation where he 

radicalises the problem. The question is not: how do I understand the other? 

Rather Husserlřs real question is: how is the other constituted for me? How does the 

other enter into my consciousness? The experience of the other is a natural and 

inextricable part of my consciousness. Yet the other is not given in the manner in 

which objects are given.67 There is always a certain apprehended gap and 

emptiness in my experience of the other. Other humans are given to me only 

through Řindicationsř or Řappresentationsř. For Husserl, appresentations have their 

own form of verification, since the experience of the other is not given originaliter, 

though the experience of his body is originarily given.68 In the experience of the 

other, we have an experience that presents itself as genuinely unfulfillable by me, 

but nevertheless within which something is indicated. The experience of the other 

is based on a kind of verifiable accessibility of what is not originally accessible:   

The character of the existent Ŗotherŗ has its basis in this kind of verifiable 
accessibility of what is not originally accessible. Whatever can become 
presented, and evidently verified, originally Ŕ is something I am; or else it 
belongs to me as something peculiarly my own. Whatever, by virtue thereof, in 
that founded manner which characterises a primordially unfulfillable experience 
Ŕ an experience that does not give something itself originally but that 

consistently verifies something indicated Ŕ is Ŗother.ŗ69  

The other then is a phenomenological modification of myself, for Husserl, 

grasped only Ŗwithin my ownness.ŗ This grasping is on the basis of something like 

analogy. Just as a primary givenness is experienced in perception, memory affords 

a kind of secondary givenness. Similarly, the experience of the other is not unlike 

the experience of memory, it is an experience of a kind of givenness which is 

always marked as non-original, that is as not lived through in a primordial fashion 

                                                      
66 HUSSERL, ŖKant and the Idea of Transcendental Philosophy,ŗ 31. 

67 MORGAN, Introduction to Phenomenology, 177. 

68 HUSSERL, Cartesian Meditations, § 52, 114; Husserliana I/143. 

69 HUSSERL, Cartesian Meditations, § 52, 114Ŕ115; Husserliana I/144. 



168 
 

by myself. It is characterised by secondary or indeed tertiary givenness.70    

Similarly, Husserl treats oneřs own body as the zero point of orientation in space, 

an account which is taken over more or less unaltered by Merleau-Ponty.71 The 

experience of another self is based on the experience of another body as like our 

own. We do not know just the mind of another; we have the body given first, but 

the body is given as a place in which the consciousness of the other holds sway. 

Just as I can move and experience my own body, so can the other, whom I 

recognize as being like me, move and experience his. That body, furthermore, 

does not just provide a place for the other consciousness and a location for the 

other point of view. It also expresses the mind of the other.72  But Husserl did not 

appear to think I could grasp the other self or person immediately and fully, in an 

originary manner. Husserl thinks that a natural person reflecting on their ego will 

in normal circumstances think of their body or of the stream of their remembered 

experiences. In other words, the ego itself is not grasped except through some 

kind of experience of an objectivity. In the end, Husserl will argue that seeing 

another person as a person is itself no greater a mystery than any other form of 

constitution.73  

The character of the existent Ŗotherŗ has its basis in this kind of verifiable 
accessibility of what is not originally accessible. Whatever can become present, 
and evidently verified, originally-is something I am; or else it belongs to me as 
peculiarly my own. Whatever, by virtue thereof, is experienced in that founded 
manner which characterizes a primordially unfulfillable experience-an experience 
that does not give something itself originally but that consistently verifies 
something indicated-is Ŗotherŗ. It is therefore conceivable only as an analogue 

of something included in my own peculiar ownness.74 

It should be clear from this passage that Husserl does indeed see the problem of 

the original constitution of the other but while seeing it realizes that the other is 

something which we can precisely not understand in its originality.  The other is 

marked or characterized by being a perception of which we know that it is 

unoriginal. In another attempt to define the relationship between the other and 

                                                      
70 Husserliana IV /641Ŕ642. See also, HUSSERL, Cartesian Meditations, § 52, 115; Husserliana 

I/145. 

71 I experience where I currently am as Řhereř and recognise other places as Řthereř Ŕ places 
where I can be by locomotion and where I will have a different viewpoint on the world. My own 
experience gives me the possibility of understanding that there are other possible viewpoints on 
experience. 

72 SOKOLOWSKI, Introduction to Phenomenology, 154. 

73 Levinas will dissent radically from Husserl on this very point, MORAN, Introduction to 
Phenomenology, 179. 

74 HUSSERL, Cartesian Meditations, § 52, 114-115. 
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myself, Husserl defines the other as that which is there while I perceive myself as 

that which is here.  The other is what I would be, if I were there.  The alter ego is 

precisely appresented as other than mine.  However, throughout this whole 

passage it was not Husserlřs intent to speak about the actual other but rather 

about the question, if it is possible to have transcendental knowledge of the other 

without simply buying into some kind of naïve positivity. Husserl concludes that 

this project was successful for he could show how it is transcendentally possible 

for the meditating ego to explain transcendence by way of self-explication. I know 

transcendentally that there are things that exist not as consequence of myself but 

rather as external transcendencies. This knowledge of the outside at which, 

however, Husserl arrives by way of purely transcendental means, assures in his 

eyes that phenomenology and the transcendental attitude in particular, is not a 

solipsism but rather that it can account for the other in a non-contradictory way.75  

5.3.2. Analogical Apprehension and Pairing  

In order to account for the constitution of the other, we will currently develop on 

the intentional determinations that characterize the experience of the other.  

According to Husserl, the steps to live the otherness are the following: I live the 

world according to a natural attitude. In this attitude I do not recognise myself as 

a solipsistic unit, but rather as a part of a community where the others affect my 

own way of living.  In this practice, I set in motion a process that Husserl calls 

communarization where the second ego appears to my first primordial ego to be 

similar to mine.  In the process of communarization I realize that I am a 

community of persons though I am just me along with my own lived experiences.  

To put in act this process I use an analogical apprehension where the other 

mirrored in my experiences, which means that I can represent the other because it 

is similar and dissimilar to me.  Therefore, when I perceive the other Ŕ who 

appears via its external presence of an animate organism (Leib)76 similar to me Ŕ I 

live an analogical apprehension that makes me recognise myself as a human being 

analogous with others.  In order to account for the constitution of the other, it is 

important to examine the intentional determinations that characterize the 

experience of the other. The analysis of the other as other requires the clarification 

of the manner in which it appears in a constitutive consciousness. On the other 

                                                      
75 SRAJEK, In the Margins of Deconstruction, 123-125. 

76 The lived-body (Leib) is a phenomenological concept that is perhaps best and most simply 
understood as the body as it is experienced in the first person as the nexus of all feeling and motile 
possibility and also as a center of all subjective acts. The expressivity of the lived-body is an essential 
component of the theory of empathy. 
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hand, he could never give himself to another as he gives to himself, unless Ŗit 

would be merely a moment of my own essence, and ultimately he himself and I 

myself would be the same.ŗ77  In order to emphasize this state of affairs, Husserl 

introduces the concept of alter ego. The concept of alter ego is in fact chosen by 

Husserl in order to emphasize the Ŗthing itselfŗ properly characterizing the 

phenomenological experience of the other: Ŗthe second ego, however, is not 

simply there, and strictly given to himself; rather is he constituted as Řalter egoř Ŕ 

the ego indicated as one moment by this expression being I myself in my 

ownness.ŗ78  And this other Ŗaccording to his own constituted sense, points to me 

myself; the other is a Řmirroringř of my ownself and yet not a mirroring proper, an 

analogue of my own self and yet again not an analogue in the usual senseŗ79  The 

other is not directly accessible Ŕ hence a certain Ŗmediatednessŗ in the constitutive 

intentionality of intersubjectivity. This mediatedness expresses a certain 

combination between two intentionalities: in the consciousness of the other, 

intervenes at the same time a giveness of the self (of the ego) and an 

appresentation of another ego. This combination is that of an apperceptive 

transposition which is not an analogical reasoning80 but an analogical 

apprehension.81 ŖBut the analogy is not in full force and effect (voll); it is an 

indication, not an anticipation (Vorgriff) that could become a seizure of the self 

(Selbstgriff).ŗ82 

The second phase of constitution of the other in Husserlřs theory of 

intersubjectivity is via pairing.83  For Husserl consciousness is always intentional 

consciousness; it cannot be defined or made accessible without any content. This 

understanding of the noetic act as intentional opens up a perspective on 

consciousness as always already related to an other. Yet, Husserl himself is not so 

                                                      
77 HUSSERL, Cartesian Meditations, § 50, 109. 

78 HUSSERL, Cartesian Meditations, § 44, 94. 

79 HUSSERL, Cartesian Meditations, § 44, 94. 

80 MERLEAU-PONTY, Phénoménologie de la perception, 404. 

81 The different terms of a reasoning are related with each other through an act of the faculty 
of thinking, while, in the apprehension, the transposition occurs in a direct manner, without any 
intervention of an intellectual act.  HUSSERL, Philosophie première, (tome II), 87. 

82 HUSSERL, Philosophie première (tome II), 87. 

83 Roughly speaking, pairing (Paarüng) is the process in which I draw conclusions about 
another personřs existence based on my own modes of existence. I recognize anotherřs body because 
I imagine it as something in whose place my body could be. I understand someone elseřs mental 
processes because I know about my own mental processes. Pairing, in other words, means the process 
in which I hold my own experience of myself up against another experience in order then to 
determine inductively that that experienced being must be like me.  Cf. HUSSERL, Cartesian Meditations, 
§ 51, 112. 
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sure of his success, however.  Ŗ[How can] a theory moving within the limits of the 

transcendentally reduced ego solve the transcendental problems pertaining to the 

objective worldŗ? ŖDo I not become solus ipse; and do I not remain that as long as 

I carry on a consistent self-explication under the name phenomenology? Husserl 

solves this problem with the concept of Ŗpairingŗ.  Husserl himself asks the 

question how one can know that what I experience as the other is not merely 

another part of myself. His answer to this question is rather strange and worth 

quoting. The other, he says, is something that we perceive knowing that we will 

not succeed in perceiving it originally. The other comes in the form of a 

contradictory epistemological event in which we perceive while simultaneously 

knowing that what we perceive is not the real thing.  

The otherřs body appears in my perceptual field, originally as objective and 

material. But it is constituted as a living body through analogy, that is, it is 

apprehended as an animate organism since it is similar to my own living body. The 

otherřs body is recognized as Řthe other personřs living body,ř paired to my own 

living body.  That is to say when I experience another person, I apperceive them as 

having the kind of experiences I would have if I was over there.84 On the basis of 

these kinds of Ŗpairingŗ experiences, I experience the other as another body like 

myself. But Husserl always believed that when I perceive another person, I 

primarily perceive them in sensuous manner as living animate bodies, and I also 

realise that their bodies are expressive of their psychic selves.  There is a process 

of ŘPairingř of my body and that of the other. Husserl says: 

... pairing first comes about when the Other enters my field of perception. I, as 
the primordial psychophysical Ego, am always prominent in my primordial field 
of perception, regardless of whether I pay attention to myself and turn toward 
myself with some activity or other. In particular, my live body is always there 
and sensuously prominent; but, in addition to that and likewise with primordial 
originariness, it is equipped with the specific sense of an animate organism. Now 
in case there presents itself, as outstanding in my primordial sphere, a body 
Ŗsimilarŗ to mine Ŕ that is to say, a body with determinations such that it must 
enter into a phenomenal pairing with mine Ŕ it seems clear without more ado that, 
with the transfer of sense, this body must forthwith appropriate from mine the 
sense: animate organism.85 

Husserl goes on to explain the notion of ŘPairingř as follows: 

Pairing is a primal form of that passive synthesis which we designate as Ŗassociationŗ, in 
contrast to passive synthesis of Ŗidentificationŗ. In a pairing association the 

                                                      
84 HUSSERL, Cartesian Meditations, § 53, 117; Husserliana  I /146. 

85 HUSSERL, Cartesian Meditation, § 52, 113. 
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characteristic feature is that, in the most primitive case, two data are given 
intuitionally, and with prominence, in the unity of a consciousness and that, on 
this basis - essentially, already in pure passivity (regardless therefore of whether 
they are noticed or unnoticed) -, as data appearing with mutual distinctness, they 
found phenomenologically a unity of similarity and thus are always constituted precisely 
as a pair. If there are more than two such data, then a phenomenally unitary 
group, a plurality, becomes constituted. On more precise analysis we find 
essentially present here an intentional overreaching, coming about genetically 
(and by essential necessity) as soon as the data that undergo pairing have 
become prominent and simultaneously intended; we find, more particularly, a 
living mutual awakening and overlaying of each with the objective sense of the 
other. This overlaying can bring a total or a partial coincidence, which in any 
particular instance has its degree, the limiting case being that of complete 
Ŗlikenessŗ. As the result of this overlaying, there takes place in the paired data a 
mutual transfer of sense - that is to say: an apperception of each according to 
the sense of the other, so far as / moments of sense actualized in what is 
experienced do not annul this transfer, with the consciousness of Řdifferent.ř86 

In the case of the experience of the other, these similar data are those of the 

appearance of the living body of the other and of the egořs body as well.  Thus, 

the pairing is characterized by an intentional over-arching  an overlaying of each 

with the objective sense of the other,  knowing that the meaning of one could 

awake this same sense in the other, that it can re-cover it, and that, this involves a 

Řtransfer of senseř87 of what is thus paired.88 

5.3.3. Husserl‟s Problems with the Constitution of the Other 

Husserl acknowledges the intersubjective nature of our experience but always 

grounds it on the subjective: Ŗthe world is continually there for us, but in the first 

place it is there for me.ŗ89 In the analysis of the concrete constitution of the other, 

there are two pitfalls that should be avoided: the reduction of the primordial 

sphere to a solipsistic psychologism and the dogmatic position of a universal 

community of egos. Husserlřs purpose is to present intersubjectivity as a 

community of monads90  Ŕ knowing that this project serves to found objectivity.91  

                                                      
86 HUSSERL, Cartesian Meditation, § 52, 112-113. 

87 Sinnesübertragung in German is neither a simple analogy nor a projection.  

88 SCHNELL, ŖLřintersubjectivité,ŗ 244. 

89 HUSSERL, Formal and Transcendental Logic, § 96b, 242; Husserliana XVII/249.  Merleau-Ponty 
frequently cites a passage from the Crisis whereby Husserl claims that transcendental subjectivity is an 
intersubjectivity, but this quotation is not actually found in the Crisis and, in fact, represents 
something of a distortion of Husserlřs actual position. His position seems to have been that we belong 
contingently and factually to an intersubjective world. 

90 It is a notion regarding the ego in its relation to the objects that are constituted in its 
intentional life, as well as to other subjects.  

91 SCHNELL, ŖLřintersubjectivité,ŗ 241. 
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Others give me my name, teach me my native language, and acculturate me to the 

world of my society. There is what Husserl calls Řcommunalisation.ř  Nevertheless, 

all this is possible only because I, as ego, can make sense of these directions, 

encouragements, pointings, and so on.  Nothing comes from outside into the ego; 

rather everything outside is what it is already within the inside, as Husserl says 

cryptically in the Formal and Transcendental Logic.92  As he puts it in his 1931 lecture:  

It is from out of myself as the one constituting the meaning of being within the 
content of my own private ego that I attain the transcendental other as someone 
just like me; and in this way I attain the open and endless whole of transcendental 
intersubjectivity, precisely as that which, within its communalized transcendental 
life, first constitutes the world as an objective world, as a world that is identical for 

everyone.93 

Husserl sees the ground for understanding of the mental life of the other as lying 

in oneřs own self-understanding, as exemplified Ŗwhen I perceivingly reflect on 

my perceiving.ŗ The constitution of the other comes about through a kind of 

splitting of the self. The difficulty with this view is that my own factual experience 

of being an animate body must play a role in my self-constitution, each 

transcendental I Ŗmust necessarily be constituted in the world as a human 

being.ŗ94 Fact and essence are entwined in my own self-relation in a manner in 

which Husserl never satisfactorily resolved and which, in fact, strained the whole 

project of his phenomenology.95  

The attempt of Husserl is to describe how the alter ego or in other words 

the Řother Iř is constituted from within transcendental subjectivity. This would 

imply articulating  what is it to have an experience as of another, or it amounts to 

giving the necessary and sufficient conditions of having an experience as of 

another. Since the perceptual experience as of another has conceptual content, for 

Husserl, this question is closely related to the question of what are the necessary 

and sufficient conditions for possession of the concept alter ego. The response of 

Husserl to this question is constrained by a number of theoretical commitments.96 

                                                      
92 HUSSERL, Formal and Transcendental Logic, § 99, 250; Husserliana XVII/ 257. 

93 HUSSERL, ŖPhenomenology and Anthropology,ŗ 498; Husserliana XXVII /178Ŕ179. 

94 HUSSERL, Crisis, § 54b, 186; Husserliana VI /189. 

95 MORGAN, Introduction to Phenomenology, 175-179.  

96 SMITH, ŖCan transcendental Intersubjectivity be Naturalised?,ŗ 92.  
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First of all, this must be achieved without violating the transcendental reduction,97 

secondly, the eidetic method,98 and thirdly, the non-circularity constraint.99   

5.4. INTERSUBJECTIVITY AND EMPATHY 

It is important to reiterate that transcendental intersubjectivity was regarded by 

Husserl as Ŗthe concrete ultimate ground, whence all that transcends 

consciousness, including all that is real in the world, derives the sense of its 

existence.ŗ100  Husserl transforms the objection of solipsism into an argument in 

favour of intersubjectivity. Within the phenomenological reduction, he proposes 

another reduction: the reduction to Řprimordialityř or to the Řsphere of ownness.ř 

This reduction is really an abstraction. Indeed, it summons us to make abstraction 

of all references to the consciousness of Others and thus to the existence of 

Others. What remains after this reduction is Ŗnature as suchŗ, not the nature of 

the natural sciences, but so to speak Ŗnatural nature,ŗ nature which is stripped of 

all its value and meaning predicates. In this reduced nature, thereřs only one body, 

my body, my living body (Leib).101 The objectivity of the world requires and 

presupposes transcendental intersubjectivity. In his summary of the Cartesian 

Meditations, Husserl says as much: ŖTranscendental intersubjectivity is the 

transcendental basis of the constitution of the objective world, and of the 

intersubjective value of ideal objectivities.ŗ102  The passage from transcendental 

subjectivity to transcendental intersubjectivity is thus spurred by the problem of 

                                                      
97 The transcendental reduction involves the bracketing of the Ŗgeneral positing of the 

natural attitude.ŗ    (HUSSERL, Ideas I, Section 30.) which involves bracketing the tacit acceptance of 
the actuality of the objects of our intentional states. This means bracketing the results of the positive 
sciences, which is based on the assumption that the world of intentional objects does exist. See, 
HUSSERL, Ideas I, Section 32. 

98 It involves  bracketing of contingencies allowing the transcendental phenomenologist to 
make judgements that claim essential necessity. According to Husserl, this is achieved by means of 
variation in the imagination, whereby the phenomenologist employs imaginary variations on actual 
intentional states and their objects in order to determine their essence.  See, HUSSERL, Phenomenological 
Psychology,  Section 9a. 

99 The demands of non-circularity constraint  is that an account of the constitution of a 
particular sense must not make ineliminable reference to subjective states that have that sense in their 
content. It would mean that there must be no reference to intentional states either containing or 
founded upon states that contain the sense alter ego. 

100 FARBER, The Foundations of Phenomenology, 542-543. 

101 VANDENBERGHE, ŖEmpathy as the Foundation of the Social Sciences,ŗ 572. 

102 Husserliana I/200. 
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the objectivity of the world. It presupposes that the temptation of solipsism can 

be overcome.103 

The central question of transcendental intersubjectivity is: How can an 

absolute and transcendental Ego104 experience or constitute another absolute and 

transcendental Ego?105  It is to be noted that Husserl made many pronouncements 

on the nature of the transcendental ego. At times, he spoke as if empirical 

consciousnesses may come and go, but that the transcendental ego is a necessary 

condition not just for the possibility of experience, but for the possibility of a 

world at all.106  Thus, in Cartesian Meditations, Husserl says the transcendental ego is 

responsible, not just for meaning or sense, but for the being of the world.107 The 

transcendental ego constitutes the world as a world of meanings and as a world of 

objects. The transcendental ego is the absolute subject as understood by German 

idealism, though Husserlřs transcendental ego is reflectively observable and not 

deduced as a condition for the possibility of objects.108 How can a constituting 

consciousness experience another constituting consciousness? How can I have 

access to the mind of the Other?    

The problem of Husserl in his articulation of intersubjectivity was precisely 

how to justify his claim that the experience is intersubjective and not subjective.  

Husserlřs solution was to situate his theory of intersubjectivity in his conception of 

empathy.109  According to Husserl, we can have access to other minds through 

                                                      
103 VANDENBERGHE, ŖEmpathy as the Foundation of the Social Sciences,ŗ 571. 

104 It is pure consciousness or the self that is necessary in order for there to be a 
unified empirical self-consciousness. For Husserl, pure consciousness, for which everything that exists 
is an object, is the ground for the foundation and constitution of all meaning.    

105 It should be stressed from the outset that it does not point to a constituting collectivity (a 
Řtranscendental Weř), but to the way in which the transcendental Ego has access to the constituting 
activities of another transcendental Ego. 

106 The transcendental ego can survive the destruction of the world. Indeed, Alfred Schütz 
recalls that Husserl, in their last conversations together as Husserl lay dying, talked about the fact that 
he would die but his transcendental ego would live on. 

107 HUSSERL, Cartesian Meditations, § 28, 62; Husserliana I/97; see also HUSSERL, Cartesian 
Meditations, § 41, 84; Husserliana I/117. 

108 MORAN, Introduction to Phenomenology, 169. 

109 Empathy connects us mentally with others in this sense it is intersubjective.  The view on 
this is a controversy and even antagonistic.  Some theorists believe that empathy can provide a radical 
form of altruism to ground morality and even immortality by overshadowing the distinction between 
self and other. There is also a pessimistic view which maintains that in distorting the distinction 
between self and other empathy precludes genuine altruism. Although these opposing positions 
exaggerate self-other merging, empathyřs intersubjectivity can perhaps ground rational recognition 
that one shouldnřt arbitrarily privilege oneself over others. See, MAY, ŖEmpathy and 
Intersubjectivity,ŗ 169-179. 
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empathy. For sure, we cannot have direct access to the mind and to the feeling 

states of the Other, because if we could, the Other would not be the Other but 

she would be identical to me. The problem really consists in gaining access to the 

mind of the Other, without reducing the Other Ego to myself.  As he says in the 

Cartesian Meditations, ŖIf I would have direct access to what essentially  belongs to 

the Other, then he would just be a moment of my being and, at the end, he and I 

would just be one.ŗ110  The Other Ego has to be constituted by me, but precisely 

as an Alter Ego, that is as an Ego who is herself a constituting Ego. Husserl 

advances a specific way of constituting the Other which satisfies the criterion of 

his originality.111 The main assumption is that the states of mind of the Other are 

really her states of mind, and not mine, but that I can have indirectly access to 

them through the apperception of her body (Körper)112  as a living body (Leib).113 

I can only appresent that consciousness as one that governs the otherřs 

directly encountered bodily activities in a manner similar to that in which I govern 

my own bodily activities.  This is an appresentation that can never, as can the 

appresentation of the unseen sides of a seen object, be transformed into a 

presentation.114  This irreducible appresentation of an Otherřs consciousness is 

empathy, the experience of Ŗfeeling-inŗ the Other such that in encountering the 

Otherřs lived body (Leib), I encounter her as perceiving (with the appropriate 

feelings and bodily activities), as experiencing feelings and emotions (for example, 

in seeing the Other blush, I experience her as embarrassed or ashamed, or in 

seeing the Other clench fists, I experience her as angry), as speaking (and thereby 

expressing, say, judgments achieved in acts of judging), and so forth.  Empathy is 

grounded in Ŗpairing,ŗ and Ŗanalogizing appresentation.ŗ In experiencing the 

Other I recognize the Other to be a perceiving, thinking, feeling, willing, and 

acting agent Ŕ in brief, a conscious agent Ŕ like myself, while at the same time I 

recognize that I cannot encounter the Otherřs consciousness directly. The fact 

that the Otherřs consciousness is and can only be appresented means that I do not 

encounter the Otherřs experiential life directly.  I do not live in the Otherřs 

                                                      
110 Husserliana I/139. 

111 The Other is the Other and his or her Alterity is safeguarded through empathy; his or her 
Alterity is thus not reduced to the monadic life of the Ego, thus to Ipseity, but precisely maintained as 
Alterity. For a useful analysis of Husserlřs analysis of intersubjectivity that anticipates his later 
arguments on Identity and Ipseity and criticizes Husserlřs tendency to reduce the non-identity of the 
Other to the identity of the Self. See RICŒUR, A l‘école de la phénoménologie. 75-109. 

112 The body-object (Körper), is the thingly, material body that is the traditional object of the 
biological and medical sciences. It is distinguished from the lived-body. 

113 VANDENBERGHE, ŖEmpathy as the Foundation of the Social Sciences,ŗ 572. 

114 DRUMMOND, Historical Dictionary of Husserl‘s Philosophy, 66. 
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experiences or identify myself with the Other; the Other is irreducibly other.  

Instead, I experience the Otherřs consciousness only in encountering her lived 

body, its states, and activities.  Nonetheless, it is important to analyse the concept 

of empathy in its historical origin and development to understand its 

intersubjective significance.  

5.4.1. Semantics of Empathy 

There is neither a definition of the concept of empathy115 nor does it have a long 

history.116  That doesnřt mean that the concept of empathy was previously absent 

from our culture.117 The first conception of empathy Ŕ an affective response to 

another personřs feeling, namely, feeling the otherřs emotion Ŕ can be traced to 

David Humeřs definition of sympathy:118 a capacity of human nature to Ŗreceive 

by communicationŗ the Ŗinclinations and sentimentsŗ of others, Ŗhowever 

different from, or even contrary to our own.ŗ119 This is why Hume describes 

sympathy (our concept of empathy) as a capacity for communicating emotions; 

the point of empathy is to Ŗtake us so far out of ourselves, as to give us the same 

pleasure or uneasiness in the characters of others.ŗ120  Sympathy121 involves care 

                                                      
115 The Anglo-Saxon linguistic roots of the word Ŗempathyŗ lie in the Ancient Greek 

empatheia (passion), which is composed of en (in) and pathos (feeling). Though the German term 
Einfühlung was  for the first time used in the domain of aesthetics by the philosopher Robert Vischer 
in 1873, it  was Theodor Lipps, who took over and  introduced it into the field of social cognition.  
He  employed the term to designate our basic capacity for understanding others as minded creatures. 

116 Empathy is an early-twentieth-century psychology word, to feel oneřs way into another. A 
century and a half earlier, the Scottish moral sentiment theorists David Hume and Adam Smith used 
the term sympathy to mean something similar. For Hume sympathy is a kind of vicarious arousal, a 
congruent feeling that allows access into othersř minds. His model is mechanical: One is connected as 
if by a cord. A tug at one end causes a reverberation at the other. In this way, one Ŗcatchesŗ anotherřs 
feelings, as if by contagion.  But it is only during the second half of the nineteenth century that these 
issues have acquired a multidisciplinary character, being tackled in parallel by philosophers and by the 
scholars of a new discipline, psychology. 

117 The concept of empathy became prominent at the turn of the nineteenth century in 
German psychology and philosophy. It played an important role in elucidating human creaturesř 
emotional engagement with the arts and how they come to interpret and understand each other as 
psychological beings. It was in this context that the term empathy itself was coined to translate the 
German word Einfühlung (i.e., Ŗto feel oneřs way intoŗ). 

118 Hume in A Treatise of Human Nature says important, groundbreaking things about what we 
would now call empathy, but he used the term  Řsympathyř to refer to it, though the picture is 
muddied or obscured by the fact that he also uses the term to refer to sympathy (especially in the 
Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals). 

119 HUME, A Treatise of Human Nature, 206. 

120 HUME, A Treatise of Human Nature, 209. 

121 The notions of sympathy and empathy are often used interchangeably. Recently, efforts at 
clarifying the difference have focused on empathy first and proceeded to characterize sympathy by 
contrast. The contemporary philosophical conception of empathy has three aspects. If Sam 
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or concern for the other, and is often described as Ŗfeeling sorry forŗ the other.122   

Hume says sympathy is when Ŗwe enter into the sentimentsŗ of others, and 

Ŗpartake of their pleasure and uneasiness.ŗ123  He also argues that empathy is that 

part of human personality that impedes self-interest and allows people to 

cooperate with others.124 This capacity to relate to the emotions of others is 

ultimately the basis of our concern for others in society. Humeřs discussion of the 

transmission of emotion provides conceptual roots for empathy understood as an 

affective transfer of emotion, even though other features of his concept of 

sympathy do not apply to empathy. 125    It is unfortunate there is still no clear 

consensus about what precisely empathy means and how it is different from and 

related to emotional contagion, motor mimicry, emotional sharing, imaginative 

projection, perspective taking,  despite the  upsurge of interest  and consequent 

works on empathy in recent years.126  However, a crucial component is shared 

                                                                                                                                                        
empathizes with Mariařs anger, then: 1) Sam has a representation of Maria as angry; 2) Sam comes to 
have his empathic experience because of his representation of Maria as angry; 3) Samřs experience 
involves experiencing a state that is similar to anger. On most accounts, sympathy differs from 
empathy by being triggered solely by emotions that are linked with pain and involves, either as 
consequence or through sharing the other personřs pain, feeling sorry for the  other person or 
wanting to alleviate the other personřs suffering. The phrases feeling with and feeling for, respectively, are 
often used to capture the difference between the two notions.  

122 Most  philosophers distinguish sympathy from empathy in this way even though there is 
no consensus regarding the definition of empathy among them. See, for example, CHISMAR, 
ŖEmpathy and Sympathy,ŗ 257Ŕ266; DřARMS, ŖEmpathy and Evaluative Inquiry,ŗ 1477Ŕ1479; 
DARWALL, ŖEmpathy, Sympathy, Care,ŗ 261Ŕ282; GOLDIE, ŖHow We Think of Othersř Emotions,ŗ 
394 Ŕ 423; and SOBER and WILSON, Unto Others,  232Ŕ236. 

123 HUME, A Treatise of Human Nature, 234. 

124 Stephen Darwall usefully defines sympathy as Ŗa feeling or emotion that responds to 
some apparent threat or obstacle to an individualřs good and involves concern for him, and thus for 
his well-being, for his sake.ŗ  See, DARWALL, ŖEmpathy, Sympathy, Care,ŗ 273. This definition 
captures what is distinctive of sympathy, namely, that it involves feeling concern for someoneřs well-
being, or feeling sorrow, or sorry, for another, while empathy involves the transfer of emotion, and in 
some cases, perspective-taking that is absent in sympathy. The psychologists seem to be more mindful 
of the difference.  Most importantly, sympathy involves direct concern for another person as a subject 
distinct from oneself, in a way that empathy does not. In principle, it is possible to feel sympathy 
without empathy and vice versa.  See, EISENBERG and STRAYER, ŖCritical Issues in the Study of 
Empathy,ŗ 6 Ŕ7 and WISPE, ŖHistory of the Concept of Empathy,ŗ 30.  

125 However, we nowadays have both terms and are constantly chattering about empathy, so 
it behooves us at this point to distinguish empathy from sympathy. In colloquial terms, we can 
understand the difference easily between the two: ŘX feels someoneřs painř refers to the phenomenon 
of empathy  and ŘY feels for someone who is in painř is what is understood to be  Řsympathy.ř 

126 There are numersous questions  and disagrements regarding the signification of empathy. 
Some of the most pertinent questions include: Does empathy necessarily entail that an observer feels 
the same emotion that she detects in another person? Does it preserve or abolish the difference 
between self and other? Is it a question of imagining oneself in anotherřs situation, or of imagining 
being another in that otherřs situation, or simply of making inferences about anotherřs mental states? 
Or is it a question of sharing anotherřs feelings, or caring about another, or being emotionally affected 
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emotions. In a research review, Eisenberg and Strayer summarise the basic 

features of empathy.  Empathy, they argue, is an emotional response that stems 

from anotherřs emotional state or condition and that is congruent with the otherřs 

emotional state or situation.127  Empathy denotes a range of emotional responses 

we have to what others feel or the situation they are in, such as sympathy, 

empathic anger, or compassion, in addition to some form of appreciation of their 

psychological state. It also sometimes denotes a purely cognitive state of 

understanding another.128  

Psychologist C. Daniel Batson distinguishes eight different uses of the term 

empathy that have emerged in the psychological, philosophical, and neuro-

scientific literature: 

1. Knowing another personřs internal state, including his or her thoughts and feelings. 
2. Adopting the posture or matching the neural responses of an observed other. 
3. Coming to feel as another person feels. 
4. Intuiting or projecting oneself into anotherřs situation. 
5. Imagining how another is thinking and feeling. 
6. Imagining how one would think and feel in the otherřs place. 
7. Feeling distress at witnessing another personřs suffering. 
8. Feeling for another person who is suffering.129 

These phenomena are all identified as empathy by different types of researchers. 

But there is no agreement that they are all really empathy; in fact, most 

philosophers would describe concepts 7 and 8 above as sympathy, which involves 

feeling care or concern for someoneřs well-being, or feeling sorrow, or sorry, for 

another. Sympathy is different in that it involves direct concern for another 

person as a subject, and is motivated by an interest in the other person and her 

well-being; empathy does not require this kind of concern.130   

                                                                                                                                                        
by anotherřs experiences though not necessarily experiencing the same experiences? People disagree 
about the role of sharing, and caring, and imagination in empathy, just as they disagree about the 
relation between empathy and social cognition in general. 

127 EISENBERG and STRAYER, Empathy and its Development, 5. 

128 MAIBOM, ed., Empathy and Morality, 1. 

129 BATSON, ŖThese Things Called Empathy,ŗ 4-8. 

130 Even though the thinkers in the hermeneutic tradition like Schleiermacher and Dilthey 
tended not to use the terms ŘŘEinfühlung‘‘ or ŘŘeinfühlen,řř they used similar enough terminology Ŕ such as 
ŘŘmitfühlen‘‘ (feeling with), ŘŘnacherleben‘‘ (re-experiencing), ŘŘnachbilden‘‘ (reconstructing), ŘŘhineinversetzen‘‘ 
(putting oneself into), or ŘŘtransposition.řř Once empathy was established as a central means to 
understanding other minds, it became quite natural to think of understanding as a form of empathy. 
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5.4.2. Moral and Social Dimensions of Empathy 

Several studies point to the fact that empathy plays a crucial enabling role in the 

development of genuinely altruistic concern or caring for others.131  In recent 

years, some striking claims have been made about the importance of empathy Ŕ 

roughly, the capacity to share the feelings of others Ŕ to morality and pro-social 

action.132  Care theorist Michael Slote argues for the centrality of empathy to care 

ethics, and claims that Ŗempathy plays a crucial enabling role in the development 

of genuinely altruistic concern or caring for others.ŗ133  Empathy should be the 

basis for the ethics of care, for in his view, it generates empathic caring, and 

empathic caring can be used as Ŗa plausible criterion of moral evaluation.ŗ134  

Many researchers influenced by evolutionary models of behaviour and culture 

argue that empathy is an essentially altruistic impulse or response leading to pro-

social, moral behaviour unless or until it is suppressed or inhibited in some way.135  

Slote maintains that it is the Ŗcement of the moral universeŗ that Ŗarguably 

constitutes the basis of both meta-ethics and normative ethics.ŗ136  Empathy is 

commonly viewed as a necessary condition for moral behaviour in most of the 

treaties proposed in the history of moral philosophy,137 which has resulted in the 

widespread belief that empathy and morality are intimately related.138  

According to Ethicist Justin DřArms empathy is both an act and a capacity: 

it involves responding Ŗto the perceived feelings of another with vicarious 

emotional reactions of oneřs own, and empathy is the capacity for, or the 

occurrence of, such a vicarious experience.ŗ139  Philosophers of mind Peter 

                                                      
131 SLOTE, Ethics of Care and Empathy, 13. 

132 GALLESE, ŖThe Roots of Empathy,ŗ 171Ŕ80. 

133 SLOTE, The Ethics of Care and Empathy, 13, 16. 

134 SLOTE, The Ethics of Care and Empathy, 16. 

135 See for example, HAIDT, The Righteous Mind; HOFFMAN, ŖEmpathy, Justice, and the Law,ŗ 
and SLOTE, The Ethics of Care and Empathy. 

136 SLOTE, Moral Sentimentalism, 4. 

137 We can find the application of the sense of sympathy/empathy as early as in Aristotle, 
later in David Hume, Adam Smith, more evidently in Max Scheler, Edmund Husserl, and Edith Stein.   

138 Defining the relationship between empathy and morality, however, has proven to be 
difficult for two main reasons. First, empathy has been defined in many different ways, which makes 
it hard to differentiate it from other socio-emotional states, such as compassion or sympathy. Second, 
evidence on the causal role of empathy, and of emotions in general, in morality is mixed. Some 
scholars indeed maintain that emotions play no role in morality (See, HAUSER, Moral Minds), while 
others claim that emotions play a dominant role in moral judgments. See, PRINZ, The Emotional 
Construction of Morals, 23-29.  

139 DřARMS, ŖEmpathy and Evaluative Inquiry,ŗ 1478. 
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Goldie and Robert Gordon emphasize the imaginative or simulative aspect of 

empathy. Goldie defines empathy as Ŗa process or procedure by which a person 

centrally imagines the thoughts, feelings, and emotions of another person.ŗ140 And 

Gordon says that an empathetic simulation involves an Ŗimaginative shift in the 

reference of indexicalsř where the imaginer Řre-centers his egocentric map.řŗ141  

Goldie and Gordon imply that empathy involves Ŗstepping into anotherřs shoes,ŗ 

but does not require feeling a resulting, congruent emotion.142 

There some for whom the most rudimentary forms of empathy is believed 

to be motor mimicry and emotional contagion,143  which involves the spontaneous 

transfer of emotion.  Stephen Darwall claims that emotional contagion constitutes 

the most primitive form of empathy whose central mechanism is mimicry.144  In a 

similar fashion, Gordon defines Řfacial empathyř as a process in which we tend to 

catch emotions of others by replicating the facial expressions of others.145  

However, N. Eisenberg argues  that empathy and emotional contagion is a 

question of feeling the same emotion as the other, but  different in terms of 

orientation, i.e., it is neither highly self-involved nor other-directed.146 For others, 

by contrast, they opt for a more narrow definition of empathy that allows one to 

preserve the distinctions between empathy, on the one hand, and emotional 

contagion, on the other.  It has been argued, for instance, that emotional 

contagion is Řself-centeredř, whereas empathy is essentially Řother-centeredř.147 

Peter Goldie, has defended a far more complex model of empathy. For him, one 

can speak of empathy only when a person reaches an understanding of anotherřs 

mental state by way of a simulative process of imagining how it feels like for the 

other to be in the situation of the self.  Goldie  goes on to specify it by saying:   

Empathy is a process or procedure by which a person centrally imagines the 
narrative (the thoughts, feelings, and emotions) of another person. There are 

                                                      
140 GOLDIE, ŖHow We Think of Othersř Emotions,ŗ 409.  

141 GORDON, ŖSympathy, Simulation, and the Impartial Spectator,ŗ 172. 

142 OXLEY, The Moral Dimensions of Empathy, 15. 

143 Emotional contagion is the phenomenon of having one personřs emotions and related 
behaviours directly trigger similar emotions and behaviours in other people. When people 
unconsciously mirror their companionsř expressions of emotion, they come to feel reflections of 
those companionsř emotions.  Emotional contagion and empathy have an interesting relationship, in 
that they share similar characteristics, with the exception of the ability to differentiate between 
personal and pre-personal experiences, a process known as individuation.   

144 DARWALL, ŖEmpathy, Sympathy, Care,ŗ 264Ŕ266. 

145 GORDON, ŖSympathy, Simulation, and the Impartial Spectator,ŗ 727, 729. 

146 EISENBERG, Altruistic Emotion, Cognition, and Behaviour, 31. 

147 GOLDIE, The Emotions, 177. 
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three necessary conditions for empathy…  First, it is necessary for empathy that 
I be aware of the other as a centre of consciousness distinct from myself. 
Secondly, it is necessary for empathy that the other should be someone of 
whom I have a substantial characterization. Thirdly, it is necessary that I have a 
grasp of the narrative which I can imaginatively enact, with the other as 

narrator.148  

M.L. Hoffman is of the opinion that empathy is Řthe glue that makes social life 

possible.ř149 He argues,  

The overwhelming evidence… is that most people, when they witness someone 
in distress, feel empathically distressed and motivated to help. Thus empathy has 
been found repeatedly to correlate positively with helping others in distress, 
even strangers, and negatively with aggression and manipulative behaviour. 
More important, experiments show that empathy arousal leads observers to help 
victims, and furthermore they are more quick to help the more intense their 

empathic distress and the more intense the victimřs pain.150  

Hoffmanřs theory formation is considered to be of great importance in both the 

research field, which takes emotions as the starting-point for the development of 

morality, and pedagogical practice. His scheme for the development of empathy is 

the most developed empathy theory as regards children. He claims that the origins 

of empathy are biological and have an important status as a moral motive.151 In 

Hoffmanřs interpretation, empathy is principally a question of feelings of distress. 

It is an affective response that is more appropriate to someone elseřs situation 

than oneřs own and covers two basic affects, empathic and sympathetic distress. 

Empathetic distress refers to the individualřs own distress and a desire to get rid of 

it. Feeling sympathetic distress means that other peopleřs distress must disappear 

in order for oneřs own distress to disappear. This feeling is thus accompanied by a 

desire to help the other.152 

5.4.3. Empathy as the Fundamental Element of Intersubjectivity 

The question of knowing the other is phenomenologically intruiging.  An excellent 

illustration of this question can be found in the phenomenon of empathy.  How 

do we get to know and understand others? In principle, is our understanding of 

others like our understanding of  physical objects? Do we understand others as we 

                                                      
148 GOLDIE, The Emotions, 195. 

149 HOFFMAN, Empathy and Moral Development, 3. 

150 HOFFMAN, ŖEmpathy, justice, and the Law,ŗ 231. 

151 See, HOFFMAN, ŖEmpathy, Its Limitations,ŗ 283-302. HOFFMAN, ŖThe Contribution of 
Empathy to Justice and Moral Judgement,ŗ 47-80. 

152 HOFFMAN, Empathy and Moral Development, 30. 
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understand ourselves? Does self-understanding have primacy over the 

understanding of others, or is the understanding of self and other equally 

primordial?  Theodore Lipps who wrote extensively on empathy, extended the 

concept of Einfühlung153 to the domain of intersubjectivity which he characterized 

in terms of inner imitation of the perceived movements of others. When I am 

watching an acrobat walking on a suspended wire, Lipps notes, I feel myself so 

inside of him. According to Lipps, it is only by animating what is perceptually 

given, that we can come to know that we are encountering another minded 

creature. It is only by drawing on our own inner experience that we are able to 

move from the input to the actual ascription to others of mental states.  The 

otherřs affective state might be the cause of my own,154  but it also needs to be its 

intentional object if we are to speak of any kind of social comprehension.155 Rather 

than explaining empathy, Lippsřs account is consequently better geared to handle 

something like Řmotor mimicryř or Řemotional contagionř.  There is therefore, as 

Edith Stein rightly puts it, a discrepancy between the phenomenon to be explained 

and the phenomenon actually explained.156 Lipps did argue that empathy involves 

two steps: imitation and projection. My perception of the otherřs expression will, 

in a rather mediated way, evoke a feeling in myself, and this feeling is then 

attributed to the other through projection. However, rather than solving the 

problems, the appeal to projection merely aggravates them, since Lipps never 

manages to justify the epistemic legitimacy of the projection. We can see here a 

first suggested relation between imitation and the capacity of understanding others 

by ascribing them feelings, emotions and thoughts, a relation that will be 

reinstated by Edmund Husserl, Max Scheler, and Edith Stein.157  

                                                      
153 It was Lippsřs notion of our basic capacity for understanding others as minded creatures 

that Edward Titchener, the American psychologist, had in mind when he translated Einfühlung as 
Řempathy.ř Interestingly, the notion of sympathy is older which was used by both David Hume and 
Adam Smith to designate what most people mean today as empathy. If Hume seems to have thought 
of sympathy as a natural and automatic process of affective resonance that allows us to receive the 
inclinations and sentiments of others (HUME, A Treatise of Human Nature, 236), Smith took it to 
involve some kind of imaginative perspective taking, where we place ourselves in the otherřs situation 
(SMITH, The Theory of Moral Sentiments, 11). Incidentally, Lipps might have been influenced by Humeřs 
account since it was Lipps who translated Humeřs A Treatise of Human Nature into German.  

154 For example sharing a happy incident or describing a traumatic experience  can provoke 
in the listener  similar emtions.  

155 STEIN, On the Problem of Empathy, 22Ŕ24. 

156 STEIN, On the Problem of Empathy,  24. 

157 Edmund Husserl, his student Edith Stein, and later Max Scheler are three philosophers 
whose contributions have shaped our present understanding of empathy. In particular, they each 
offered a particular elucidation of number three, insisting, each in their own way, that empathic 
experience cannot be of the same sort as the feeling that is the object of the empathic experience.    
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Husserl adopted the term empathy (Einfühlung) from Lipps and the Munich 

school, but modified it.  For him the theory of empathy (Einfühlung) as a kind of 

experience of the Other (Fremderfahrung) is a fundamental element of his theory of 

intersubjectivity. For him, the point of departure for the analysis of empathy is the 

primordial sphere, or the sphere of ownness (Eigentlichkeitssphäre). Therefore, the 

Other arises phenomenologically before my consciousness as a Ŗmodificationŗ of 

myself.158  As Husserl writes in Ideas II: ŖEmpathy into persons is nothing else 

than precisely that apprehension which understands the sense, i.e., which grasps 

the body in its sense and in the unity of the sense it has to bear.ŗ159   

Max Schelerřs work The Nature of Sympathy160 is frequently listed as an 

example of a phenomenological investigation of emotional life.161  The term 

Ŗsympathyŗ was used by Scheler as a blanket term for the host of states explored 

in his seminal work: The Nature of Sympathy.  In choosing the term Ŗsympathyŗ 

(Sympathie) as the Ŗgeneric termŗ to encompass such diverse notions as 

fellowfeeling (Mitgefühl), pity, commiseration (Mitleid), empathy (Einfühlung), and 

even what is defined as identification with the Cosmos (Cosmovitale Einsfühlung), 

Scheler gave priority to sympathy, signalling that the diversity of states described 

in the book are all variations of sympathy, or different rooms within the house of 

sympathy.162  That being said, Scheler does articulate his own theory of sympathy, 

which seeks not only to describe the different types of sympathy, but also to 

understand how the diversity of sympathetic experiences is possible at all.163  

                                                      
158 However, it would be a mistake to reduce Husserlřs theory of Fremderfahrung to his 

empathy theory. Sympathy is also a kind of Fremderfahrung, which, certainly, is connected to empathy, 
but which is different. CRESPO, ŖFrom Empathy to Sympathy,ŗ 235.   

159 HUSSERL, Ideas II, 255Ŕ256. 

160 Originally published as Wesen und Formen der Sympathie in 1923 which many critics have 
consider it as his best work. The general importance of the emotional in Schelerřs thought is clear, but 
this work also contains some excellent phenomenological analysis of the different types of sympathy 
itself, ignored by most writers of Řsympathy ethicsř. He goes on to discuss metaphysical theories of 
sympathy, especially Schopenhauerřs, and devotes much attention to Einsfühlung (Řfeeling one withř), 
which is needed for the Řengagementř of the later metaphysics. The second part of the work contains 
an analysis of love and hate. Love is the key to the spiritual and personal, since only love opens up the 
world of essences and values. Humanity is, for Scheler, the Ens amans, the being that loves.   

161 In addition to presenting us with detailed analyses of various emotional phenomena, the 
work; however, must be considered a significant contribution to the phenomenology of 
intersubjectivity. 

162 SCHELER, The Nature of Sympathy, liii. 

163 His theory of Sympathy is not an explanation of the origin of our knowledge of others, 
but just a hypothesis which explains the reason of our belief in the otherřs existence.  It would be a 
pure accident if the otherřs body to which we ascribe our empathetic feelings were really animated. 
For, interpretation of the otherřs gesture as expression can only be the consequence of and not the 
proof of his existence. See, SCHÜTZ, ŖSchelerřs Theory of Intersubjectivity,ŗ 331.  
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Scheler is of the opinion that we enjoy a basic and direct experiential access 

to others. However,  he doesnřt stick to a single term when referring to this basic 

form of understanding.  He emplys terms such as reproduction of feeling 

(Nachfühlen), reproduction of experience (Nachleben), visualizing of experience 

(Nacherleben), or perception of other minds (Fremdwahrnehmung).164  The question is  

how can Nachfühlen and Fremdwahrnehmung refer to one and the same 

phenomenon? Scheler rejects the view that our understanding of the emotional 

experience of others is based on an imitation or reproduction of the emotion in 

question, but if so, why then does he himself use a term like Nachfühlen?  Scheler is 

quite unequivocal in his rejection of the view that our understanding of the 

emotional experiences of others requires us to have the same emotion ourselves.165 

In fact, when he spoke of our basic experience of others, Řempathyř is the most 

appropriate term to capture what he was referring to.166 Scheler situates the 

experience of sympathy within the development of the human person and 

humanity in general, giving sympathy an absolutely central role. Before turning to 

these larger implications, Scheler must explain what he means by sympathy and 

how sympathy takes place.167  

For Scheler, sympathy is a precondition for knowledge of other subjects. 

ŖThe heart has a place even in the knowing operations performed by persons, 

even to the point of making them possible at all.ŗ168 Human beings know each 

other and themselves by acts of sympathy that take place in co-responsibility,169 

and without this Ŗfellow feelingŗ, the human, intellectual and emotional world is 

impoverished.170 Failure to sympathize with other creatures is failure to understand 

them, and failure to understand them is failure to understand ourselves.171  In his 

theory, sympathy is not a transfer of anotherřs experience into my own 

consciousness, nor is it a reproduction drawn from my own experience in order to 

approximate the otherřs experience.  Scheler preserves a sphere within the other 

that remains unknown to me, that is forever private and enclosed, which he refers 

                                                      
164 SCHELER, The Nature of Sympathy, 9, 238.   

165 SCHELER, The Nature of Sympathy, 9Ŕ10. 

166 ZAHAVI, Self and Other, 114.  

167 DILLARD-WRIGHT,  ŖSympathy and the Non-human,ŗ 3.   

168 CROSBY, ŖThe Individuality of Human Persons,ŗ 39. 

169 It is similar to what Merleau-Ponty called intersubjectivity or even Ŗinteranimality.ŗ 

170 CROSBY, ŖThe Individuality of Human Persons,ŗ 39; MERLEAU-PONTY, The Visible and 
the Invisible, 172.  

171 Throughout his writing, Scheler works to preserve difference as a foundational part of the 
experience of sympathy: sympathy need not form an ecstatic union between two people nor convey 
positive knowledge about anotherřs inward state. 
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to as the Ŗpermanent limit of advance.ŗ172  Sympathy can advance to the boundary 

of that inner realm, but never beyond.173  The reason Scheler spends so much time 

separating arguments based on emotional Ŗinfectionŗ and Ŗvicarious 

reenactmentŗ174 from sympathy proper is that he sees that, in order for sympathy 

to remain genuine, it must preserve both the foreign nature of the other and my 

own willful capacity to sympathize. Scheler reserves the label of sympathy for cases 

in which I feel for another despite my inability to really know what the other person 

is experiencing. 

 

Scheler even goes so far as to say that the Ŗtruerŗ the sympathy, or fellow-

feeling, the less reproduction175 happens in the person sympathizing.176 In the 

experience of sympathy, I am so involved in feeling for the other that I do not 

reconstruct what the other might be feeling on the basis of my own experiences, 

or, worse, recount a story of my own to make the other feel better.177 Sympathy 

operates on an intuitive level for Scheler, working in concert with the bodily 

organism.   If sympathy is based on my own experiences, and not those of the 

other, it is not sympathy at all, but an act of introspection. Sympathy based 

entirely on introspection must thus be a contradiction, in that sympathy must 

necessarily reach beyond solipsistic analysis and attend to the other. Beyond this 

objection, my ability to sympathize would be greatly limited if sympathy depended 

upon reconstruction, because I could only sympathize with those sharing similar 

                                                      
172 SCHELER, The Nature of Sympathy, 71. 

173 For Scheler, the knowledge conveyed by sympathy is metaphysical, not strictly Ŗdataŗ, in 
that it is a realization, on my part, that the other possesses the same hidden inner life that I also 
possess. The foreign subject then becomes not only relatively equal (Ŗrelatively realŗ) to me but 
actually equal (Ŗabsolutely realŗ). See, SCHELER, The Nature of Sympathy, 59. 

174 SCHELER, The Nature of Sympathy, 42. 

175 Reproduction here is to be understood as an interior rehearsal or representation, or the 
imaginative rehearsal of anotherřs inward state. 

176 If reproduction were necessary for sympathy, I would have to have had the experience of 
drowning in order to sympathize with a person who is drowning. I need not go through a process of 
deliberation or ask myself how the other person might be feeling in order to sympathize: sympathy 
happens on a more basic, visceral level and only secondarily results in a reconstruction of the foreign 
subjectivity in my own terms. Nonetheless, Scheler does not believe that reproduction is without 
value. Surely people do draw from their own experiences in order to understand others. Scheler only 
wishes to place reproduction, however valuable it might be, in a different category from sympathy 
itself. Reproduction may take its place alongside fellow-feeling and understanding as among those 
phenomena that allow us to Ŗenlargeŗ our own lives and Ŗtranscendŗ our own limitations.  See, 
SCHELER, The Nature of Sympathy, 47. 

177 SCHELER, The Nature of Sympathy, 47. 
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experiences to those I had already had, or with those sufficiently similar to myself 

that I could extrapolate from my experiences to make up the difference.178  

The relationship between action and intersubjective empathic relations 

becomes even more evident in the works of Edith Stein, a former pupil of 

Husserl, who in her book On the Problem of Empathy179 clarifies that the concept of 

empathy is not confined to a simple grasp of the otherřs feelings or emotions. 

Despite the title On the Problem of Empathy, the book is only partially about our 

sensitivity to the feelings of others, or Řempathyř as commonly used in English.180  

Stein, defines it as a form of other-directed intentionality, thereby denying the 

traditional connotation of the term.181  This is why she affirms that Schelerřs 

polemic against empathy is not directed against what she calls empathy.182  She is 

also known for criticizing Lipps for conflating empathy (Einfühlung) with 

emotional identification (Einsfühlung), that is, for taking empathy to involve a 

complete identification of observer and observed.183 Phenomenology being the 

analysis of experiences, Stein, in analyzing empathy, studied a particular kind of 

experience - that of our experience of another‘s experience. According to Stein, 

empathy is the source of my experience of Ŗotherness,ŗ i.e., other persons as 

centers of agency.  When, for example, I see another person in pain, my awareness 

of his or her pain derives from my empathic recognition of the same kind of pain 

I myself have experienced.  People incapable of empathy or who have a limited 

capacity for it cannot empathize with others because they are out of touch with 

their own pain, whereas people who have a great capacity for empathy are 

unusually aware of their suffering, a qualification that is typical in individuals who 

become psychoanalysts.  Yet, according to Stein (and Husserl), I can never know 

another personřs pain directly. I can share another personřs experience but I cannot 

undergo another personřs experience in the same manner that person does.  The 

fact that I cannot know others in this primordial sense bothered Husserl because 

                                                      
178 His explanation of gesture is crucial for understanding his theory of sympathy and would 

later inspire Merleau-Ponty, whose discussion of gesture in the Phenomenology of Perception is directly 
indebted to Scheler.  See, MERLEAU-PONTY, Phenomenology of Perception, 214.  

179 On the Problem of Empathy is her doctoral dissertation that investigated empathy as the basis 
for intersubjectivity and the experience of the otherřs and oneřs own body, referring to the tradition of 
Theodor Lipps, Max Scheler, and Alexander Pfänder, and then developing independent conclusions. 

180 In the first part of the text, Stein presents an eidetic analysis of empathy and, in the 
second, develops her understanding of the human being and our structure, such that we can have 
empathetic experiences. 

181 STEIN, On the Problem of Empathy, 14. 

182 STEIN, On the Problem of Empathy, 30.  

183 STEIN, On the Problem of Empathy, 16.  
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he was convinced it is necessary to know others Ŗabsolutelyŗ in order to 

overcome the accusation of solipsism. Thus, Husserlřs conception of 

intersubjectivity was intended to refute solipsism, a task that he devoted his entire 

philosophical career to achieving.184 Yet despite all his efforts to overcome 

Descartesř solipsistic tendencies, Husserlřs followers, beginning with Heidegger, 

concluded that there was something wrong with the premise with which Husserl 

(and Descartes before him) had begun his project: how to establish a proof of the 

existence of a world beyond oneřs subjective states.185 

Steinřs study of empathy concerns not simply empathy as one kind of 

experience, but also how the phenomenoelogical project itself should be 

conceived: should we understand experience as my experience of the world or as 

our encounter with the world?  Stein describes empathy through an analogy with 

other mental acts such as memory, anticipation, and fantasy.  She places the 

distinction between the act of experiencing and the content experienced at the center of 

her discussion of empathy. In each of these cases, the act is immediately 

experienced (that is, I now remember, anticipate, or fantasize) but the content is not 

(that is, what is remembered, anticipated, or fantasized is not now present).186 

Empathy is so central to the phenomenological project, for Stein that argues that 

empathetic experiences are also central to being a person. Throughout her 

dissertation, we can see arguments for the thesis that we cannot understand or 

know ourselves without relationships with others.187 There is a more basic 

                                                      
184 In some ways Husserl was stuck in Descartesř project of determining how the subject can 

be certain of the existence of a world beyond his own subjectivity. The principal difference between 
them was that Husserl felt Descartes had not gone far enough in his investigations and was trapped in 
a rationalistic fixation on his own internal thought processes, because he had not appreciated that the 
nature of experience is not strictly mental or emotional but transcendental, in that it offers the possibility 
of recognizing the world, not as a construct, but as a phenomenon. 

185 THOMPSON, ŖPhenomenology of Intersubjectivity,ŗ 7. 

186 BORDEN, Edith Stein, 27-30.   

187 STEIN, On the Problem of Empathy, 88. And she presents at least two ways in which other 
people are necessary for self-knowledge. First, it is through the otherřs perception of me as an Řobjectř 
to be seen, understood (to some degree), and evaluated that I am able to do so for myself. Through 
the otherřs perception of me, I become real to myself. It is through such empathy and reiterated 
empathy that we come to share a world and recognize our own inner experiences as real. Thus, Stein 
argues that I cannot see myself or my own experiences as part of the world until I have experienced 
another so understanding me.   Stein points out that, at times, another person may reveal our own 
nature to us more truthfully than we perceive it ourselves.  Stein offers a second role for empathy in 
self-knowledge: what the other does informs me of what I may become. The other, thus, both allows 
me an objectivity toward myself necessary for truly free actions and Řinformsř me of the possibilities 
or potentialities among which I may choose. Because we develop, and because our knowledge of 
ourselves and our potentialities is incomplete, other people, Stein insists, are necessary even to be 
ourselves. Stein thus reiterates the claim that the understanding of ourselves is enabled through 
contact with others.   
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connotation of empathy: the other is experienced as another being as oneself 

through an appreciation of similarity. An important component of this similarity 

resides in the common experience of action. The common experience of action, 

thus, turns out to be a building block of oneřs identity. 

5.4.4. Empathy as Experience of the Other  

Husserl and Stein used and developed the category of empathy as a key concept in 

their explication of reciprocal intersubjectivity between minded individuals. 

Especially since Husserlřs concept of intersubjectivity is in fact, a concept of inter-

subjectivity, that is of the relation between subjects, and consequently implies an 

examination of empathy: how can I experience another subject? According to the 

phenomenological approach intersubjectivity cannot be examined adequately from 

a third-personsř view, but must be analysed in its manifestation in the life of the 

individual subject. As Husserl writes in the Krisis: intersubjectivity can only be 

treated as a transcendental problem through a radical ‗mich-selbst-befragen.‘188  Only 

my experience of and relation to another subject, and those of my experiences 

which presuppose the Other, really merit the name Řintersubjectiveř.189 

Empathy190 not only allows me to solve the basic problem of other minds; 

that is, it not only allows me to recognize another person as being minded.191 It 

also enables me to develop myself more fully as a reflective and self-critical 

individual, since it enables me to recognize the opinions of others about myself.192  

Despite occasionally expressing misgivings concerning the term Řempathyř 

(Einfühlung),193 Husserl generally adopts it, and uses it to designate the sorts of 

experiences in which other minds or subjects, and their mental states and 

episodes, are presented or represented to us. 

                                                      
188 Husserliana VI/206.  We can observe also a similar approach in Sartre, who writes that the 

disclosure of our being-for-the-other takes place through a radicalized cogito-reflection . See, SARTRE, 
L‘etre et le neant, 265, 289, 314, 319, 329. 

189 ZAHAVI, ŖHusserlřs Intersubjective Transformation of Transcendental Philosophy,ŗ 230. 

190 Husserl frequently uses the term Einfühlung, (empathy) though his preferred term, 
especially in his later writings, is simply Fremderfahrung (perception of other minds). Moreover, he 
openly expressed ocaassional reservations regarding the term Einfühlung. In a manuscript from 1914Ŕ
1915 he calls it Řa false expressionř, as  it remains unclear  to him whether the term is meant to 
designate the projection of oneřs own self into another body or the actual encounter with another 
embodied self.  See, HUSSERL, Psychological and Transcendental Phenomenology, 335-339. 

191 STEIN, On the Problem of Empathy, 72. 

192 STUEBER, Rediscovering Empathy Agency, 9.  

193 Husserliana VIII/69; Husserliana XIII/335, 338. 
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In empathy, the empathizing I experiences [erfährt] the inner life [Seelenleben] or, 
to be more precise, the consciousness of the other I. He experiences the other I, 
but no one will say he lives [erlebt] it and perceives it in inner perception, in a 

Lockean reflection, just like his own consciousness.194  

In Phenomenological Psychology Husserl wrote as follows: ŖThat intentionality within 

my own ego, which leads into the foreign ego, is what is known as empathy.ŗ195  

Steinřs view as not different;  she repeatedly argued that empathy is the name for a 

sui generis form of intentionality directed at other experiencing subjects,196 rather 

than being a specific emotion (like embarrassment, or pride). Stein conceives 

empathy quite generally as the term of choice for the experience of another 

consciousness.197 It is the basic cognitive source for our comprehension of other 

subjects and their experiences, and it is what more complex kinds of social 

cognition rely on and presuppose.198   

Husserl discusses in detail empathy199 as well as other varieties of 

intersubjective adaptations that enable us to intend a common, intersubjective 

world.  In a deeper analysis, different levels of empathy can be observed in 

Husserl.  The most fundamental form of it is the one that allows us to apprehend 

the perceptually given body as a lived body, i.e., essentially as a sensing body.200  

This form of sensual empathy201 is called animal apperception or experience of 

animality which  happens passively and associatively.202 Husserl then contrasts this 

fundamental kind of empathy with a more active form that targets the 

understanding of that which is expressed in bodily expressions, namely, beliefs, 

                                                      
194 Husserliana  XIII/187. 

195 Husserliana  IX/321. 

196 STEIN, On the Problem of Empathy, 4, 68. 

197 STEIN, On the Problem of Empathy, 10.  

198 STEIN, On the Problem of Empathy, 4.  

199 Husserlřs discussion of empathy is not restricted to a few of his  publications rather, it is 
the most thorough treatment is to be found in the research manuscripts contained in Husserliana XIII-
XV, that is, in the three volumes on Phenomenology of Intersubjectivity. The time span of these 
manuscripts covering the period from 1905 to 1937 makes it clear that empathy was a topic that 
Husserl worked on during most of his philosophical career. It is therefore also not surprising that 
many of his other works contain remarks and reflections on empathy. 

200 Husserliana XIII/66, 70, 435Ŕ436. 

201 STEIN, On the Problem of Empathy, 65. 

202 Husserliana XIII/ 455, 475Ŕ476. 
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decisions, attitudes.203 Husserl goes even further and also speaks of the kind of 

empathy involved in appropriating foreign traditions.204 

From the very onset of life, subjectivity is intersubjectivity.  Empathy is 

conceived as an intentional form of perception by analogy. Furthermore, it is 

through a Řshared experienceř of the world, granted by the presence of other 

individuals, that objectivity can be constituted. According to Husserl, the body is 

the primary instrument of our capacity to share experiences with others. Empathy 

is deeply grounded in the experience of our lived body, and it is this experience 

that enables us to directly recognize others not as bodies endowed with a mind 

but as persons like us.205 Empathy, thus for Husserl, entails an immediate 

apperception (the perceptual presentation of something not immediately present) 

of another being as having a structure of experience that is analogous to my own; 

or, empathy is the pre-reflective experience of another being as having experiences 

that could potentially be my own Ŕ this need not entail that I actually imagine the 

experiences of the other as my own.206 

Husserl manages to suggest how, through empathy and within the stream 

of consciousness, the Ego posits many pure Egos with their streams of 

consciousness. ŖRealŗ egos and Ŗall realitiesŗ are constituted unities in relation to 

an intersubjective consciousness, that is, in a relation to an open manifold of pure 

egos separated from one another like monads or in relation to an open manifold 

of their streams of consciousness which, by reciprocal empathy, are unified into a 

nexus which constitutes intersubjective objectivities.207  In addition, Husserl 

presupposes intersubjectivity as a basis of rational decision-making.208 He suggests 

that Ŗsocial communityŗ founded upon Corporeality constitutes Ŗpsychic life;ŗ209 

and assumes the existence of Ŗ... the one space, the one time, the one world of 

                                                      
203 Husserliana XIII/435.  In a manuscript from 1931Ŕ32, Husserl operates with even more 

levels. The first level of empathy is the appresentation of the other lived body as sensing and 
perceiving. The second level is the appresentation of the other as physically acting, say, moving, 
pushing, or carrying something. The third level goes beyond this and attends to the purposefulness of 
the action and grasps, say, the running of the other as flight. Husserliana XV/435. 

204 Husserliana XV/ 436; ZAHAVI, Self and Other, 138. 

205 A capacity for world building (the co-constitution of meaning) with another and what is 
immediately conveyed in the encounter with the other that Husserl names empathy. 

206  MEACHAM, ŖEmpathy and Alteration,ŗ 543. 

207 Husserliana IV/111. 

208 Husserliana IV/112. 

209 Husserliana IV/133. 
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things of all: the one that can be given as primally present to all.ŗ210  Like Husserl, 

Stein compares and contrasts empathy with perception.211  This is also the reason 

why she rejects the proposal that empathy should make us undergo the emotion 

we perceive in the other.212 

The questions ŖDoes empathy allow for a direct experience of the other?ŗ 

or ŖIs empathy necessarily indirect and mediated? Husserl kept struggling with. 

Ocassionally, Husserl seemed unequivocal.  He writes that Ŗempathy is a distinct 

and direct kind of empirical experience, one that allows the empathizing ego to 

experience the consciousness of the other.ŗ213 And as it is formulated in Ideas II: 

ŖEmpathy is not a mediate experience in the sense that the other would be 

experienced as a psychophysical annex to his corporeal body, but is instead an 

immediate experience of the other.ŗ214  For him empathy is what allows the other 

to be present to me Ŕ perceptually present215 Ŕ and that the other is given to me 

originally in empathy; Ŗfor what I see is not a sign, not a mere analogue, but rather 

the other.ŗ216  Husserl also speaks of how the other is given in his being-for-me 

(Für-mich-sein) in empathy, and how that counts as a form of perception.217 If I talk 

with another, if we see one another with our own eyes, there is an immediate 

contact, an immediately experienced personal relationship. We Řseeř the other qua 

person, and not merely as body.218  

5.5. CONCLUSION 

As the aim of phenomenology is to describe and analyse the originary stratum of 

experience, as experience for consciousness, and to understand how it founds 

derivative orders of experience, empathy serves as the bridge to the knowledge of 

                                                      
210 ŖDer eine Raum, die eine Zeit, die eine Dingwelt ftir aile: die eine, die fiir aile unprasent 

gegeben sein kann.ŗ Husserliana IV/163; COSTELLOE, ŖHusserlřs Attitude Problem,ŗ 81.  

211 Empathy is not like perception as it doesnřt give us its object. There will always, remain a 
difference in givenness between that which I am aware of when I empathize with the other, and that 
which the other is experiencing. To experience an emotion, for example of joy or sadness, 
consequently differs from the way you would experience the emotion if it were your own. 

212 What is distinctive about empathy is that the empathized experience is located in the 
other and not in oneself and it does not literally involve the transmission of the otherřs experience 
into oneřs own mind.  ZAHAVI, Self and Other, 126. 

213 Husserliana XIII/ 187. 

214 Husserliana IV/ 375. 

215 Husserliana XV/ 514. 

216 Husserliana  XIV/ 385; HUSSERL, Cartesian Meditations, 153; Husserliana XV/ 506. 

217 Husserliana XV/ 641. 

218 Husserliana IV/ 375.   
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the other.  What lies at the root of empathy might be a basic attunement to the 

responsiveness of the other. The other responds to you and your actions unlike 

the inanimate objects.219  Husserl repeatedly insisted that empathy allows us to 

encounter true transcendence, and that our consciousness in empathy transcends 

itself which gives birth to a completely new kind confrontation with otherness.220 

Therefore, empathy is not a kind of reproduction or reduplication of oneself.221 To 

experience the other is not like experiencing a transformation of oneself, as might 

happen in imagination. Such imaginative transformation wouldnřt provide for an 

encounter with the other, but would only confront me with myself as different.222 

When we empathically understand the other, we do so immediately and often 

without any imaginative depiction, and in those circumstances where we do depict 

the otherřs experience imaginatively, we precisely consider that an exception.223 

One of several problems with Husserlřs theory of intersubjectivity 

concerns the nature of his analysis. The question is the following: Is he trying to 

prove the existence of other minds, or is he attempting to solve epistemological 

problems of intersubjectivity? Alternatively, is he trying to clarify the meaning of 

the notion of other minds? Or could it be that he is trying to explain our 

acquisition of the concept of other minds?  Or is he trying to describe our habitual 

ascription of mental states to others?  Even for Scheler the theory of Sympathy is 

not an explanation of the origin of our knowledge of others, but just a hypothesis 

which explains the reason of our belief in the otherřs existence.  It is certain that 

the experience of empathy to a great extent solvers the epistemological problems 

of intersubjectivity.  However, there is an important aspect of intersubjectivity that 

still remains unaddressed; that is the moral dimension of intersubjectivity.  It is for 

this reason that in the following chapter we turn to Levinas in whom the way in 

which we experience others by means of empathy can be characterized 

phenomenologically, in the phenomenon of responsibility that expresses itself in 

asymmetrical sensibility that he founds at the face of the other. 

                                                      
219 SMITH, Routledge Philosophy Guidebook to Husserl, 243, 248. 

220 Husserliana XIV/ 442. 

221 Husserliana XIII/ 188; Husserliana XIV/ 525. 

222 Husserliana XV/ 314. 

223 Husserliana XIII/ 188.  ZAHAVI, Self and Other, 134. 
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CHAPTER 6 

LEVINASIAN INTERSUBJECTIVITY: THE OTHER-IN-ME 

6.1. INTRODUCTION 

After having analysed the concepts of subjectivity and alterity in Levinas and 

intersubjectivity in Husserl, the task that is undertaken in this final chapter of the 

second part is to explore the notion of intersubjectivity in Levinasř moral 

phenomenology.  At the outset of this chapter, it is interesting to take note of the 

remark of Jean François Lyotard who, during a round-table discussion in June 

1986 in the presence of Levinas, made the following observation:  

I would say that, in a way, all your thinking starts from the failure of the Fifth 
Cartesian Meditation, and it can only raise the Fifth Cartesian Meditation by the 
production of that absolutely primordial relation which is Revelation, viz., the 

encounter with the other and the divestiture of the self by such an encounter. 1   

Curiously, to this remark of Lyotard Levinas did not object.2 Therefore it is highly 

plausible to ascribe a certain truth to Lyotardřs hypothesis to the supposition that 

the whole of Levinasř thought starts from the failure of Edmund Husserlřs ŖFifth 

Cartesian Meditation,ŗ which in fact, represents a vital moment in the 

phenomenological tradition because Husserlřs attempt in it was to think through 

the problem of intersubjective constitution as has been discussed in detail in the 

previous chapter. If philosophy can be described as Ŗthe wisdom of love at the 

service of love,ŗ3 then, despite the brilliance of his Fifth Cartesian Meditation,4 

Husserl falls short of this wisdom and this service, for ultimately he fails to get 

beyond an egological stand point.5  The fact is in fact, Levinas does not derive the 

                                                      
1 « Je dirais que, dřune certaine façon, toute votre pensée part de lřéchec de la Cinquième 

Méditation Cartésienne, et elle ne peut relever la Cinquième MC que par la production de cette 
relation absolument primordiale quřest la Révélation, cřest-à-dire la rencontre de lřautre et le 
dessaisissement du soi par une telle rencontre. »  See, PETITDEMANGE, et ROLLAND,  Autrement que 
savoir, 79. 

2 This quotation of Lyotard from Autrement que savoir regarding the point of departure of 
Levinasř thought in the failure of Husserlřs ŖFifth Cartesian Meditationŗ opens up to the infinite in 
the relinquishment of the self through the encounter with the Other. 

3 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 162. 

4 It is all the more significant  to note that  it was Levinas who translated the fourth and fifth 
meditation of Husserlřs Cartesian Meditations, an evident reason for the interest and the desire to do 
away with what was missing in Husserl intersubjectivity, which becomes the starting point of the 
entire philosophical edifice of Levinas.    

5 CASEY, ŖLevinasř Idea of the Infinite,ŗ 383-384. 
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alter ego from the ego, as Husserl does in the Fifth Meditation, but instead derives 

the self from the Other despite the fact that he always claims a degree of fidelity 

to the phenomenology of Husserl.6   As Lyotard points out, the strategy that 

Levinas finds to answer Husserlřs ŖFifth Cartesian Meditationŗ is through 

launching a different kind of relation. This kind of relation is one where meaning 

is not attributed by the knowing subject, as in Husserl, but where the face signifies 

of and by itself, overflowing any finite context that the subject could place upon 

it.7  In this chapter, an attempt is made to see how Levinas complements and 

completes Husserlian intersubjectivity with his proper version. In fact, Levinasian 

intersubjectivity is as simply as the subtitle of this chapter indicates: the Other in 

me. This chapter therefore aims at establishing how the concept of 

intersubjectivity in Levinasř moral phenomenology, especially by means of the 

core concepts of sensibility and proximity, transcends and completes the missing 

links in the Husserlian intersubjectivity.  What is unique about the notion of 

intersubjectivity in Levinas is that it is not confined to the relations between the 

Self and the Other; it is universal, and extends to embrace the otherness in its 

totality. 

6.2. INTERSUBJECTIVITY AND THE EXPERIENCE OF OTHERNESS  

As ethics, and not ontology, that is the base of Levinasř philosophy, who is rightly 

known ans is a philosopher of the Other,8 it goes without saying that the 

fundamental relationship between the Self and the Other is grounded on ethics. 

Although the importance of Husserlian philosophy for Levinas is an undeniable 

fact, the fundamental influence of Martin Heidegger in the formation of his 

philosophical thinking cannot be ignored, becasuse of which it is impossible  for 

Levinas to engage in serious philosophy without following the way of Heidegger 

one way or the other.  It is equally impossible for there to be a serious philosophy 

                                                      
6 This new way of thinking intersubjective constitution is inspired by the Bible and entails the 

adaptation of Descartesř idea of the infinite. In the Bible Levinas finds continual and convincing 
evidence of the priority of the Other.  Levinas is unequivocal when he writes, ŖThe Bible is the 
priority of the other (l‘autre) in relation to me. It is in another (autrui) that I always see the widow and 
the orphan. The other (autrui) always comes first. This is what I have called, in Greek language, the 
dissymmetry of the interpersonal relationship. If there is not this dissymmetry, then no line of what I 
have written can hold. And this is vulnerability. Only a vulnerable I can love his neighbour.ŗ  See, 
LEVINAS, God Who Comes To Mind, 91. 

7 CASEY, ŖLevinasř Idea of the Infinite,ŗ 417. 

8  The central theme of the Levinasř philosophy is the ethical language that presents itself in 
the ethical relationship with the Other.  His framework can be seen a critique of the perspective that 
approaches the issue from its ontology that identifies the Self with the Other. 
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without proceeding this or that way from Heideggerřs way.9 However, in the 

phenomenological description of intersubjectivity that was discussed in detail in 

the previous chapter, one aspect was all but absent: the active role of the other. In 

Husserlřs as well as in Heideggerřs reconstructions, the other appears viewed from 

the perspective of the self, as someone who must be intuited or understood.10  

However, Levinas followed an even more radical path of inquiry. The Other is not 

primarily an objectifying gaze but a face that issues a demand.  In itself, this 

demand is unconditional, calling me into responsibility for the other in a way that 

I cannot evade or escape. By describing this relation as primordial and irreversible, 

Levinas completely reinterprets the relationship between self and other as it was 

conceived by Husserl.  For Levinas, Husserlřs phenomenology is entirely 

encompassed by the study of intentionality. While studying the work of Husserl 

and Heidegger, Levinas came to realize that the phenomenology of the other 

cannot be accomplished in the same manner as the phenomenology of 

consciousness or the hermeneutics of existence.  Levinas praises Husserl for 

recognising that thought (pensée) always involves something thought-of (pensé), and 

thus Ŗan opening of thought onto something present to thought and quite distinct 

from the lived experience of that thought.ŗ11  Every act of thinking is a certain 

overcoming of subjectivity, a certain transition towards the object, so that 

transitivity is an essential feature of thinking.   Levinas believes that Husserlřs 

emphasis on intentionality is a distortion of human experience; as he puts it, the 

caress of a lover cannot be captured in any account of intentionality.12 In trying to 

break through the stranglehold of Řtotalityř, Levinas evokes experiences of the 

unbounded and indeed infinite nature of the Řother.ř13 For Levinas, that which 

challenges the sphere of totality may be understood as Řtranscendenceř, the Řotherř, 

and Řthe infiniteř; and Levinas may be seen as trying to open up phenomenology 

to describe this transcendent dimension of human experience by a novel 

intersubjectivity. 

                                                      
9 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 42-47. 

10 Jean-Paul Sartre offered a different perspective. In his Being and Nothingness, the gaze of the 
other opens up a whole new dimension: it objectifies me and pins me down, as it were, transforming 
me from an essentially indeterminate and free subject into this particular bodily being that can be seen 
and defined.  See, SARTRE, Being and Nothingness, 252-302 ( Part 3. Chapter 1, IV. ŘThe Lookř).  

11 LEVINAS, Outside the Subject, 152.  However, he criticises the Husserlian account of 
intentionality for being in thrall to the notion of representation, whereby the question of representing 
the objective world truly is the fundamental focus of philosophy. This has the effect of bringing the 
other within the immanence of the same; in intentionality thought Ŗsatisfiesŗ itself in being. 

12 In criticising Husserl, Levinas also aims at subverting many of the traditional assumptions 
of philosophical rationality, in so far as that rationality becomes an all-consuming force which absorbs 
everything into itself, that is to say, a totality. 

13 MORGAN, Introduction to Phenomenology, 329. 
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It is true that Levinas employed phenomenology in the study of an 

individualřs ethical relation with another person and held that this relation has 

priority to a personřs relation to himself or his relation to the world of objects and 

cannot be understood through concepts introduced through these other relations.  

For him, the metaphysical relation between human beings is characterized by 

radical alterity, or what he calls Řexteriorityř. The Other stands before me as 

irreducibly present and yet utterly strange, radically ŘOther.ř To the question of 

how it is possible for the Other to call me into question, Levinas, in Otherwise Than 

Being, answers that it is possible because I am already for-the-other, that is to say, 

because in the midst of my self-identification, the other is in me.14  To address the 

difficulty of thinking substitution, Levinas has recourse to Arthur Rimbaudřs 

phrase je est un autre (I is an other).15  Levinas uses the very difficulty of thinking 

and saying alterity not only to challenge the priority of ontology and proclaim the 

primacy of ethics but also to mark an exit from Western philosophy as he inherits 

it. This shows how far the question of alterity has departed from the Husserlian 

problem of intersubjectivity, as a regional problem, to become the philosophical 

site for explorations of the limits of thought and language.16  It is true that in 

Levinas, the concern with violence and the transcendence of the other and his 

phenomenological refection on otherness is developed into a distinctive ethics of 

intersubjectivity.17 The uniqueness of Levinasian intersubjectivity is the fact that it 

is essentially ethical.  

6.3. INTERSUBJECTIVITY AS ETHICAL 

The status of intersubjectivity in Husserl and Levinas is not at all the same. 

Levinas focuses on a pre-ontological dimension of intersubjectivity, in which the 

other announces itself and gives meaning to the expression which is always an 

expression of freedom. There is in Levinas a metaphysical radicalization of the 

Husserlian conception.18  First of all, Levinas, unlike Husserl, focuses on the 

transmitter/receiver pair with a phenomenological originality. The emitter is the 

                                                      
14 A parallel gesture by which alterity is relocated within the same can be found in 

psychoanalytic literature, for example, in Julia Kristevařs Strangers to Ourselves.  However, it can be 
argued that the new kind of cosmopolitanism she promotes retains the division between Ŗthemŗ and 
Ŗusŗ and that it seeks to overcome, insofar as the world is now divided between those who recognize 
that there are no foreigners and those who do not. 

15 However, Levinas affirms, Ŗit is not the alienation Rimbaud refers toŗ that he has in mind.  
See, LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 118.   

16 Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 1998 edition, s.v. ŖAlterity.ŗ 

17 The Blackwell International Encyclopedia of Ethics, 2013 edition, s.v. ŖIntersubjectivity,ŗ Zahavi. 

18 MAYZAUD, « Langage et langue chez Husserl et Levinas », 140.  
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same or the I, that is, what is always recognizable as being the same, despite all the 

modifications that may occur in it.19 Levinas explains it clearly by differentiating 

between the sameness and the selfhood: ŖThe I is not a being that always remains 

the same, but is the being whose existing consists in identifying itself, in 

recovering its identity throughout all that happens to it.ŗ20 

The ego cannot be radically an other in the very sense of the I.  For 

Levinas the meaning necessarily corresponds to an identification, to the act of 

grasping an identity. But in reflection I identify with myself, and the very meaning 

of my reflection justifies my identity. As long as I can examine this I by which I 

designate myself, whether it is its formal universality or its foreign depths, I still 

continue to strive for the same identity.21  Therefore, the meaning of the other 

cannot be understood as another self, as the same self-identifying, since precisely 

he is not the same as me. There is no other sameness in his own process of 

individuation. In saying this, I do not respect the meaning of the other, I confuse 

it already with that of the same and I reason by analogy. The Other Ŗdoes not 

number with me.ŗ22  And most importantly:  

The collectivity in which I say Ŗyouŗ or Ŗweŗ is not a plural of the ŖI.ŗ I, you-
these are not individuals of a common concept. Neither possession nor the 
unity of number nor the unity of concepts link me to the Stranger [l‘Etranger], 
the Stranger who disturbs the being at home with oneself [le chez soi]. But 

Stranger also means the free one.23  

By the Other, we go beyond any possible language. It is true that Levinas takes up 

the problem of intersubjectivity but stops making it difficult. For Husserl, let us 

not forget that, the question was to understand, how we could recognize the other 

as a self, while we cannot have the lived experiences of others as we are aware of 

ours.  Levinas, on the contrary, discovers the limit of the language and the 

intersubjective dimension and of a new way of reaffirmation of language and a 

clarification of the ethical dimension of expression.  The Other is what completely 

escapes my identity.  Contrary to Husserl, Levinas asserts that the other is what 

cannot be said to be me. He is radically different from me, alter ego and nothing 

                                                      
19 MAYZAUD, « Langage et langue chez Husserl et Levinas », 148. 

20 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 36.  « Le moi, ce nřest pas un être qui reste toujours le même, 
mais lřêtre dont lřexister consiste à sřidentifier, à retrouver son identité à travers tout ce qui arrive.   Il 
est lřidentité par excellence, lřœuvre originelle de lřidentification. Le Moi est identique jusque dans ses 
altérations ».  LEVINAS,  Totalité et infini, 25.  

21 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 39. 

22 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 39. 

23 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 39. 
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else.  The only common point between the Other and me, but also at the same 

time what creates an insurmountable gap between us, is freedom. 24  

The earliest philosophical work of Levinas directly engages the core 

problems of Husserlian phenomenology, i.e. the concepts of intentional 

consciousness and the constitution of time through the encounter with the Other.  

Therefore, the Husserlian roots of his philosophical work can never be ignored or 

underestimated although Levinasř understanding of ethical response and 

responsibility is often attributed to his religious commitments. Several of 

Levinasian key notions, for example the presentations of time, presence, and 

alterity have their origin as a response to the work of his master.   Hence, 

Husserlian phenomenology provides Levinas with a version of subjectivity that 

opens up questions of meaning and relation.  

It is also important to affirm that Levinasř Totality and Infinity: An Essay on 

Exteriority is concerned with the ethical meaning of what is often called 

Řintersubjectivityř.25  Although Levinas does not much use this term, it shall here 

refer to his notion of the ethical relationship of the I and the other person.26 The 

primary labour of Totality and Infinity was to establish and elaborate the otherness 

of the other person as moral Ŗheight and destitution.ŗ27  However, in Otherwise than 

Being, Levinas describes how in the very process of theorizing, including the 

theorizing of the ethical relationship, one risks losing sight of oneself as Ŗa subject 

                                                      
24 MAYZAUD, « Langage et langue chez Husserl et Levinas », 149.  

25 Whether Levinasř philosophy is authentically phenomenological or displays a fundamental 
incompatibility with this method of investigation is still up for debate among his scholars. Levinas 
himself bears responsibility for the way in which this question is still asked, as he was less than 
decisive on this matter, oscillating between an undoubted loyalty to phenomenology and a constant 
effort to overcome its limitations. His rapport to phenomenology has been interpreted at times as the 
sign of a positive originality. At the same time, it has also been highlighted as a proof of duplicity or 
of a Ŗdouble game:ŗ Levinas distances himself from the phenomenological tradition, which conceals 
or is opaque to true alterity, but uses it as a source of inspiration to justify theological or metaphysical 
claims.  See, BOZGA and SZIGETI, ŖA Century with Levinas Notes on the Margins of his Legacy,ŗ 41. 

26 For Levinas, this relationship is by essence recalcitrant to the kinds of understanding 
sanctioned by systematic philosophies.  It is for Levinas a relationship whose beginnings are pre-
representational and pre-conceptual, and whose effectivity is experienced prior to the operation of 
cognition and understanding.  Although the I-other encounter, in its specific lived actuality, stands as 
the excluded term in the Western philosophical tradition, at least up until the last century, that 
encounter is of importance to this forgetful tradition because in it resides a significant aspect of the 
Ŗlifeŗ which the tradition sought to thematize. See, BERGO, Levinas between Ethics and Politics, 9. 

27 Transcendence is found in the Ŗfaceŗ of the other, the other personřs imperative height 
whose first command is Ŗthou shalt not murder,ŗ unsettling, disrupting, inverting the more or less 
sophisticated economies of immanence, sensibility, labor, knowledge and reason. Only an excessive 
metaphysical desire, a desire for goodness -obligations, responsibilities, the call to justice -can do 
justice to the radical otherness of the other person. 
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older than knowing or power.ŗ28  It goes without saying that if Totality and Infinity is 

focused on ethical alterity, the focus of Otherwise than Being was on ethical 

(inter)subjectivity.29  The latter elaborates this ethics of alterity like ethics itself, by 

turning back to the moral sensibility of the subject awakened by the other, to its 

unique temporal and moral de-phasing, a fissured self, traumatized, held hostage 

by the other.30  The alterity of the other is no less radical in Otherwise than Being 

than in Totality and Infinity, but Levinasř focus is on the asymmetrical repercussion, 

the shock, the implosion of that alterity on a subject precisely as moral subjection 

to and for the other.31 Levinas, much like Husserl, often begins with discursive 

statements and questions, and then reflects back on the human.  Husserl, in his 

Fifth Cartesian Meditation undertook a similar phenomenological reflection back 

from the higher level of cultural interactions and our sharing of an objective world 

to the experience of the basic intersubjective relationship on which this higher 

level depends. At that founding level, he examines what is involved for me even to 

have another person within my view, in particular, the kind of bodily similarities 

prompting the immediate cognitive recognition of another person like myself, on 

the basis of passive syntheses and associations, without inferences or deductions. 

On this bodily level, Levinas believes that we encounter the other person ethically, 

as a kind of founding level for higher level intersubjective relationships such as 

those found in justice, discourse, politics, eros, and paternity. These higher-level 

relationships involve features, such as requiring symmetrical treatment in the case 

of justice or discourse, that are not found in the underlying ethical relationship, 

which, in Levinasř special understanding of it, involves a summons to 

responsibility that is not reciprocal.32 

Although one must first recognize the other person as a human being and 

not a table, for instance, as the intentional correlate of an act of disclosure, the 

very recognition that another person stands before me transforms this initial, 

                                                      
28 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 83. 

29 These two major works of Levinas, as rightly observed by Cohen, are to be seen as a 
sequel because of the development of the thought that one can find in successive reading. 

30 The moral subject arises in subjection, Ŗdespite itself,ŗ introjected deeper than its own 
synthetic activities, suffering an Ŗimmemorial pastŗ never contracted in the present, the trace of a 
diachrony, to the point of obsession, substitution for the other, turning the self inside out, hostage to 
and for the other, for the otherřs needs, for the otherřs life, to be sure, but also for the otherřs 
responsibility, even for the otherřs evil, in an anarchic moral inspiration expiating even for the otherřs 
persecution. I am my brotherřs keeper, all the way. 

31 COHEN, ŖForewordŗ to Otherwise than Being, xii. 

32 BARBER, The Intentional Spectrum and Intersubjectivity, 113-114. 
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immediate cognitive approach.33 As Levinas puts it, the phenomenality of the 

other person immediately Ŗdefects into a face,ŗ34 in the sense that one 

straightaway experiences that one is summoned to ethical responsibility by the 

other and, as a consequence, oneřs Ŗserenity of consciousnessŗ35 is broken up by 

the Ŗthe extreme urgency of assignation,ŗ36 which Ŗjostles the presence of mind.ŗ37 

One undertakes a very different attitude when one perceives an object present and 

when one recognizes a person and suddenly finds oneself cast into an attitude of 

being invited into responsibility by another. To tie this experience of oneřs 

responsibility being elicited to the bodily level at which it occurs, Levinas 

considers sensation not principally as oriented toward cognition, as the history of 

philosophy has conceived it, but rather as Ŗsensibility,ŗ exposure to pain, 

vulnerability to the elements Ŕ all of which are more appropriate to the ethical 

relationship. On this physical level, on which one experiences hunger, thirst, 

desire, and enjoyment, a correlative ethical experience might consist in observing 

the otherřs pain or hunger or poverty and feeling called on, as Levinas 

metaphorically puts it, to give to the other even Ŗthe bread from oneřs mouth.ŗ38 

It should be kept in mind that Levinasř notion of responsibility here is most 

general and does not prescribe how concretely one ought to implement 

responsibility to another.39  

6.3.1. Intersubjectivity as Sensibility 

The springboard of Levinasian notion of intersubjectivity is the capacity of the 

subject to feel under his skin what the other feels.  Levinas locates in sensibility, 

that is to say, beneath the sensuous exposure to material and as its basis, the 

exposure to alterity. Sensibility is structurally determined in and by the moment of 

contact with alterity.  Otherwise than Being elaborates this ethics of alterity like ethics 

itself, by turning back to the moral sensibility of the subject awakened by the 

                                                      
33 Levinas conceives the recognition of the other and the being obligated by the other as 

inseparable, see LEVINAS, Entre nous: Essais sur le enser-à-l‘autre, 17Ŕ18. 

34 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 90.    

35 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 87.    

36 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 87.  

37 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 87.   

38 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 67, 74.  

39 However, even when one legitimately begs off certain concrete responsibilities (for 
example, because one is overcommitted elsewhere), that very Ŗbegging offŗ  involves a recognition of 
the otherřs summons that I be responsible to and for her, although in this concrete moment I cannot 
and even ought not comply with what she asks.  See, BARBER, The Intentional Spectrum and 
Intersubjectivity, 114-115. 
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other, to its unique temporal and moral de-phasing, a fissured self, traumatized, 

held hostage by the other.40  Sensibility is defined as an element of a cognitive act, 

an act of consciousness.41  Contact is not a consciousness of contact, but rather 

the very moment of the subjection of the subject to that with which one is in 

contact.  As such, sensibility does not designate a faculty through which the 

sensible is perceived.  Rather, the sensible is alterity and thus constitutes our 

openness to the exterior.42  Levinas affirms:  

This situation is not reducible to a representation, not even an inarticulate 
representation; it belongs to sensibility, which is the mode of enjoyment. It is 
when sensibility is interpreted as representation and mutilated thought that the 
finitude of our thought has to be invoked so as to account for these Ŗobscureŗ 
thoughts. The sensibility we are describing starting with enjoyment of the 
element does not belong to the order of thought but to that of sentiment, that 
is, the affectivity wherein the egoism of the I pulsates.43 

Levinas goes on to say:  

Objects content me in their finitude, without appearing to me on a ground of 
infinity. The finite without the infinite is possible only as contentment. The 
finite as contentment is sensibility. Sensibility does not constitute the world, 
because the world called sensible does not have as its function to constitute a 

representation-but constitutes the very contentment of existence…44 

Thus sensibility does not indicate an insufficiency of thought to what is manifest 

as sensible. ŖIts intention does not go in the direction of representationŗ as rightly 

affirms Levinas, and so is not Ŗsituated on the plane of representation.ŗ45  Rather, 

sensibility is that out from which enjoyment is set and this setting out from the 

sensible refuses any analysis that leads back to representation.  Sensibility46 is 

passive, not active as thought and is characterized primarily by enjoyment.  It goes 

back to a point before thought originates, prior to the ordering of a world into a 

                                                      
40 COHEN, ŖForewordŗ to Otherwise than Being, xii.  

41 LINGIS, ŖTranslatorřs Introductionŗ to Otherwise than Being, xxiv.   

42 DRABINSKI, Sensibility and Singularity, 109.  

43 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 135. 

44 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 135.  

45 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 136. 

46 There is also a duality in Levinasř account of sensibility. Sensation means sense-impression, 
the imprinting of a sense. There is a signifyingness in sensation. It also means being affected - 
sensitivity or susceptibility.  Levinas does not conceive this expressivity of sensibility as a transverse 
intention that would transcend the sphere of articulated sensation and add an extrinsic reference to it, 
making significant signs into indices. In a bold move, he identifies it with the very sensuousness of 
sensation. Sensibility is not only sense-ascription; it is also sensuous affection. See, LINGIS, 
ŖTranslatorřs Introductionŗ to Otherwise than Being, xxxii. 
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system or totality. For Levinas, Ŗsensibility is enjoyment.ŗ47  The structure of 

sensibility institutes the general structure of relationality; and this relation is pure, 

hence does not rest upon the work of constitution or representation.  The specific 

modes of sensibility found in desire and enjoyment deploy or deformalize 

sensibility as particular manifestation of the general structure of the sensible.  Life, 

as it is lived,  not necessarily as it is understood, is lived as the satisfaction of being 

Řfilledř with sensations, the satisfaction of feeding on the environment.48 Levinas 

writes: 

Nourishment, as a means of invigoration, is the transmutation of the other into 
the same, which is the essence of enjoyment: an energy that is other, recognized 
as other, recognized … as sustaining the very act that is directed upon it 
becomes, in enjoyment, my own energy, my strength, me.49   

This breakup of identity is the subjectřs subjectivity.50  Thus for Levinas, it is our 

sensibility, as rightly observes Alphonso Lingis, our passive susceptibility, and our 

material incarnation that is required by the ethical relationship.51  Where Heidegger 

had seen in sensibility the consciousness of mortality or a mortal anxiety that 

animates our sensuality; Levinas found in sensibility that which triggers 

responsibility.  In Otherwise than Being, the disturbance caused by the other invades 

the complacency of the ŘIř who, in enjoyment, protects its complacency by 

residing in a home.52 The Ŗimmediacy of the sensibleŗ is said to be Ŗan exposure 

to wounding in enjoyment,ŗ or Ŗthe imperfect happiness which is the murmur of 

sensibility.ŗ53 In the Ŗpassivity or patience of vulnerabilityŗ the ŘIř is already for the 

other, not for itself, as Ŗin a tearing away of bread from the mouth that tastes it, to 

give it to the other.ŗ54  

Vulnerability, exposure to outrage, to wounding, passivity more passive than all 
patience, passivity of the accusative form, trauma of accusation suffered by a 
hostage to the point of persecution, implicating the identity of the hostage who 
substitutes himself for the others: all this is the self, a defecting or defeat of the 

                                                      
47 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 136. 

48 Departing sharply from Heidegger who maintains that we Řlive fromř things through their 
function as tools and implements, Levinas maintains that we live from these things as nourishments, 
becoming part of me. For example I eat my bread and in the activity of eating it becomes a part of my 
body. 

49 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 111. 

50 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 14.  

51 LINGIS, ŖTranslatorřs Introductionŗ to Otherwise than Being, xxviii. 

52 CHANTER, Ethics of Eros, 187. 

53 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 64. 

54 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 64. 
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egořs identity. And this, pushed to the limit, is sensibility, sensibility as the 
subjectivity of the subject. It is a substitution for another, one in the place of 
another, expiation.55  

Thus enjoyment, in Otherwise than Being, becomes a Ŗmoment of sensibility,ŗ56 as 

sensibility takes on a different meaning than in Totality and Infinity, where it bore 

the sense of consumption.  In Otherwise than Being, Levinas explains the sense in 

which sensibility57 is to be understood: 

This sensibility has meaning only as a taking care of the otherřs needs, of his 
misfortunes and his faults, that is, as a giving. But giving has meaning only as a 
tearing from oneself despite oneself, and not only without me. And to be torn 
from oneself despite oneself has meaning only as a being torn from the 
complacency in oneself characteristic of enjoyment, snatching the bread from 
oneřs mouth. Only a subject that eats can be for-the-other, or can signify. 
Signification, the one-for-the-other, has meaning only among beings of flesh 
and blood.58 

Levinas affirms that Ŗthe subjectivity59 of a subject is vulnerability, exposure to 

affection, sensibility, a passivity more passive still than any passivity, an 

irrecuperable time, an unassemblable diachrony of patience, an exposedness 

always to be exposed the more, an exposure to expressing, and thus to saying, 

thus to giving.ŗ60  In Totality and Infinity, Levinas aptly observes: Ŗto recognize the 

other is to give.ŗ61 The face of the other, that element of the other that is the 

ground of interpersonal contact, indicates an immediacy with the other person 

that Levinas calls Ŗproximity.ŗ62  Proximity is felt as immediate contact.  

[T]he proximity of the Other is not simply close to me in space, or close like a 
parent, but he approaches me essentially insofar as I feel myself Ŕ insofar as I 
am Ŕ responsible for him. It is a structure that in no way resembles the 
intentional relation which in knowledge attaches us to the object Ŕ to no matter 

                                                      
55 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 15. 

56 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 72.  

57 It is the uncovering itself, that is, denuding itself of its skin, sensibility on the surface of the 
skin, at the edge of the nerves, offering itself even in suffering - and thus wholly sign, signifying itself.  
See, LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 15. 

58 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 74. 

59 Subjectivity is being sensitive, being touched, affected, already wounded by the otherřs 
proximity. It is passion and affection, vulnerability and suffering. The classical duality of spirit and 
matter has been replaced by the duality of two affective modes of existence. Economy and 
transcendence, enjoyment and living for the Other need one another to be human, but the passion of 
responsibility governs their ethical concretization.  See, PEPERZAK, ŖTranscendence,ŗ 191. 

60 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 50. 

61 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 75.  « Reconnaître autrui, cřest donner ». Totalité et infini, 48.  

62 TALLON, ŖIntentionality, Intersubjectivity, and the Between,ŗ 304.  
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what object, be it a human object. Proximity does not revert to this 
intentionality; in particular, it does not revert to the fact that the other is known 
to me.63 

The Other, agues Levinas, appears on contact not only as face but as a victim.64 

When the Other appears before me, I am drawn powerfully toward the other and 

my spontaneity is challenged by the otherřs presence.65 Here Levinas reached the 

pinnacle of his contemporary thought:  

The face of a neighbor signifies for me an unexceptionable responsibility, 
preceding every free consent, every pact, every contract. It escapes 
representation; it is the very collapse of phenomenality ... The disclosing of a 
face is nudity, non-form, abandon of the self, aging, dying, more naked than 

nudity. It is poverty, skin with wrinkles, which are a trace of itself.66
 

The proximity of the other always demands a response to the extent that it 

becomes its synonym,  i.e., proximity is responsibility, or the ability to respond.67  

Responsibility is not shared or reciprocal,68 it is the affair of an ŖIŗ, an ŖIŗ that no 

one can assist or accept responsibility for.  The basis of this lone responsibility is 

in the sensibility that lies at the heart of an isolated subject.  The subject in 

appropriating the things of the world, making them its own, in a sense lives in the 

immanence of enjoyment this appropriation assures.  One lives within the 

sensibility of the enjoyment and not, as it were, in opposition to or correlation 

with the things of the world.69  The origin here is described as an Ŗanarchic 

passivityŗ, a passivity that precedes the empirical order and so the empirical ego. 

This passivity Ŗmore passive than all passivityŗ opens humanity, the subject, to 

Ŗits subjection to everything, its susceptibility, its vulnerability, that is, its 

sensibility.ŗ70  Levinas also claims that proximity leads to substitution.71 which is 

Ŗputting oneself in the place of the other.ŗ In hetero-affection Levinas claims that:  

I am outside of any place, in myself, on the hither side of the autonomy of auto-

affection and identity resting on itself. Impassivity undergoing the weight of the 

                                                      
63 LEVINAS, Ethics and Infinity, 97.   

64 DUSSEL, ŖSensibility and Otherness In Emmanuel Levinas,ŗ 130. 

65 For Levinas, ethics is the name we give to this calling into question of my spontaneity by 
the presence of the other.  It is in this sense that I am a hostage. 

66 LEVINAS, Otherwise Than Being, 157, 159. 

67 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 139. 

68 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 245. 

69 PANDYA, ŖSensibility and Subjectivity,ŗ 20. 

70 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 14. 

71 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 117. 
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other, thereby called to uniqueness, subjectivity no longer belongs to the order 

where the alternative of activity and passivity retains its meaning. We have to 

speak here of expiation as uniting identity and alterity. The ego is not an entity 

Ŗcapableŗ of expiating for the others: it is this original expiation.72 

If the passivity of substitution is a sensibility that opens subjectivity to the other 

before an ego comes on the scene, and this subjectivity in proximity can actually 

take on the otherřs responsibility, what comes to separate the ŖIŗ of responsibility 

and the Other?  Levinas argues that it is not that the other is subsumed within the 

immanence of subjectivity but that the subject fleeing itself is now open to the 

other, although this seems to suggest a tyranny of the Other.  It is only through a 

symbolic suicide and vigilant sacrifice that I can really be for the other.  The 

subject in its self-destruction takes on the Otherřs role.73  Proximity is perceived as 

a weight upon the self that comes from the outside.  Nevertheless, unlike Sartre 

who finds an antagonism in this entry of the other from the outside, Levinas finds 

the possibility of ethics with the advent of the other. A new subjectivity is born 

that indicates that myself, as a subject, is a primary projection towards the other as 

a move of responsibility to the other. This marks not only the possibility of ethics 

but the self now takes on a different characteristic of being a social being.  The 

very meaning of being a social subject is to be for-the-other. 

6.3.2. Intersubjectivity as the Other in me and One for the Other 

The experience of proximity shows myself not to be for-myself but rather one-for-the-

other, and this Ŗone-for-the-other has the form of sensibility or vulnerability, pure 

passivity74 or susceptibility, passive to the point of becoming an inspiration…ŗ75  

In fact, the central concerns of Otherwise than Being was to present the subject as a 

sensibility animated by responsibility, to show how proximity to be the sense of 

the sensibility and substitution as the otherwise than being at the basis of 

proximity,76 whose characteristic structure being one-for-the-other.77  So for 

Levinas, the proximity of the other is revealed in my responsibility.78  The 

experience of proximity or Ŗthe-one-for-the-other is not a lack of intuition, but 

                                                      
72 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 118. 

73 PANDYA, ŖSensibility and Subjectivity,ŗ 24. 

74 It is in passivity of its very sensibility that the self is itself as for-the-other. See, COHEN, 
Ethics, Exegesis and Philosophy, 183. 

75 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 67.  

76 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 19. 

77 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 26. 

78 PURCELL, ŖQuasi-Formal Causality, or the Other-in-Me,ŗ 90. 
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the surplus of responsibility.ŗ79 The signification of proximity is experienced in 

my responsibility for the other.80 ŖResponsibility, though an experience of the self, 

is not a function of the self, but rather a function of the other-in-me which 

renders me for-the other.ŗ81  Proximity is not something of my choosing, Ŗit is an 

assignation of me by another, a responsibility with regard to men we do not even 

know.ŗ82 

Responsibility for the other, going against intentionality and the will, which 
intentionality does not succeed in dissimulating, signifies not the disclosure of a 
given and its reception, but the exposure of me to the other, prior to every 
decision. There is a claim laid on the same by the other in the core of myself, the 
extreme tension of the command exercised by the other in me over me, a 
traumatic hold of the other on the same, which does not give the same time to 

await the other.83 

Levinas claims that the ethical experience of the other represents a primordial 

discourse that obliges the very entering into theoretical discourse in the first place, 

and he asserts that the condition of thought is a moral consciousness.84 Levinasř 

description of the ethical encounter of the other runs counter to that of the 

contract theorists, who believe that responsibility begins in my free decision to 

commit myself to the other, without which commitment there would be no 

responsibility, instead of seeing that even that commitment itself would be a 

response to anotherřs prior request. The origin of oneřs responsibility for the 

other, then, does not begin in oneself, in something one has done or failed to do, 

but in the otherřs summons. Levinas symbolizes this origin of responsibility 

through a metaphor of temporality that also permits him to contrast the 

theorizing of epistemic intersubjectivity with older ethical intersubjectivity. Moral 

responsibility is a matter of diachrony insofar as my responsibility to and for the 

other is never brought into the present in the sense that it never begins with some 

                                                      
79 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 100.  

80 Before ever I express my responsibilities materially, I am formally constituted as 
responsibility.  Such a responsibility Ŕ myself as the one-for-the other of responsibility Ŕ is not to be 
derived from some underlying principle to which I have access and which would account for to 
provide  its justification and endow it with meaning. 

81 PURCELL, ŖQuasi-Formal Causality, or the Other-in-Me,ŗ 91. 

82 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 100. 

83 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 141. 

84 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 201; LEVINAS, Entre Nous, 17.  Jean-Francois Lyotard 
illustrates this point with regard to practical theorizing, which emerges from an earlier, older ethical 
moment in relation to the other. For Lyotard, one first experiences oneself as the passive recipient of 
anotherřs summons to responsibility (e.g., open the door), or what Lyotard calls the otherřs 
Ŗprescriptive.ŗ  LYOTARD, ŖLevinasřs Logic,ŗ 125, 134. See, LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 67, 103, 
114, 116, 122, 150.  
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present decision of mine, but always seems already there, as a summons to which I 

must decide how to respond and with which I am constantly trying to keep up, 

always coming, as it were, too late.85 Hence, Levinas describes this ethical 

relationship, dubbed Ŗproximity,ŗ in the following terms:  

Proximity thus signifies a reason before the thematization of signification [i.e., 
my ethical relationship to the other as signifying to her] by a thinking subject, 
before the assembling of terms in a present, a pre-original reason that does not 
proceed from any initiative of the subject, an anarchic reason. It is a reason 
before the beginning, before any present, for my responsibility for the other 
commands me before any decision, any deliberation. Proximity is 
communication, agreement, understanding, or peace. Peace is incumbent on me 
in proximity, the neighbor cannot relieve me of it.86 

I am extracted from the concept of the ego, and am not measured by being and 

death, that is, escape the totality and structures. I am reduced to myself in 

responsibility, outside of the fundamental historicity. ŖIn the form of 

responsibility, the psyche in the soul is the other in me.ŗ87  The soul is the other in 

me and being for the other. 

6.3.3. Intersubjectivity as Asymmetrical Alterity 

There is no question that the French translation of Husserlřs Cartesian Meditations 

which Levinas published in Paris in 1931, inevitably plunged him into the question 

of Ŗthe Other.ŗ88  Levinas took the problem of intersubjectivity to be primarily a 

problem of radical otherness and explicitly denied that any form of intentionality, 

including empathy, will ever permit us to encounter the other in an authentic 

manner.89  To put it differently, although intentionality does relate me to that 

which is foreign, it is, in Levinasř words, a nonreciprocal relationship.90  It never 

makes me leave home.  On the contrary, the knowing subject acts like the famous 

                                                      
85 BARBER, The Intentional Spectrum and Intersubjectivity, 116-117. 

86 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 166. 

87 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 69. 

88 For Levinas, to be in contact is neither to invest the other and annul his alterity, nor to 
suppress oneřs self in the other. In contact, the one touching and the one touched separate, as though 
the touched moved off and was already other, as though he or she did not have anything in common 
with the hostage. But now the ethical step as such is taken. See, DUSSEL, ŖSensibility and Otherness 
In Emmanuel Levinas,ŗ 128. 

89 Intentionality is a process of objectification that lets us meet the other only by reducing the 
other to something it is not, namely an object. 

90 Levinasř break with Husserl is decisive. In his doctoral dissertation, Levinas echoes Husserl 
when he writes, ŖThe aspects which we see at any given moment always indicate further aspects, and 
so on. Things are never known in their totality; an essential character of our perception of them is that 
of being inadequate.ŗ  See, LEVINAS, The Theory of Intuition in Husserl‘s Phenomenology, 22. 
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stone of the alchemists that transmutes everything it touches; it absorbs the 

foreign and different, annuls its alterity, and transforms it into the familiar and 

same.91 In contrast, foreign subjectivity is exactly that which cannot be 

conceptualized or categorized: ŖIf one could possess, grasp, and know the other, it 

would not be other.ŗ92  My encounter with foreign subjectivity is, consequently, an 

encounter with an ineffable and radical exteriority. It is not conditioned by 

anything in my power, but has the character of a visitation, an epiphany, or a 

revelation. In a characteristic move, Levinas then took the problem of justice and 

injustice to provide us with an original, non-reductionistic approach to the other.93  

The authentic encounter with the other is not perceptual or epistemic, but ethical 

in nature. It is in the ethical situation where the other questions me and makes 

ethical demands of me, that is, it is when I have to assume responsibility for the 

other, that he is present as other.94  Levinas maintains that the mediacy of 

intentionality that brings forth alter ego intimates otherness. Intentionality 

presents the Other as another like I am or would be which explicates the meaning 

of alter ego.  For Levinas, the Other is always one step beyond:  

The Other as Other is not only an alter ego: the Other is what I myself am not…  
It can be said that intersubjective space is not symmetrical. The exteriority of the 
other is not simply due to the space that separates what remains identical 
through the concept, nor is it due to any difference the concept would manifest 
through spatial exteriority. The relationship with alterity is neither spatial nor 
conceptual.95 

For Levinas,  the meaning of alterity lies precisely in the fact that I cannot make 

the Other fully present to myself. The engagement with the other is neither an act 

of comprehension nor is it Řformedř through appresentation. The impossibility of 

another being present for me or Řmakingř another present is for Levinas the 

ultimate success of philosophy:  

The fact that philosophy cannot fully totalize the alterity of meaning in some 
final presence or simultaneity is not for me a deficiency or fault. Or to put it 
another way, the best thing about philosophy is that it fails. It is better that 
philosophy fail to totalize meaning Ŕ even though as ontology it has attempted 
just this Ŕ for it thereby remains open to the irreducible otherness of 
transcendence.96  

                                                      
91 LEVINAS, Cahier de l‘Herne, 52. 

92 LEVINAS, Le temps et l‘autre, 83. 

93 ZAHAVI, Subjectivity and Selfhood, 171-172.  

94 LEVINAS, Totalité et infini, 33. 

95 LEVINAS, Time and the Other, 84. 

96 LEVINAS, Time and the Other, 22. 
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Presence, for Levinas, is not achieved by a subject. Levinasř phenomenology of 

the ethical begins with the inversion of Husserlian intentionality. In Otherwise than 

Being, he writes that Ŗthe refusal of presence is converted into my presence as 

present, that is, as a hostage delivered over as a gift to the other.ŗ97  Levinas 

inverts this relationship and in his account of responsibility. It is important to note 

that  the subjectřs obligation to the other is not chosen, nor can it be chosen.98 

Levinas explains this asymmetry unambiguously:  

The asymmetry is above all the fact that my relationship to myself and my 
obligations as I think myself are not immediately in a relationship between two 
equal beings where others is always assumed to be myself. I myself am first and 
foremost obliged, and he is above all the one to whom I am obliged. It is not at 

all a misguidance, it is the essential modality of the encounter with the other.99    

Levinas goes on to write that ŘŘit is in the interhuman perspective of my 

responsibility for the other without concern for reciprocity in my call for his or 

her disinterested help, in the asymmetry of the relation of one to the otherř that 

love is instantiated in the world.ŗ100  As Levinas points out, I ought to be the one 

offering to you. The selfřs responsibilities for the Other human do not know a 

sense of completion as they are always and ever in a state of indebtedness and 

asymmetry.101 Alterity dis-places alter ego and rejects the possibilities of 

synchrony, copresence, and reciprocity. He writes in Time and the Other:  

To be sure, the other that is announced does not possess this existing as the 
subject possesses it; its hold over my existing is mysterious. It is not unknown 
but unknowable, refractory to all light. But this precisely indicates that the other 
is in no way another myself, participating with me in a common existence. The 
relationship with the other is not an idyllic and harmonious relationship of 
communion, or a sympathy through which we put ourselves in the otherřs 
place… Alterity appears as a nonreciprocal relationship Ŕ that is, as contrasting 
strongly with contemporaneousness.102 

                                                      
97 LEVINAS, Discovering Existence with Husserl, 146, 151. 

98 Claire Katz argues that Levinas exactly Ŗoverturn[s]…the modern subject,ŗ especially in 
relation to the identification or Ŗlink[age]ŗ of responsibility to the subjectřs freedom. KATZ, 
ŖEmmanuel Levinas,ŗ 100.    

99 Lřasymétrie, cřest avant tout le fait que ma relation à moi-même et mes obligations telles 
que je les pense moi-même ne sont pas dřemblée dans un rapport entre deux êtres égaux, où autrui est 
toujours supposé comme étant moi-même. Moi-même, je suis avant tout lřobligé, et lui, cřest avant 
tout celui à lřégard de qui je suis obligé. Ce nřest pas du tout un égarement, cřest la modalité essentielle 
de la rencontre dřautrui. LEVINAS, « Lřasymétrie du visage »,  116-124.  

100 LEVINAS, Entre Nous, 101. 

101 PARADISO-MICHAU, ŖEthical Alterity and Asymmetrical Reciprocity,ŗ 339. 

102 LEVINAS, Time and the Other, 75, 84. 
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It is the radical asymmetry that rules the grammar of Levinas intersubjectivity. 

Levinas develops the concept of asymmetry from the writings of Martin Buber. 

Besides the remarkable agreements between them, Levinas criticizes Buber for not 

insisting enough on the ethical dimension in the I-Thou relation. The I-Thou 

relation is the strongest difference between Buber and Levinas: for Buber, this is a 

reciprocal relation. That is to say, the ŘIř owe to the other and the other owes to 

me; for Levinas, it is fully asymmetrical103 Ŕ my responsibility for the other puts no 

responsibility upon him; he even has the right104 to make infinite claims upon me. 

On being asked as how does asymmetry function in intersubjective relations, 

Levinas sounded unambiguous, univocal and emphatic: Ŗit is his affair.ŗ105  

Perhaps, but that is his affair. One of the fundamental themes of Totality and 
Infinity … is that the intersubjective relation is a non-symmetrical relation. In this 
sense, I am responsible for the Other without waiting for reciprocity, were I to 
die for it. Reciprocity is his affair. It is precisely insofar as the relationship 
between the Other and me is not reciprocal that I am in subjection to the Other; 
and I am Ŗsubjectŗ essentially in this sense. It is I who support all… The ŘIř 
always has one responsibility more than all the others.106   

He continues to say… 

Responsibility is what is incumbent on me exclusively, and what, humanly, I 
cannot refuse. This charge is a supreme dignity of the unique. I am ŘIř in the sole 
measure that I am responsible, a non-interchangeable I. I can substitute myself 
for everyone, but no one can substitute himself for me. Such is my inalienable 
identity of subject. It is in this precise sense that Dostoyevsky said: ŖWe are all 
responsible for all for all men before all and I more than all the others.ŗ107 

                                                      
103 My reason for taking care of the other is not the thinking that the other will take care of 

me.  Levinas elsewhere writes, we have to be responsible as if there is no God, we have to be 
responsible as if the other is dead.  Because, if a person is dead, then he no longer stands the chance 
of paying back.  This is the radical asymmetry that Levinas envisages in our relationships. This is quite 
biblical too; the kind of radical non reciprocity is characteristic of the moral teachings of Jesus in the 
gospel as explained his instructions concerning inviting people for party (Lk. 14:12-14) or even 
lending money (Lk. 6:34). 

104 For Levinas, right does not have its starting point in the strong and the powerful, but 
rather in the weak and the vulnerable.  To love oneřs neighbour is to recognize that he has right over 
me.  Moreover, that is the basis of understanding right.  Therefore, it is ethical asymmetry and 
juridical asymmetry.  Levinas defines right as a situation where inequality and asymmetry become a 
norm in favour of the Other.   Consequently, right does not begin in my freedom, but in the other.  
Right of the Other has priority over the right of the ŘI.ř 

105 LEVINAS, Ethics and Infinity, 98. 

106 LEVINAS, Ethics and Infinity, 98 Ŕ 99. 

107 LEVINAS, Ethics and Infinity, 101. 
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Thus, according to Levinas, the reciprocity resulted from the IŔThou relation does 

not recognize the height of the other108 because to be addressed as ŖThouŗ by 

another is radically different from speaking to another.109 The process of detaching 

responsibility from reciprocity has been described as one of the most important 

aspects that distinguishes Levinasř moral phenomenology from his 

contemporaries and even his predecessors.110 The asymmetrical nature simply 

means that the Other does not share my powers or responsibilities. My obligation 

and responsibility towards the Other are not mirrored by the Otherřs reciprocal 

responsibility towards me. Levinas rightly observes,  

The knot of subjectivity consists in going to the other without concerning 
oneself with his movement toward me or more exactly, it consists in 
approaching in such a way that, over and beyond all the reciprocal relations that 
do not fail to get set up between me and the neighbour, I have always taken one 
step more toward him-which is possible only if this step is responsibility.ŗ111   

This asymmetry is consistent with Levinasř conception of the Other: to insist on 

symmetry or reciprocity would therefore be to imply that I was empowered to 

speak for the Other, that the Other belongs to the same species or genus as 

myself. But for Levinas the ethical relationship entails an obligation which is 

incumbent on me alone.112 Bauman could not have expressed it better: ŖI am ready 

                                                      
108 Levinas remained convinced that Buber understood the Thou primarily as partner and 

friend and thus gave primacy to a relationship of reciprocity, in contrast with his own emphasis on the 
irreversibility of the relation.  See, LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 68. 

109 Levinas asked Buber: ŖAre we not compelled to substitute for the reciprocity of the I-
Thou relation a structure which is more fundamental and which excludes reciprocity that is, one 
which involves an asymmetry or difference of level and which thereby implies a real distancing?ŗ In 
reply, Buber says: ŖThe Řasymmetryř is only one of the possibilities of the I Ŕ Thou relation, not its 
rule, just as mutuality in all its gradations cannot be regarded as the rule. Understood in utter 
seriousness the asymmetry that wishes to limit the relation to the relationship to a higher would make 
it completely one-sided:  love would either be unreciprocated by its nature or each of the two lovers 
must miss the reality of the other.ŗ See, SYDNEY and ROME, Philosophical Interrogations, 26, 28. 

110 In his entire philosophical enterprise, Levinas is highly critical of the notion of symmetry 
or reciprocity, because it implies that human beings are equally interchangeable, that one can 
substitute one person for another, thus making exploitation possible and legitimate or even justifiable.  
Martin Buber and Gabriel Marcel had indeed escaped from an ontology of object and of substance, 
however Levinasř criticism of their theory of reciprocity is based on the fact that in the reciprocal 
relations there is an account of equality, which is symmetrical and reversible. From the moment one is 
concerned about the reciprocal relations, invariably involves no more generosity; but it becomes a 
commercial relation of give and take, the exchange of good behaviour. However, Levinas believed 
that I am called out of myself, toward the other person, suffering and in need. By his suffering I am 
disrupted and questioned and I am ejected from my world to his world. It means I as a superior being 
am condemned to responsible for him.  This to be read in contrast to the Sartrean claim of being 
condemned to be free! 

111 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 84. 

112 DAVIS, Levinas: An Introduction, 51-52. 
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to die for the Otherŗ is moral statement; ŖHe should be ready to die for meŗ is, 

blatantly, not.ŗ113 

6.3.4. Intersubjectivity as Self in Substitution  

Levinas writes, ŖSubjectivity is being a hostage.ŗ114 ŖSubjectivity is being sensitive, 

being touched, affected, already wounded by the Otherřs proximity. It is passion 

and affection, vulnerability and suffering.ŗ115  It arises from confrontation with 

the other person where the other is dominant and is never reducible to the 

domain of the same. Subjectivity means, in this context, subjection to the other.  

ŖThe self is a sub-jectum: it is under the weight of the universe ... the unity of the 

universe is not what my gaze embraces in its unity of apperception, but what is 

incumbent upon me from all sides, regards me, is my affair.ŗ116  The self is 

subjected to the other who comes from on high to intrude upon my solitude and 

interrupt my egoist enjoyment. In turn, this means that Ŗthe latent birth of the 

subject occurs in obligation where no commitment was made.ŗ117  Originally, I do 

not agree to live ethically with the other, I am ordered to do so despite myself. 

The meaning of my being a self is found in opposition to the other, as an essential 

ability to respond to the other. I am, above all things, a social self indentured a 

priori and made to stand in the place of the other.  This standing in the place of the 

other provides Levinas with one of his most powerful concepts, viz.,  

Řsubstitution.ř  It describes  the contact with the Other which Ŗis conceived as a 

behaviour Ŕ that of substituting oneself for another.ŗ118 This form of taking an 

ethical stance vis-à-vis the Other is to put oneself in anotherřs place,119 Ŗtaking 

responsibility for the Other as if one were the Other.ŗ120  It is having the other in 

oneřs own skin! Levinas writes,  

What can it be but a substitution of me for the others? It is, however not an 
alienation, because the other in the same is my substitution for the other 
through responsibility, for which, I am summoned as someone irreplaceable. I 
exist through the other and for the other, but without this being alienation: I am 
inspired. This inspiration is the psyche. The psyche can signify this alterity in the 

                                                      
113 BAUMAN, Postmodern Ethics, 51. 

114 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 127.  

115 PEPERZAK, ŖTranscendence,ŗ 191. 

116 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 116. 

117 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 140. 

118 LINGIS, ŖIntroductionŗ to Otherwise than Being, xxii. 

119 We have in English the beautiful expression of be in somebody‘s shoe.  It gives you a sense of 
what the other person feels at the moment. 

120 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 113-17. 
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same without alienation in the form of incarnation, as being-in-oneřs-skin, 

having-the-other-in-oneřs-skin.121 

So one is responsible, Ŗmorally responsible not merely to the Other but, more 

important, for the Other.ŗ122  Substitution grounds responsibility and that I exist 

only because of and in the first instance for the Other. Levinas cannot be more 

direct: 

To be oneself, otherwise than being, to be dis-interested, is to bear the 
wretchedness and bankruptcy of the other, and even the responsibility that the 
other can have for me. To be oneself, the state of being a hostage, is always toř 
have one degree of responsibility more, the responsibility for the responsibility 
of the other.123 

Levinas goes on to argue that as a hostage, the self is already substituted for the 

others.  Indeed substitution manifests how other-directed the human being 

actually is, as it arises from the self that is held as hostage by the other. ŘI am 

already an other.ř124  My identity becomes concrete in comporting myself towards 

the other person in substitution. ŖIn substitution my being that belongs to me and 

not to another is undone, and it is through substitution that I am not Řanother,ř 

but me.ŗ125  For Levinas, the very meaning of  being a social subject is primarily to 

be for the other person. As Lingis suggests, in substitution, one is held to bear the 

burden of others.  The substitution is a passive effect, which one does not succeed 

in converting into an active initiative or into oneřs own virtue.126 

Levinas seems to suggest that in substitution, I am made to consider the 

other person as an other which becomes manifest in a comportment of the self to 

the other person. Substitution, consequently, becomes recognizing myself in the 

place of the other, as consideration for the other necessarily means being-

considerate-for-the-other. In this way,  the desire to help the other emerges 

because I am held hostage by the other to the core of my being.127  Thus, 

                                                      
121 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 114-115. 

122 WERHANE, ŖLevinasřs Ethics,ŗ 64.  Levinas seems to argue that oneřs responsibilities for 
the Other is prior to responsibilities to oneself.   

123 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 117. 

124 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 118. 

125 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 127. 

126 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, xxxi.  

127  Some ethicists find that if we respond to the person because we feel a personal need to 
do so, then we are really satisfying our own desire, and, as such, our action does not have true moral 
worth. Levinasř point is more profound on this score. He notes that there is a metaphysical 
explanation for why we have this desire to respond. The explanation is rooted, once again, in 
substitution. First of all, the person has a transcendence that the garbage can does not have, and 
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substitution is the conversion of my being as a subjection by the other into a 

subjection for the other where I am made to stand for the other even before 

freedom and reason comes on the scene.   

6.4. INTERSUBJECTIVITY AND THE THIRD PARTY 

In the intersubjective moral relation of self and other, the primary focus is on the 

world of two. Nonetheless, the Other and I are not alone. There are also many 

Others, who are not always directly present to me or related to me. The ŘI and the 

Otherř find themselves already in the midst of many others. For Levinas the 

relation with the other is never only the relation with an other.  This is so because 

of the existence, always and already, of the third party. The fact of plurality is a 

reality. Levinas draws attention to this essential social dimension of the plurality of 

face by pointing immediately to an almost banal consideration: there is not only 

one Other person, but numerous Others.128 ŖIn order to indicate these many 

others, who find themselves outside the sphere of the first and second persons, 

i.e., of the I-you, Levinas speaks of the Ŗthird partyŗ (le tiers).ŗ129  You and I are 

not alone together in this world, but share it with a great many. 130 As Horowitz 

puts it beautifully: ŖThe neighbour of my neighbour has neighbours who have 

neighbours.ŗ131 Moreover, these many Others are not always, indeed usually not 

present to be seen or heard. And this is so not only in the spatial sense, but also 

temporally. There are not only other Others who are remote, but also future 

Others.  My other has an other himself/herself, who has an other.  I myself am 

proximate to many others.  The Ŗthird partiesŗ are those to whom the ego, or first 

person ŘI,ř stands not in the direct relation of interlocutor to a second person 

Řyou,ř but instead in a relation to someone obliquely or indirectly present, as the 

third person Řheř or Řshe,ř as Řthat one there,ř or Řover there.ř132  

                                                                                                                                                        
secondly, we have, in fact, already substituted ourselves for the other. BEAVERS, ŖIntroducing 
Levinas,ŗ [Online]. 

128 BURGGRAEVE, The Wisdom of Love, 123. 

129 BURGGRAEVE, Proximity with the Other, 76-77. 

130 What Levinas calls the Ŗthird partyŗ includes not just one other Other, but very many 
Ŗabsentŗ thirds, that is to say very many Others whom I cannot actually reach but still must try to take 
into consideration, if only indirectly. This indirect, or non-immediate consideration occurs through 
the Ŗextensionŗ or Ŗmediationŗ of all sorts of structures, establishments, organs and social 
objectivations.   

131 HOROWITZ, ŖHabermas and Levinas,ŗ 309. 

132 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 17. 
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In his essay ŖThe Ego and the Totalityŗ the factual presence of the third 

person is approached through a phenomenology of Ŗlove.ŗ133 According to 

Levinas, what is most important here is the fact that love is blind to the third 

person, to other others.134 Moreover, Ŗsince it always involves two people, it is in 

fact, a blindness in complicity, the non-public par excellence.ŗ135 This blindness, this 

lack of universality, Ŗcomes not from a shortage of generosity but the deep most 

essence of love itself.  Every form of love is … love of the couple. The closed 

community is the couple.ŗ136  In fact, an absolutely closed intimacy is never 

possible: the absent third is always a necessary disturbance there. Neither the ŘIř 

nor the Řthou,ř in the reciprocal exclusivity of their meaning and communication, 

are ever isolated beings but always stand in relation to others who are absent. 

More simply, these Řthird partiesř are involuntarily excluded.  Love would 

therefore be a veiled form of bad faith: one Řknowsř perfectly well that one must 

not exclude the third person, but nonetheless acts as if one can.137 ŖA bond with 

the absent third person is thus always involved even in the intimacy of the I-Thou 

relation.ŗ138  

The presence of the third139 converts the Otherřs command into a 

recursive Ŗcommand to command him who commands me,ŗ140 rendering me, in 

the face of the Master, another master. A reciprocity follows whose dialectical 

dimensions cannot go unremarked. The Other becomes my confrère, fellow 

member of a collectivity Ŕ the one Ŗwith whomŗ (not Ŗto whom,ŗ Levinas insists) 

                                                      
133 As a prototype of the I-Thou relation, love occurs on the level of experience as a Ŗclosed 

community.ŗ It takes place between Ŗtwoŗ people committed exclusively to one another and in that 
sense withdrawing from others in order to enjoy one another. It appears as an intimate community in 
which two people have chosen each other in such a way that their bond is permanent and definitive. 
For each of two lovers, being on love means being as if I and my beloved are alone in this world. 
They are alone together, and satisfied in one another. Each finds his or her fulfillment in the other, 
and both find in each other and in their relation the justification for their existence. The presence of 
the other is alone what counts, and comprises the sole content of the bond between them. This 
satisfaction comes from the emotional affective warmth of tenderness and eventually passion.  See, 
LEVINAS, Collected Philosophical Papers, 30. 

134 BURGGRAEVE, The Wisdom of Love, 124. 

135 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 264 -265. 

136 LEVINAS, Collected Philosophical Papers, 32. 

137 BURGGRAEVE, The Wisdom of Love, 124 Ŕ 125. 

138 LEVINAS, Collected Philosophical Papers, 30. 

139 Levinas locates this third differently and in various positions, for example, Ŗin the eyes of 
the Other,ŗ (LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 213); Ŗwounded outsiderŗ (LEVINAS, Collected Philosophical 
Papers, 32), or as blinded to the inequality between me and the Other.  Sometimes I find myself 
positioned as a third-party witness to a face-to-face that evidently excludes me, posing the question, 
ŖWhat are the other and the third-party to each other?ŗ (LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 157).     

140 LEVINAS, Collected Philosophical Papers, 43. 
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one Ŗrenders justice.ŗ141  It is the Ŗpermanent intervention of the thirdŗ142 that 

prevents the ethical from congealing into the coziness of a tête-à-tête encounter Ŕ 

the Ŗclosed societyŗ143  of lovers, Ŗforgetful of the universe,ŗ always on the verge 

of lapsing into Ŗlaughter and cooing.ŗ144 The third protects the ethical relation by 

Ŗcorrectingŗ it, sustains asymmetry by Ŗbetrayingŗ it. Without such a corrective, 

the ethical bond would in any case betray itself by lapsing into hierarchy, egology, 

conciliatory specularity, but without the means to elaborate such self-betrayal as 

both necessary and insufficient.145 

It is equally important to note that what we mean by Řintersubjectivityř is 

also determined by our approach to it. There are two approaches to the study of 

intersubjectivity-intertwined in Levinasř work: 1) a transcendental constitution and 

2) a dialogical one. The transcendental constitution as one in which the 

relationship between two self-consciousnesses is analyzed or reconstructed 

theoretically from the perspective of a third party. A dialogical approach to 

intersubjectivity focuses upon the immediacy of a subjectřs relation to another.146 

This approach is justified by the hypothesis that all third party constitutions of 

intersubjectivity miss what is irreducible to theory in it. Now, if dialogical 

philosophy is interested in the specificity of the immediate relationship between 

two self-consciousnesses, then it must also determine the senses in which it will 

speak of the beings thus related: the Řsubjectř and the Řotherř.147  To be sure, 

Levinasř phenomenology of intersubjectivity borrows elements of both of these 

approaches. He describes the encounter with the other from the perspective of 

him who is approached. Thus, he rejects a simple, third party approach to 

intersubjectivity.148  We must conceive the Third Party as essential to Levinasř 

logic. This is especially true in Otherwise than Being where the Third party is the 

mediation par excellence in the schematism of a divided subject and intersubjectivity 

                                                      
141 LEVINAS, Collected Philosophical Papers, 43. 

142 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 158. 

143 LEVINAS, Collected Philosophical Papers, 32. 

144 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity,  213. 

145 COMAY, ŖFacies Hippocratica,ŗ 231. 

146 BERGO, Levinas between Ethics and Politics, 83. 

147 The specificity of Levinasř approach to intersubjectivity can be seen in his attempt to 
avoid or better, to rectify both this approaches. The relation to the other, the meaning of coexistence 
or being-together is inadequately discerned both by transcendental projects of social ontology and by 
the logic of the I-Thou relationship. Furthermore, the specificity of the relation to the other is missed 
in a dialogical thinking in which being-together is conceived as standing side by side, rather than face 
to face or, as Otherwise than Being puts it, in the place of the other. Cf. LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 161, 
187.  

148 BERGO, Levinas between Ethics and Politics, 83. 
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understood as social existence and justice. Given Levinasř objective, i.e., to 

explore the meaning of ethics as first philosophy, we gain little from seeking a 

ground for these levels. Yet the Third Party allows their rapprochement.149 

My responsibility for my neighbour is an Ŗimmediacy prior to the 

question.ŗ150  The Tiers, however, is someone other than the neighbour. But he 

must also somehow be another neighbour, lest the question of sociality and 

consciousness oppose me and the other to the others. Levinas already tried to 

eliminate such a logic from Totality and Infinity when he derived fraternity from 

both the family and the ethical encounter. In Otherwise than Being Levinas confronts 

the Third Party who resists the concept of fraternity. ŖThe Tiers is other than the 

neighbour, but also an other neighbour, but also a neighbour of the Other and not 

simply his fellow man [semblable].ŗ151 If the Tiers is a neighbour, then the term 

neighbour must here be reduced to a spatial proximity. For the Tiers is not the 

other who is my Prochain, he is not the one closest to me. By virtue of a local 

proximity the Third Party is also the neighbour of Řmyř other. Does that mean that 

the Tiers is the other for my other?152  This question implies that we can indeed 

universalize my position, as responsible, to include the other in it. After all, we are 

implying that my other must also face others. If we can universalize the face-to-

face relationship, then we lose the singularity of responsibility. For this reason 

Levinas does not answer the question affirmatively. Instead he has answered it at a 

colloquium in a negative, almost glib fashion. Ŗ[W]hat the other can do for me is 

his affair. If it were my affair, then the substitution would be only a moment of 

the exchange and would lose its gratuity....  The other may substitute himself for 

whomever he wants, except for me.ŗ153  

Again in terms of intersubjectivity Levinas explains that the other and the 

Third Party are contemporaries, to each other as to him. The nature of the otherřs 

relation to the Third Party is a question, but not one for first philosophy. As 

contemporaries, however, Ŗthe one and the other distance me from the other and 

the Third Party.ŗ154  Why is this so? The Third Party deviates, or opens, my 

                                                      
149 BERGO, Levinas between Ethics and Politics, 179.  

150 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 157. 

151 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 157. 

152 Otherwise than Being answers the question, Is the Third Party the other of my other?, with 
other questions. Levinas asks, ŖWhat are they [the Other and the Third Party] then, the one- for-the-
other? What have they done the one to the other?ŗ And, most importantly, ŖWhich passes before the 
other?ŗ See, LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 157. 

153 LEVINAS, De Dieu qui vient à l‘idée, 148.  

154 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 157. 
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unilateral relation of responsibility. It carries language into the realm of indirect 

discourse. Thus, the Tiers Ŗintroduces a contradiction into the Sayingŗ which is 

necessary and welcome when viewed from the perspective of social life. Seen 

from the perspective of ethics however, the Third Party undermines the stability 

of the relation of infinite responsibility. But it protects infinite responsibility from 

the epistemological question, How can we know that we are interrupted by the 

trace of transcendence in the face of the other, when we could just as well be 

interrupted by the recognition of another human face? The Third Party protects 

infinite responsibility from this question of recognition by setting up two distinct 

orders: that of the ethical force of transcendence, and that of phenomenality, 

reason, and justice.155 

6.5. CONCLUSION  

Needless to say, that intersubjectivity has become a polysemic term in social and 

psychological theory that is utilised in different ways to address the relations of 

Self and Other. If Husserlian intersubjectivity, in its entire structure, development 

and purpose was epistemic, Levinasian intersubjectivity is essentially ethical. We 

recognize that theories of intersubjectivity have an important place in the 

explanation of human behavior and in Levinas it assumes a moral significance that 

cannot be ignored.  What the term intersubjectivity wants to affirm is that not 

only is the ŖIŗ part of the Ŗwe,ŗ but also the converse Ŕ the Ŗweŗ is a component 

of the ŖI.ŗ Not only does the individual belong to the community but the 

community is an aspect of, is functionally represented within, the individual.156  

The ethical framework of Levinasian intersubjectivity has taken us to an empathic 

substitution as empathy does make the other present. Given Levinasř analysis and 

discussion of the recognition of destitution, hunger, and nudity in Totality and 

Infinity, and the notions of sensibility, proximity and substitution in Otherwise than 

Being, we may legitimately ask, Doesnřt he, at least indirectly, recognize some 

faculty of empathy?  There are several allusions to empathy that can be traced 

both in outlook as well as in application in Levinasian categories, expressions and 

formulations. A typical example where the moral dimension of empathy that 

propels the Self-Other relationship of intersubjectivity becomes evident is the act 

of taking Ŗthe bread from oneřs mouthŗ in order to feed the Other. What inspires 

one to do this and thus becoming Ŗone-for-the-otherŗ157 in proximity, as Levinas 

                                                      
155 BERGO, Levinas between Ethics and Politics, 180. 

156 AGOSTA, ŖEmpathy and Intersubjectivity,ŗ 44. 

157 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 67, 74.  
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is fond of saying, cannot but be acts inspired by empathic concerns.158  This can 

be justified by what Stein, in her thesis on empathy has labelled as iterated empathy, 

where I put myself into the other subjectřs shoes, i.e., consciously simulate him, 

under the aspect that the other in turn puts himself into my shoes.159 If substitution 

points in this context to a subliminal and pre-reflective inhabitation of the other as 

a kind of emotional force in what we call Ŗme,ŗ it is crucial to keep in mind that 

substitution is also the essence of the activity of signification.160  

To conclude, it is interesting to note that Levinas was inspired by the 

words of Paul Célan,161 „Ich bin du, wenn ich ich binŗ162 to introduce the central theme 

of substitution in Otherwise than Being. Thus the entire edifice of Levinasian moral 

rationality, as has been examined in the second part viz., The Moral Relations of 

Self and Other, is a phenomenon of relationality.  This further reiterates the 

Levinasian stand with the claim: to be a subject is to be for the Other; thus 

making subjectivity and alterity essentially morally intersubjective 

. 

                                                      
158 Nonetheless, Levinas uses the Husserlian category of Einfühlung to differ from him; 

ŖResponsibility for the other, for what has not begun in me is responsibility in the innocence of being 
a hostage. My substitution for another is the trope of a sense that does not belong to the empirical 
order of psychological events, an Einfühlung or a compassion which signify by virtue of this sense.ŗ 
See, LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 125. 

159 In this way, I can figure out that in order for the other subject to be able to ascribe 
intentional acts to me, he has to identify me bodily, as a flesh-and-blood human being, with its 
egocentric viewpoint necessarily differing from his own. This brings home to me that my egocentric 
perspective is just one among many, and that from all foreign perspectives I appear as a physical 
object among others in a spatio-temporal world. 

160 So the following criterion of subject-identity at a given time applies both to myself and to 
others: one human living body, one experiencing subject. 

161 Paul Célan was a Romanian-born German language poet and translator who became one 
of the major German-language poets of the postŔWorld War II era. Levinas found profound 
resonance of his intersubjective notions in Célanřs deconstructive poetics. 

162 ŖI am you, when I am (fully) myself.ŗ 
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CHAPTER 7 

RESPECT AS THE SOURCE OF MORAL MOTIVATION  

7.1. INTRODUCTION 

In a world where interests are diverse and often conflicting, justice is needed to 

assure each person a reasonable prospect of security, liberty, and other basic 

conditions of a tolerable life.  History echoes with passionate pleas for justice and 

charity, but in our times, increasingly, what we hear are demands for respect1 and 

responsible action.  Charity can fill gaps, rendering aid that cannot be demanded 

as a right and ameliorating the harmful consequences when justice fails.2  But it is 

respect, as a moral ideal, that answers to a deep and pervasive human need beyond 

the more concrete needs that characteristically lead to demands for justice, charity 

and responsibility as the practical implementation and expression thereof in order 

to make way for a new horizon in moral phenomenology.  The best way to begin 

a moral phenomenology is to do it with the examples of phenomenon that need 

no explanations.3  

After having made a detailed analysis regarding the proximity and distance 

that can be traced in Kant and Levinas (in Part I) and after having revisited the 

                                                      
1 The root idea of the word Řrespectř is Řto look backř or Řto look againř as its Latin root 

respicere indicates.  To respect something is to pay attention or give consideration to it. As the 
etymology also suggests, respect is responsive: the object is regarded as due, deserving, or rightly 
claiming acknowledgement.  People speak of respecting a variety of things in addition to persons, for 
example, talents, achievements, character, laws, authorities, social positions, opinions, powerful forces, 
and even nature. A common thread seems to be the idea of Řpaying heedř or Řgiving proper attentionř 
to the object of respect.  Respect is generally an acknowledgement of the value or importance of 
something or someone from some perspective. It is often associated with awe, reverence, uncoerced 
willingness to obey or conform, or at least symbolic recognition of status, excellence or power.  
Depending on the situation, we can show respect for persons in a variety of ways: for example, by 
praising, giving tokens of honour, and accepting orders or advice, or merely by maintaining an 
appropriate social distance and refraining from expressions of contempt and arrogance.  We may 
respect enemies without necessarily liking them, agreeing with their opinions, approving of their 
projects, or obeying them; but respecting them is incompatible with regarding them as utterly 
Řworthlessř or Řinsignificant.ř 

2 HILL, Respect, Pluralism, and Justice Kantian Perspectives? 59. 

3 For example, there is such an image that shook the anesthetized conscience of Europe 
amidst the humanitarian crisis of refugees, the heart-rending and brutal image of Alan Kurdi a 3 year 
old Syrian boy whose lifeless body, still clad in a red T-shirt, blue shorts and tiny shoes with face 
down on the sand, washed on the Turkish beach on 3rd September 2015.  If that moving image of 
Alan could move and change the perceptions of the world irrespective of religion and regions, I think, 
it is because of the power of ethics!  His Řfacelessř visage made an imperative, a moral call apparently 
even without a reason that no men of reason could ever remain untouched, let alone ignore. 
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foundational notions of the Other in Levinas, with its interconnectedness to the 

concepts of subjectivity, intersubjectivity and empathy (in Part II), what is 

undertaken in the final part of the project is an attempt to look for the 

foundations and the rationality of moral sensibility in Levinas in the twin concepts 

of Respect and Responsibility, their interconnectedness and how one leads to the 

other.  Therefore, the final part consists of two chapters; the first one analysing 

the moral emotions of respect as a source of moral motivation and how the 

foundations of our moral nature can be traced in the Kantian notion of respect; 

the second is a phenomenological analysis of responsibility in order to argue how 

respect grounds the grammar of responsibility.  I put forward the claim that we all 

have a radical sensibility which invites us to an imperative of responsibility and 

this vocation is inherent in humans has its foundation in the Kantian notion of 

respect.  It is this sensibility that governs the grammar of ethics; it is this 

responsibility that legitimizes the laws and logic of morality.  Nonetheless, the 

notion of respect as a philosophical category needs to be philosophically looked at 

before analysing the Kantian version of it. 

7.2. WHAT IS RESPECT  

Whether and how people respect or disrespect each other or themselves and 

whether and how people are worthy or unworthy of the respect of others or of 

themselves significantly shape the moral quality of individualřs lives, interpersonal 

interactions, and social and political organizations and engagements.  Because it 

plays such powerful roles in human life, the concept of respect has been of great 

interest to philosophers, particularly in ethics and social and political philosophy. 

In most general terms, in everyday usage and understanding, respect is considered 

as the acknowledgement of an object as having importance, worth, authority, 

status, or power.4  Respect also typically involves behaving in ways that show 

regard for the object or refraining from certain conduct out of respect for it.5  The 

idea that one should treat persons with due respect is an important part of 

                                                      
4. Respect, being different  radically form attitudes akin to Řlikingř which are based in the 

interest of the agent in question the agentřs interests, can be an unmediated emotional response.  
However, the notion of respect involves a conception of certain forms of acknowledgement as 
appropriate in virtue of some feature of or fact about the object, which forms its basis. 

5 One can respect rules by obeying them, a typical example of which would be the slogan of 
Řrespecting the gestes barrièresř in the wake of the on-going pandemic of Covid-19 - of wearing the mask 
and keeping a physical distance of one meter, for example.  Nonetheless, one can do also dangerous 
things by taking precautions, by Řrespectingř the instructions.  Though respect is commonly thought to 
involve appreciating the value of the object which is similar to awe, admiration, or honour, it contrasts 
with valuing modes such as maximizing and using.  That is to say one can respect things one does not 
approve of, but to see an object as worthless or irrelevant is not compatible with respecting it. 
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common sense morality, but opinions differ about when respect is called for, what 

it requires, and why.   

Respect for persons is also a central concept in many ethical theories.6  

Some theories even hold respect for persons to be the foundation of all other 

moral duties and obligations.7  Philosophers have approached respect8 with three 

concerns.9 The first is conceptual: philosophers have been interested in 

understanding precisely what respect is.  Among the important questions asked at 

the conceptual level are: What kind of a thing is respect?  Is it an attitude, a mode 

of conduct, a feeling, a form of attention, a mode of valuing, a virtue, a duty, an 

entitlement, a tribute, a principle? Is respect a singular thing or are there different 

types of respect?  Is respect primarily a moral phenomenon? How is respect 

similar to, different from, or connected with other concepts, such as esteem, 

honour, love, dignity, contempt, indifference, denigration, tolerance, acceptance, 

and so on?  What beliefs, attitudes, emotions, motives, and conduct does respect 

involve?  What are appropriate objects of respect and on what grounds do they 

warrant respect?10 The second concern is normative. Philosophers have been 

interested in the moral significance of respect.  Why does it matter morally 

whether people respect and are respected, whether we are morally required to 

respect people or have a moral right to be respected, whether anything other than 

people, such as animals or the environment, ought morally to be respected, and 

whether socio-political institutions should be assessed morally according to 

whether they promote mutual respect or disrespect among persons and whether 

they foster or undermine self-respect are the concerns evoked in this field.11  The 

issue concerning the application is the third concern.  This is about the practical 

implications of respect with the questions regarding how the concepts of respect 

and self-respect, as morally important, apply both to ordinary moral questions 

                                                      
6 Respect is distinguished commonly, on one side, from fear and submission, and on another, 

from admiration, liking and affection. Respect for all persons as such is distinguished normally from 
esteem or special regard for persons of unusual merit. Some philosophers identify respect with agape, a 
special kind of love, but respect is perhaps most often regarded as a distinct attitude that should 
constrain and complement the promptings of love. 

7 Routledge Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 1998 edition, s.v., ŖRespect for Persons,ŗ by Hill. 

8 The main questions about respect which philosophers have raised and addressed include 
questions about the nature, importance, objects, grounds, psychological and behavioural elements, 
and implications of respect.  The importance of respect in moral, social and political life and in moral, 
social, and political theory, and its implications for issues in applied ethics and social and political 
theory are significant in this connection. 

9 DILLON,ŖRespect,ŗ 201-202. 

10 DILLON, ŖRespect,ŗ 201-202. 

11 DILLON, ŖRespect,ŗ 202. 
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about how individuals should treat one another in everyday interactions and to 

larger or more socio-political issues such as capital punishment, stem cell research, 

privacy rights, discrimination, abortion, responses to terrorism, global warming 

and other environmental crisis that the present world is beset with.12 

7.2.1. Kinds of Respect 

As there are different kinds of objects which call for correspondingly different 

kinds of attention, different attitudes, and different treatment, consequently there 

exist different kinds of respect.  Consider the following instances of respect: the 

Řwell-mannered respectř  that children have for their parents and teachers; the 

Řgreat respectř one might have for morally exemplary or well accomplished 

individuals; the Řjust respectř when people fight for their rights;  the Řwary respectř 

a prudent hiker has for rugged backcountry; the Řpro forma respectř of following the 

existing protocol such as standing up when a judge enters a courtroom;  and the 

Řbasic respectř  we all owe to the other person simply as a human being. 

These diverse nuances of respect can be understood in terms of the four 

distinctions drawn by Stephen D. Hudson13 and a fifth type proposed by Robin S. 

Dillon.14  Thus there exist as many as five different kinds of respect.  Firstly, the 

Řobstacle respect,ř so called by Hudson which involves regarding the object from a 

prudential perspective as an obstacle or danger that needs to be worked around or 

that requires one to take certain precautions in order to achieve oneřs goals.15  The 

objects of what Hudson calls, secondly, as Řdirective respect,ř are directives: things such 

as requests, rules, advice, laws, or rights claims that may be taken as guides to 

action.16  The Řinstitutional respect‘ is the third type shown by behaviour that 

conforms to rules that prescribe such conduct as respectful.  It is about social 

institutions or practices, the positions defined within institutions or practices, and 

persons or things that occupy the positions of symbolize the institution or 

practice.17 The kind of respect which Hudson calls fourthly as ‗evaluative respect,‘ 

                                                      
12 DILLON, ŖRespect,ŗ 202. 

13 HUDSON, ŖThe Nature of Respect,ŗ 69-90. 

14 DILLON, ŖRespect and Care,ŗ 105-132. 

15 For example, a sailorřs respect for the sea or the respect woodworkers are admonished to 
have for power tools. 

16 One respects a directive when oneřs conduct intentionally complies with it. Consider 
respecting the terms of an agreement or someoneřs rights for instance.  

17 Examples of this kind abound in official interaction such as the pro forma respect of 
standing when the judge enters the courtroom or of addressing the President as ŖMr. Presidentŗ or a 
Bishop ŖHis Excellencyŗ 
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involves an evaluation of the objectřs merit judged in light of some standard of 

excellence.18  The fifth type of respect which Dillon19 calls as ‗care respect,‘ involves 

regarding the object as having a profound and perhaps unique value, as fragile or 

calling for special care, and so cherishing it and acting or forbearing to act out of 

felt benevolent concern for it.20 

These five forms of respect can be understood in terms of the standard 

distinction made by Stephen Darwall between two21 fundamentally different kinds 

of respect, viz., Řrecognition respectř and Řappraisal respect.ř22  Recognition respect 

is a disposition to take something appropriately into account in deliberations 

about action.23  By contrast, appraisal respect24 is an attitude of positive appraisal 

of a person or their achievements or excellences of character or in other words a 

grading assessment of persons.  Individuals can be objects of appraisal or 

evaluative respect either for their being as persons, or for their doing as engaged 

in some role or activity.25  Albeit, there exists a sixth kind of respect as reiterated 

by Kant, that of respecting someone simply as a person.  It can be called Řmoral 

recognition respectř according to which all persons are owed respect simply by 

virtue of the fact that they are persons.26  

 

                                                      
18 It is similar to other attitudes of positive appraisal, such as esteem and admiration. For 

example, respecting someone as an excellent teacher or as a person of integrity. 

19 DILLON, ŖRespect,ŗ 201-212.  

20 For example, an environmentalistřs profound respect for nature or an art loverřs respect 
for a Rembrandt or an antiquaireřs immense respect for the Pinner Qing Dynasty Vase.  

21 In addition, some philosophers regard the feeling of reverential respect as a distinct third 
kind of respect. See, Encyclopaedia of philosophy, 2005 edition, s.v. ŖRespectŗ by Dillon. 

22 DARWALL, ŖTwo Kinds of Respect,ŗ 36-49. 

23 What recognition respect involves in various cases depends on the reasons why objects of 
that sort should be taken into account. A diversity of things, including laws, rights, hazards, opinions, 
social institutions and positions, nature, and people can be objects of different forms of recognition 
respect. Recognition respect is a moral attitude if the object is regarded from a moral point of view, 
for example, as having moral worth or as morally constraining actions. Obstacle respect, directive 
respect, institutional respect, and care respect are forms of recognition respect. 

24 It is identical to what Hudson calls as evaluative respect. 

25 We can respect someone as a fine crafts-person or an excellent teacher, or we can respect 
her as an honest person or as altogether a morally excellent sort of person. The evaluation on which 
such respect rests is always done in light of some qualitative standards; individuals deserve more or 
less respect depending on the extent to which they meet those standards. Different evaluative 
standards can apply to the same individual, so we may respect someone for her integrity but think her 
uncompassionate, or respect someone as a carpenter but not as a person.  

26 HUDSON, ŖThe Nature of Respect,ŗ 69-90. 
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7.3. RESPECT IN KANT 

In Kant and specially in the ethics of the Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals, 

there is an affirmation that respect for persons comprises the core of morality.  

This is evident particularly, in the second formulation of the categorical 

imperative, the Formula of Humanity as an End in itself27 which is often glossed 

as enjoining us to respect persons as such.  Herbert J Paton is of the opinion that 

Kant himself translates Achtung by the Latin word Řreverentia‘ and he expressly 

distinguishes it from ŘRespekt,ř28 which has in it an additional element, namely, 

fear.29  The injunction to respect persons as such is thus, for Kant, co-extensive 

with morality itself.  ŖRespect for the law is not an incentive to morality; rather, it 

is morality itself regarded subjectively as an incentive inasmuch as pure practical 

reason Ŕ by rejecting, in contrast to self-love, all of self-loveřs claims Ŕ imparts 

authority to the law, which now alone has influence.ŗ30  One of Kantřs earliest 

sustained references to respect appears is a footnote in the Groundwork of the 

Metaphysics of Morals.31  After introducing the famous proposition Ŗduty is the 

necessity of an action from respect for law,ŗ32  Kant appends the following note: 

                                                      
27 The formulation most discussed in the philosophical literature runs Řact only on that 

maxim [principle] through which you can at the same time will that it become a universal law.ř The 
formulation that has had and still has the greatest cultural resonance requires us to treat others with 
impartial respect. It runs Řtreat humanity… never simply as a means, but always at the same time as an 
end.ř  The equivalence of these two formulations of the categorical imperative is far from obvious. 
One way of glimpsing why Kant thought they were equivalent is to note that if we treat others as 
persons rather than as things then we must not destroy or impair their abilities to act, indeed must 
leave it open to them to act on the same principles that we act on; hence we must act on 
universalizable principles.  

28 KANT, The Metaphysics of Morals, Ak VI: 402.   

29 Paton considers that the German word ŘAchtung‘ translated most commonly as respect by 
English translators as a mistake and he prefers Řreverenceř and not the word Řrespectř, because the 
German word does not suggest any very profound emotion: it is indeed commonly used by railway 
porters when they wish you to get out of the way, and in this connexion is equivalent to ŘLook outř or 
the French ŘAttention.ř He compares his emotion towards the moral law with his emotion towards the 
starry heavens. See, KANT, Critique of Practical Reason, Ak V: 162.  In the Critique of Judgment he connects 
Achtung with our feeling for the sublime. These and many other passages suggest that Achtung is akin 
to reverence, or even awe, and is very remote from a strictly limited emotion like respect.  See, 
PATON, The Categorical Imperative, 63 Ŕ 64. 

30 KANT, Critique of Practical Reason, Ak V: 76.  

31 Albeit preliminary, this is the first thorough, articulation of this feeling. The reference  also 
establishes the interrelationship to the network of fundamental moral concepts in Kantřs practical 
philosophy. From the first line of this note, it is evident, from its subjunctive grammatical 
construction to the anticipation of an objection, that Kant anticipated his appeal to respect will be 
criticized. That is the reason precisely  why he essays to refute the charge that he seeks refuge behind 
an obscure moral feeling. It is likely that Kant is here concerned with the mere possibility of the 
feeling of respect which must be distinguished both from the inclinations and  from the sphere of 
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One could accuse me of merely taking refuge behind the word respect in an 
obscure feeling instead of giving a distinct reply to the question through a 
concept of reason.  Yet even if respect is a feeling, it is not one received through 
influence but a feeling self-effected through a concept of reason and hence 
specifically distinguished from all feelings of the first kind, which may be 
reduced to inclination or fear.  What I immediately recognize as a law for me, I 
recognize with respect, which signifies merely the consciousness of the subjection 
of my will to a law without any mediation of other influences on my sense.  The 
immediate determination of the will through the law and the consciousness of it 
is called respect, so that the latter is to be regarded as the effect of the law on the 
subject and not as its cause.  Authentically, respect is the representation of a 
worth that infringes on my self-love.  Thus it is something that is considered as 
an object neither of inclination nor of fear, even though it has something 
analogical to both at the same time.  The object of respect is thus solely the law, 
and specifically that law that we lay upon ourselves and yet also as in itself 
necessary.  As a law we are subject to it without asking permission of self-love; 
as laid upon us by ourselves, it is a consequence of our will, and has from the 
first point of view an analogy with fear, and from the second with inclination.  
All respect for a person is properly only respect for the law (of uprightness, etc.) 
of which the person gives us the example.  Because we regard the expansion of 
our talents also as a duty, we represent to ourselves a person with talents also as 
an example of a law, as it were (to become similar to the person in this) and that 
constitutes our respect.  All so-called moral interest consists solely in respect for 
the law.33 

Kantřs discussion of respect in this long footnote is very significant.  Respect is 

presented as a self-produced feeling as opposed to one received from external 

stimuli, and that is what makes it different from all other feelings. The unmediated 

recognition of the validity of moral claims imposed upon humans generates 

respect.34  It is the Ŗeffect of the law on the subjectŗ that results when we impose a 

law with no mediating influences upon ourselves. The immediacy of this law 

means respect is felt as immediacy itself, as pure force: Ŗlawgiving reason… forces 

from me immediate respect.ŗ35  And this peculiar mode of immediacy is precisely 

what distinguishes respect from other feelings. In the words of Kant, respect is 

more Ŗpowerful than all feelings together.ŗ36  Respect is the Ŗconsciousness of the 

                                                                                                                                                        
cognition, which is not easy.  For Kant, respect seems to occupy a nonspace somewhere between the 
phenomenal and noumenal realms. 

32 KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV: 401. 

33 KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV: 401 n.  The parenthetical material in the penultimate sentence 
was added in 1786. Cf. KANT, Critique of Practical Reason, Ak VI: 71Ŕ89. In the Metaphysics of Morals, 
Kant lists four feelings that are produced directly by reason and can serve as moral motivation. These 
are ŘŘmoral feeling,řř ŘŘconscience,řř ŘŘlove of human beings,řř and ŘŘrespect.řř See, KANT, The Metaphysics 
of Morals, Ak VI: 399 Ŕ 403.  

34 This precisely what lies at the heart of the notion of responsibility in Levinas as it would be 
seen in the latter of part of this chapter and in an elaborated way in the final chapter. 

35 KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV: 403, 435. 

36 KANT, The Metaphysics of Morals, Ak VI: 209. 
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subordination of my will to a law without the mediation of other influences on my 

sense…  Respect is properly the representation of a worth that infringes upon my 

self-love.ŗ37  It is, as Kant also puts it, Ŗidentical with the consciousness of oneřs 

duty.ŗ38  Hence, respect, unlike the other emotions and feelings, has an objective 

relation to practical cognition. It is directed toward a particular objective state of 

affairs Ŕ the law and its power relative to our inclinations Ŕ and thereby has 

cognitive content.39  In The Metaphysics of Morals, Kant explains respect as an 

essential moral endowment.  

Respect (reverentia) is… something merely subjective, a feeling of a special kind, 
not a judgment about an object that it would be a duty to bring about or 
promote.  For such a duty, regarded as a duty, could be presented to us only 
through the respect we have for it.  A duty to have respect would thus amount to 
being put under obligation to [have] duties.  Accordingly it is not correct to say 
that a man has a duty of self-esteem; it must rather be said that the law within him 
unavoidably forces from his respect for his own being, and this feeling (which is 
of a special kind) is the basis of certain duties, that is, of certain actions that are 
consistent with his duty to himself.  It cannot be said that a man has a duty of 
respect toward himself, for he must have respect for the law within himself in 
order even to think of any duty whatsoever.40   

One can find that in Kantřs theory of value  dignity is of supreme importance and 

consequently ends in themselves are to be valued morally above all other entities.  

He argues that all rational beings are ends in themselves and that they are the only 

entities that are to be considered so.  The term Ŗpersonŗ means a being whose 

rational nature Ŗalready marks them out as ends in themselves and an object of 

respect.ŗ41  Taking into consideration the historical context within which Kant was 

writing,  he was particularly concerned that the notion of respect should not be 

confused with the notion of the honour42 accorded traditionally to the aristocrats 

and the powerful.  Kant therefore explicitly rejects, in arguing for respect for the 

dignity of persons, two other conceptions of human value viz.,  the aristocratic 

idea of honour that individuals differentially deserve according to their social rank, 

individual accomplishments, or moral virtue, and the Hobbesian view that Ŗ… the 

                                                      
37 KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV: 401 n. 

38 KANT, The Metaphysics of Morals, Ak VI: 464. 

39 KANT, Critique of Practical Reason, Ak V: 74, 80. 

40 KANT, The Metaphysics of Morals, Ak VI: 203-204. 

41 KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV: 428. 

42 Honour rests on societal roles and distinctions, whereas respect is an attitude (and conduct 
displaying that attitude) due a person, regardless of social position, occupation, learning, wealth, 
accomplishments, or any other special qualities or talents he or she may or may not possess. For the 
same reason, respect should not be confused with pride in oneřs own qualities or a similar 
appreciation of the uniqueness of others.   
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value or worth of a man is, as of all other things, his price and therefore is not 

absolute but a thing dependent on the need and judgment of another.ŗ43  In The 

Metaphysics of Morals Kant affirms that if we think of humans as merely one kind of 

animal among others Řin the system of nature,ř we can ascribe an extrinsic value 

that depends on their usefulness; though he firmly believes that, Ŗa human being 

regarded as a person, that is, as the subject of morally practical reason, is exalted 

above all price…as an end in himself he possesses a dignity by which he exacts 

respect for himself from all other beings in the world.ŗ44  

It is worth noting that, in spite of the numerous parallels that can be drawn 

between the unique nature of a work of art and the intrinsic worth of a person, 

Kant does not link the notion of respect with the concept of beauty.  For Kant 

respect has much stronger affinities with another idea: the sublime.45  Beauty is, 

for Kant, intimately bound up with the faculty of understanding, whereas the 

sublime is bound up with the faculty of reason: ŖThe experience of sublimity has a 

much closer relation to morals, since here it is reason, i.e., the moral will itself, 

which is active in the experience.ŗ46 Beauty is the experience of a harmony 

between the imagination and the understanding; the sublime is the experience of 

an intense and agonizing tension between the universal reach of reason and the 

failure of the imagination to grasp totally what lies within reasonřs compass. 47 

7.3.1. Respect as a Moral Feeling 

In the light of the above analysis, it is evident that the historical roots of most 

contemporary discussion of respect for persons and the formulations thereof are 

best found in the moral imaginations of Kant. As a philosopher who otherwise 

severely limits the role of the emotions in morality, Kant locates the emotion of 

respect in the centre of his practical philosophy.  In doing so, he distinguishes 

respect from all other emotions in two ways. First, respect is the only emotion 

that has a relation to cognition, and second, respect is the only emotion that 

serves as an incentive for morally praiseworthy action.48  However, Kantřs views 

                                                      
43 HOBBES, Leviathan, 79. 

44 KANT, The Metaphysics of Morals, Ak VI: 434Ŕ435. 

45 There is a brilliant article that outlines a comparison between the ethical sense of respect 
and the aesthetic thrill of the sublime by Benoît Goetz.  See, GOETZ, « Le respect et le sublime »,  [En 
ligne].   

46 MURDOCH, ŖThe Sublime and the Good,ŗ 45. 

47 TEUBER, ŖKantřs Respect for Persons,ŗ 373. 

48 DRUMMOND, ŖRespect as a Moral Emotion,ŗ 1. 
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on human feelings are ambiguous and provocative.49  He dedicates an immense 

amount of attention to the relationship between feeling and morality and the ways 

in which the former threatens the possibility of the latter.  But Kant does not 

accord all feelings the same worth; for the ultimate success of his practical 

philosophy hinges on his capacity to make qualitative distinctions between specific 

feelings.  And for him the qualitative feeling par excellence is respect.  Kant thinks 

that the human is never totally free from inclinations and desires.  And even 

though humans can never step outside of sensibility, the challenge is whether 

something other than sensibility can motivate action in order to give it justifiable 

moral worth:  

[S]ensible feeling, which underlies all our inclination, is indeed the condition of 
that feeling we call respect, but the cause determining it lies in pure practical 
reason; and so this feeling, on account of its origin, cannot be called 
pathologically effected but must be called practically effected, and is effected as 
follows: the representation of the moral law deprives self-love of its influence 
and self-conceit of its illusion, and thereby the hindrance to pure practical 
reason is lessened and the representation of the superiority of its objective law 
to the impulses of sensibility, and with it the relative weightiness of the law… is 
produced in the judgment of reason through the removal of the 

counterweight....50 

For Kant Řrespect for personsř is closely linked to Řrespect for the law,ř and 

Řrespect for the lawř in turn to the neglected topic of moral feeling.51  Moral feeling 

Ŗis the susceptibility to feel pleasure or displeasure merely from being aware that 

our actions are consistent with or contrary to the law of duty.ŗ52 It is crucial to 

understand that his account to connect apprehension of duty with feelings of 

pleasure or displeasure since these feelings, at the phenomenal level, are what 

explains choice at this level as described above. Kant does not claim that this 

moral feeling is like a moral sense that informs us of what our duties are in the 

sense of giving us our knowledge of our duties. Rather, our duties are still the 

product of pure practical reason and moral feeling is the awareness of the impact 

                                                      
49 Even though the role and significance of feelings including the feeling of the beautiful, 

sublime, and respect, changes throughout his political and philosophical writings, his interest in 
human feeling persists throughout his entire intellectual career. 

50 KANT, Critique of Practical Reason? Ak V: 76.  Respect exceeds the intentions of the subject. 
But it also does more. It exposes the world of appearances to inherent meaninglessness since 
something other than the phenomenal world, something essentially negative, provides the ground for 
genuine moral conduct. 

51 MACBEATH, ŖKant on Moral Feeling,ŗ 283.  

52 KANT, The Metaphysics of Morals, Ak VI: 399. 
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of these duties on our phenomenal natures explained in terms of pleasure or 

displeasure.53  

There are two references to moral feeling in the Groundwork.  The first 

reference occurs under the imposing heading of ŖClassification of all possible 

principles of morality based on the assumption of heteronomy as their 

fundamental concept.ŗ54  He describes as Řshallowř the appeal to Ŗthis alleged 

special sense ... when men who are unable to think hope to help themselves out by 

feeling.ŗ55 ŖFeelings, differing as they naturally do from one another by an infinity 

of degreesŗ are little able to Ŗsupply a uniform measure of good and evil.ŗ56  The 

second reference in the Groundwork to moral feeling occurs when Kant deals with 

freedom and the power of pure reason to be practical. He says:  

The subjective impossibility of explaining freedom of will is the same as the 
impossibility of finding out and making comprehensible what interest man can 
take in moral laws; and yet he does in fact take such an interest. The basis of this 
in ourselves we call Řmoral feeling.ř Some people have mistakenly given out this 
feeling to be the gauge of our moral judgements: it should be regarded rather as 
the subjective effect exercised on our will by the law and having its objective 

ground in reason alone.57  

It is evident from this quotation that moral feeling is of crucial importance to the 

ethical theory in Kant whatever the sense in which he understands it to be.  It is 

the basis of our ability to take an interest in moral laws, and unless we can take an 

interest in these we cannot be moved to action by them: Ŗan interest is that in 

virtue of which reason becomes practical.ŗ58  Moreover, it is only if reason is 

practical, Ŗindependent of purely subjective determinationŗ59 that freedom of will 

can be guaranteed.60  Now the importance of freedom, as is the sine qua non of any 

ethical theory, needs hardly any emphasis, particularly as he affirms, it is Ŗthe ratio 

essendi of the moral law.ŗ61  But it also has an important role to play within Kantřs 

                                                      
53 SINGLETON, ŖKantřs Account of Respect,ŗ 52. 

54 KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV: 441. 

55 KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV: 442. 

56 KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV: 442. It is worth observing that here we encounter the moral 
sense school, to which Kant had earlier belonged, but which he now sees as committing the error of 
attempting to ground moral laws upon empirical principles.  See, MACBEATH, ŖKant on Moral 
Feeling,ŗ 284. 

57 KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV: 459 Ŕ 460. 

58 KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV: 460. 

59 KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV: 457. 

60 KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV: 446, 457. 

61 KANT, Critique of Practical Reason, Ak V: 4 n. 
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theory, for it is Ŗthe key to explain autonomy of the will,ŗ62 and autonomy in turn 

is Ŗthe supreme principle of morality, the sole principle of ethics.ŗ63  It is the 

moral law that tells us that we are capable of the determination on rational (rather 

than empirical) grounds which constitutes freedom. 

7.3.2. Respect as Moral Motive 

Kant maintains that Ŗrespect is a feeling.ŗ  The inclinations will not and could not 

be eradicated because, as Kant states, the human Ŗcan never be altogether free 

from desires and inclinations…ŗ64 The total purification of sensibility is an 

impossibility.65 Kant goes even further when he claims in Religion within the 

Boundaries of Mere Reason that Ŗconsidered in themselves natural inclinations are 

good...ŗ66 But the inclinations must nonetheless be circumscribed so that the 

human can be morally elevated. And the humiliation or circumscription of human 

sensibility is proportionate to his moral elevation.67  Kant develops it in greater 

detail three years later in the Critique of Practical Reason where it takes center stage as 

the incentive for moral conduct.  From a painstaking footnote in the Groundwork, 

respect reemerges to occupy the central place in Chapter 3 of the analytic of 

practical reason in the section of the Critique of Practical Reason titled ŘOn the 

Incentives of Pure Practical Reason.ř Respect, Kant affirms categorically, is the 

sole motive to moral conduct.68  

If respect is a motive, we now need to look at precisely what Kant says 

about the composition of this motive. In particular, since he describes it, at least 

                                                      
62 KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV: 446. 

63 KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV: 440. 

64 KANT, Critique of Practical Reason, Ak V: 84. 

65 Kant wants to purify morality from a certain mode of sensible contamination but one 
feeling remains (respect), and it is the unstable nexus between the human and the law. 

66 KANT, Religion within the Boundaries of Mere Reason, Ak VI: 58.  

67 KANT, Critique of Practical Reason, Ak V: 71.  

68 KANT, Critique of Practical Reason, Ak V: 79. What is required morally, according to Kant, is 
to act with due respect, not to have or cultivate a mere Řfeelingř of respect. This is partly because we 
cannot in general control our feelings by will in the way we can and must control our behaviour. 
Another reason is that respect for persons is derivative from respect for the moral law, and respect 
for the moral law, in Kantřs view, is not something we choose to have or not but rather is something 
that, as human moral agents, we cannot help but feel. It is the humbling feeling that moral 
requirements reasonably impose limits on our attempts to satisfy our desires and pursue our personal 
ends. In so far as it is a form of respect for morality, then, the imperative to respect persons does not 
ask us to try to conjure up immediately, or even to cultivate over time, an Řaffectř or sentiment that we 
might lack. Rather, what is required is that we choose to act so that, in practice, we live up to our own 
rational assessment of the worth (dignity) of humanity, a worth that all human moral agents (to some 
degree) recognize and feel. 
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partially, as a feeling, how is this compatible with the contrast that he draws at the 

beginning of the Groundwork between the motive of duty and actions that result 

from immediate or mediate inclinations? What exactly is this subjective motive 

that Kant terms respect? He makes the following conlusion: respect consists of 

two components - an affective as well as a cognitive aspect.  

1. Respect is a feeling because in thwarting all inclination that might be 

contrary to morality it is thwarting feelings. This is because all inclinations, 

according to Kant, are based on feelings and a negative effect on feeling is 

itself a feeling.69 This feeling, first of all, Ŗis a feeling produced by an 

intellectual causeŗ70 secondly, it Ŗis the only feeling that we can know 

completely a priori;ŗ71 and thirdly, it consists of two sets of feelings: 

(i) A feeling of pain which arises when our inclinations are 

thwarted. This is described by Kant as the negative effect on 

feeling. He also describes this as humiliation (intellectual 

contempt);72  

(ii) A positive feeling is generated by the removal of the resistance 

of our inclinations. Kant writes, Ŗrespect for the law is thus by 

virtue of its intellectual cause a positive feeling that can be 

known a priori, for any diminution of obstacles to an activity 

furthers this activity itself.ŗ73  

2. Repect is the cognitive state of consciousness of the moral law. He writes, 

ŖThe immediate determination of the will by the law, and the 

consciousness thereof, is called respect…ŗ74  

In this section of the Critique of Practical Reason Kant explicitly states that both 

components are involved in respect. He writes, ŖThe consciousness of free 

submission of the will to the law, combined with an inevitable constraint imposed 

only by our own reason on all inclinations, is respect for the law.ŗ75 Other writers76 

                                                      
69 The point is that the ground of duty, the moral law, is what is thwarting feelings and this is 

manifested at the phenomenal level by the feeling that Kant calls respect. 

70 KANT, Critique of Practical Reason, Ak V: 73. 

71 KANT, Critique of Practical Reason, Ak V: 73. 

72 KANT, Critique of Practical Reason, Ak V: 73, 75, 78. 

73 KANT, Critique of Practical Reason, Ak V: 79. 

74 KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV: 401 n. 

75 KANT, Critique of Practical Reason, Ak V: 80. 

76 For example, STRATTON-LAKE, Kant, Duty and Moral Worth; MCCARTY, ŖKantian Moral 
Motivation and the Feeling of Respect,ŗ 421- 435; REATH, ŖKantřs Theory of Moral Sensibility,ŗ 284-
302; BROADIE and PYBUS, ŖKantřs Concept of ŘRespectř,ŗ 58-64. 



236 
 

have claimed that there are both this affective and cognitive aspects in Kantřs 

account of respect and this view is supported by the above quotations.77  It is 

indeed this twin dimension of affective and cognitive aspects that plays the crucial 

of moral motif in Kant and later in the formulation of Levinas. 

Taking cues from Kantřs affirmation, ŖTo act for the sake of duty is to act 

out of reverence for the law,ŗ78  Herbert J Paton is of the opinion that it is a 

mistake to regard Kantřs attitude to morality as cold and heartless for a couple of 

reasons.  Firstly, moral action has an emotional aspect, and the emotional aspect of 

it may be called respect. Secondly, in moral action we are seeking to follow a law 

which we revere, and therefore the moral maxim must be ŘI will follow the law.ř In 

his view, contrary to the common belief, inclination or emotion may be present in 

a moral action, although the action will have its distinctively moral value only so 

far as it is done for the sake of duty.79  Respect, understood in this way is the 

moral motif of all moral acts.  This becomes explicitly evident in the formulations 

and the analyses of Kantřs categorical imperatives. 

7.3.3. Categorical Imperative as Elaboration of Respect 

Needless to say, the categorical imperative is the centerpiece80 of Kantřs moral 

philosophy. In an exhaustive account of the argument, Paton finds five versions 

of the categorical imperative,81 not all of which are explicitly identified.82 If there 

                                                      
77 SINGLETON, ŖKantřs Account of Respect,ŗ 45 Ŕ 46. 

78 KANT, Critique of Practical Reason, Ak V: 81. Cf.  KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV: 400. ŖDuty is 
the necessity of acting out of reverence for the law.ŗ 

79 PATON, The Categorical Imperative, 63. 

80 This is not an undisputed claim, nonetheless. For example, Allen Buchanan identifies two 
problems that lie at the core of Kantřs moral philosophy. First Kant appears to be committed to the 
following inconsistent triad: (a) there is only one categorical imperative; (b) there is a plurality of 
genuine moral principles; (c) every genuine moral principle is a categorical imperative. Second, Kant 
characterizes categorical imperatives as principles of action which are justifiable a priori, without the 
aid of empirical premises; yet his own justifications of several basic moral principles require empirical 
premises.  See, BUCHANAN, ŖCategorical Imperative,ŗ 249. 

81 There are different formulae of the Categorical Imperative:  a.) The Formula of Universal 
Law, first introduced at Groundwork, Ak IV: 421: Ŗact only in accordance with that maxim through 
which you can at the same time will that it become a universal law.ŗ  b.) The Formula of the Law of 
Nature, first introduced at Groundwork, Ak IV: 421: Ŗact as if the maxim of your action were to 
become by your will a universal law of nature.ŗ   c.) The Formula of Humanity, first introduced at 
Groundwork, Ak IV: 429: Ŗso act that you use humanity, whether in your own person or in the person 
of another, always at the same time as an end, never merely as a means.ŗ  d.) The Formula of 
Autonomy, first introduced (in truncated form) at Groundwork, Ak IV: 431: Ŗthe idea of the will of 
every rational being as a will giving universal law.ŗ  e.) The Formula of the Realm of Ends, first 
introduced at Groundwork, Ak IV: 436: Ŗall maxims from oneřs own law-giving are to harmonize with a 
possible kingdom of ends as with a kingdom of nature.ŗ 
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were no categorical imperative there would be, in Kantřs view, no such thing as 

morality.83 It is the rational, universal code that is irrefutable because of its logical 

perfection.84 Kant calls his rule an imperative85 because it is a command. One must 

follow it as if it were an order because reason dictates that it be followed. It is 

categorical because it applies in all cases, without exception.86  The first formula: 

Ŗact only in accordance with that maxim through which you can at the same time 

will that it become a universal law,ŗ87 is a completely formal test, requiring that 

maxims can be willed as universal laws, that is, as laws for all rational beings. By 

contrast, the second: ŖAct so that you treat humanity, whether in your own person 

or in the person of any other, always as an end and never as a means onlyŗ88 is not 

purely formal, for it introduces the notion of humanity and we are required to 

respect the freedom and ability of each person to make his or her own decision.89 

It can easily be noted that in the second formulation, it is a universal 

exhortation to treat others as ends in themselves which is to treat them with 

respect. Kant affirms that moral actors must treat with respect and it is respect 

which is the essential difference between using someone in an exploitative manner 

and using them in a way that is morally defensible. Kantian respect is a universal 

respect for another personřs humanity. It is something that must be granted 

unconditionally. Kant further complicates his notion of respect by arguing that a 

rational actorřs duty is toward humanity in general and not to particular humans, 

even though actions can only involve particular people. This implies that 

                                                                                                                                                        
82 PATON, The Categorical Imperative, 129. 

83 SCHRADER, ŖAutonomy, Heteronomy, and Moral Imperatives,ŗ 65-77. 

84 Both the Critique of Practical Reason and the Groundwork bear several references to affirm this 
Kantian conviction.  

85 Imperatives may be hypothetical or categorical.  A hypothetical imperative conditionally 
demands performance of an action for the sake of some other end or purpose; it has the form ŖDo X 
in order to achieve Y.ŗ  A categorical imperative, on the other hand, unconditionally demands 
performance of an action for its own sake; it has the form ŖDo X.ŗ An absolute moral demand placed 
on the subject since it expresses moral obligation with the perfect necessity that would directly bind 
any will uncluttered by subjective inclinations.    

86 Kant is firmly committed to moral universalism. He would object to any attempt to 
impose special moral duties contingent on the context or oneřs status. This, for example, means that if 
killing is wrong, it is wrong in every case regardless of the external considerations that might seem to 
justify it. See, SCHULZKE,  ŖKantřs Categorical Imperative,ŗ 32-33. 

87 KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV: 421. 

88 KANT, Groundwork, Ak, IV: 429. 

89 Kantřs second formulation of the categorical imperative which is also called the Řhumanity 
formulationř or the Řrespect formulationř, can be seen to be his most convincing statement of the rule 
because it is more flexible and less difficult for moral actors to apply in the complex circumstances in 
which moral problems emerge. See, HILL, ŖHumanity as an End in Itself,ŗ 84 - 99. 
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individuals must be treated with respect so as not to degrade humanity; the respect 

for humanity is expressed through respect for individuals. Even though his rule 

seems extremely broad because it involves humanity, it places constraints on 

moral actions at all levels.90  Kantian emphasis in the second formula on the 

intrinsic equal value of each person does, in fact, enunciate a fundamental moral, 

political, and religious principle presupposed in the ordinary moral judgments of 

nearly everyone today. Additionally, the second formula seems both obviously 

right and the most appealing version of the Categorical Imperative as it has a 

grandeur that can inspire the moral sensibilities of his readers.  Kant writes;  

respect … shown to others … is not to be understood as the mere feeling that 
comes from comparing our own worth with anotherřs (such as a child feels 
merely from habit toward his parents, a pupil toward his teacher, or any 
subordinate toward his superior). It is rather to be understood as the maxim of 
limiting our self-esteem by the dignity of humanity in another person, and so as 

respect in the practical sense.91  

It is the humanity in persons, as the Categorical Imperative indicates, that has 

dignity; or in other words, it is in virtue of the humanity in them that people are 

and therefore ought to be treated as ends in themselves.  Humanity92 is generally 

identified with two closely related aspects of rationality both of which are 

capacities to be a moral agent, viz., the capacity to set ends and the capacity to be 

autonomous.93  The former is the power of rational choice which is the capacity to 

value things through rational judgment: to determine that something is valuable, 

important, and is worth being sought or valued, while the latter refers to the 

capacity of rational agents to impose upon themselves the moral law or to legislate 

for themselves.  It is also, thereby, the capacity to value ends in themselves, and so 

it includes the capacity for respect.94  Looking at these diverse formulations and 

the practical implications of the Kantian formulations, it is evident: that human 

beings should be respected as valuers, i.e., as rational persons whose valuing 

various sorts of things is the source of all values.95  Or in other words, the ground 

of this basic Kantian notion is the unambiguous affirmation that the persons 

should be respected as such. 

                                                      
90 SCHULZKE, ŖKantřs Categorical Imperative,ŗ 34-35. 

91 KANT, Groundwork, Ak VI: 449. 

92 Humanity here is to be understood in that which makes us distinctively human beings and 
sets us apart from all other animal species. 

93 For example, see, WOOD, Kant‘s Ethical Thought; KORSGAARD, Creating the Kingdom of Ends; 
HILL, ŖRespect for Humanity.ŗ 

94 VELLEMAN, ŖLove as a Moral Emotion,ŗ 338Ŕ374. 

95 HILL, ŖRespect for Humanity,ŗ 19. 



239 
 

At this juncture, it is in place to introduce one of the most remarkable 

criticisms that has been leveled against the Kantian formalism by Henri Bergson 

who finds several contradictions in Kant and  opposes Kant on several counts: on 

emotions, obligations, autonomy and morality in general 96  and for whom respect 

is a social feeling.97  Bergson affirms that though Ŗno one can deny that reason is 

the distinguishing mark or man, … reason compels our respect and command our 

obedience.ŗ98  Bergsonřs warning is sharply directed to Kant, when he writes, ŖIt 

is quite natural that we should meet with a pretention to found morality on a 

respect for logic among philosophers and scholars…ŗ99  For Bergson, Kantřs idea 

of obligation is a Ŗtranquil state akin to the inclinationŗ100  and for whom, morality 

is not a matter of logic but of aspiration.  It is true that there is a temptation to 

think that Bergsonřs meta-ethics is emotivist.  At least in respect to sympathy, 

Bergson clearly argues against its adequacy as a starting point for ethics.101  

Bergsonř The Two Sources of Morality and Religion102 inquiries into the nature of moral 

obligation, where he makes the élan vital the key to understanding morality, 

religion, and history.  The work has been described as an attempt to temper the 

primacy given to the Řgroup mindř in modern sociology by drawing greater 

attention to the role of the individual where his main claim is that the nature of 

social relations is not fixed, but an ongoing creation.103  In fact, The Two Sources of 

Morality and Religion, develops ideas from Creative Evolution where Bergson attempts 

to show that there are two sources from which two kinds of morality and religion 

evolve.  There is the closed morality, whose religion is static; and there is the open 

                                                      
96 PADIS, «  Les contradictions de lřautonomie. Bergson, critique de Kant », 215-222; 

KLEINHERENBRINK, ŖTime, Duration and Freedom Ŕ Bergsonřs Critical Move Against Kant,ŗ  203Ŕ
230; LACEY, Bergson: The Arguments of the Philosophers; DELEUZE, Bergsonism; HANNA, The Bergsonian 
Heritage; GALLAGHER, Morality in Evolution. 

97 BERGSON, The Two Sources of Morality and Religion, 68. 

98 BERGSON, The Two Sources of Morality and Religion, 68. 

99 BERGSON, The Two Sources of Morality and Religion, 68. 

100 BERGSON, The Two Sources of Morality and Religion, 21. 

101 BERGSON, The Two Sources of Morality and Religion, 90. But something more complex again 
distances Bergson from any possible identification with emotivist theory: his conception of emotion 
itself.  No one would dare to deny that there is a close relationship between Bergsonřs philosophy and 
emotion, though this relationship has not been dealt with directly, let alone systematically, among 
Bergsonřs commentators.   

102 In his second major work Les Deux Sources de la morale et de la religion, published after 25 
years of the publication of his magum  opus (L‘Évolution créatrice), Bergson argues that there are two 
moralities, or, rather, there are two sources for morals and religion: the one having its roots in 
intelligence, the other based on intuition.  If the former leads also to science and its static, mechanistic 
ideal, the latter finds its expression not only in the free creativity of art and philosophy but also in the 
mystical experience of the saints. 

103 BERGSON, The Two Sources of Morality and Religion, 100. 
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morality, whose religion is dynamic.  Closed morality and static religion are 

concerned with social cohesion104 and the open morality105 and dynamic religion 

are concerned with creativity and progress.  If the Ŗforce of needsŗ is the source 

of the closed morality, the source of the open morality is what Bergson calls 

Ŗcreative emotions.ŗ106  He does not advocate irrationalism because he does not 

dispute that morality is informed by reason,107 for he affirms categorically that 

Ŗmoral life will be rational life.ŗ108  Though everybody will agree on this, he 

affirms that 

because we have established the rational character of moral conduct, it does not 
follow that morality has its origin or even its foundation in pure reason.  The 
important question is to find out why we are Řobligedř in cases where following 
our inclination by no means suffices to ensure that our duty is done.109   

Bergsonřs explicit criticism is that Kantřs moral philosophy has made a 

Ŗpsychological errorŗ who believes that he can resolve obligation into rational 

elements.  Kant attributes a severe aspect to duty and has externalized this 

experience of obligationřs inflexibility making duty severe and inflexible.  For 

Bergson obligation is the force that binds us to what we would do by instinct if we 

were purely instinctive creatures, but, since we are not, intelligence is needed to 

specify our obligations.110  Obligation in general is Řthe very form assumed by 

necessity in the realm of life, when it demands for the accomplishment of certain 

ends, intelligence, choice, and therefore liberty.ř111  ŖObligation, which we look 

upon as a bond between men, first binds us to ourselves.ŗ112  It is a Řvirtual 

                                                      
104 Nature has made certain species evolve in such a way that the members of the  species 

cannot exist on their own as they are  fragile and therefore require the support of a 
community.   There are also bodily needs which must be satisfied. As there are these needs, there is a 
rigidity to the rules of closed moralities. Bergson finds the moral philosophy of Kant fitting to this 
category and has its source in such needs. The survival of the community requires that there be strict 
obedience: the categorical imperative. Although Kantřs categorical imperative is supposed to be 
universal, according to Bergson, it is limited and particular. 

105 Bergson calls this morality Ŗopenŗ because it includes everyone as it is not concerned with 
social cohesion.  Unlike closed morality, the open morality is genuinely universal and it aims at peace 
and an Ŗopen society.ŗ 

106 The difference between creative emotions and normal emotions consists in this: in normal 
emotions, we first have a representation which causes the feeling (seeing my friend makes me happy) 
where as in creative emotion; we first have the emotion which then creates representations.  

107 BERGSON, The Two Sources of Morality and Religion, 85. 

108 BERGSON, The Two Sources of Morality and Religion, 85. 

109 BERGSON, The Two Sources of Morality and Religion, 85. 

110 LACEY, Bergson, 201. 

111 BERGSON, The Two Sources of Morality and Religion, 19. 

112 BERGSON, The Two Sources of Morality and Religion, 6. 
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instinct.ř113  Bergson sees a certain, very limited, similarity between obligation and 

the Kantian categorical imperative, though he gives a peculiar interpretation to 

that imperative, as though it said simply ŘYou must because you mustř and were 

typified by a military order.114  But Bergson finds another force: what he calls Ŗthe 

impetus of love.ŗ115  The impetus of love, like joy but also like sympathy, is a 

creative emotion.  According to Bergson, bending to the constraints of society has 

no moral significance.116  The emotion must be explicated into actions and 

representations. 

One comprehends only one side of the affective realm by thinking of 

emotion in terms of sensations, hormonal processes or, less physiologically, 

simple blind impulses.  Alongside such desiccated, spatialized feelings, Bergson 

will argue for the primacy of Řcreative emotionř in ethics, emotions that are 

opposed to neither reason nor representation but incubate a certain form of 

intentionality.  Bergson tries to reconcile the dichotomy of emotivism and 

rationalism in ethics by means of an inflationary or redemptive picture of emotion 

itself:117  

Alongside of the emotion which is a result of the representation and which is 
added to it, there is the emotion which precedes the image, which virtually 
contains it, and is to a certain extent its cause ... an emotion capable of 
crystallising into representations and even into an ethical doctrine.118 

In attributing to emotion a large share in the genesis of the moral disposition, we 

are not by any means enunciating a Řmoral philosophy of sentiment.ř   It is, 

however, very much a state that depends on feeling or emotion, for this is what 

gives the impulse that replaces obligation.119  But the emotion is of one kind and 

not another, not the kind which follows on intellectual representation which it has 

had no part in causing, but the kind which is Řpregnant with representations,ř120 

and is supra-intellectual rather than infra-intellectual.121  Bergson goes on to argue 

                                                      
113 BERGSON, The Two Sources of Morality and Religion, 18. 

114 BERGSON, The Two Sources of Morality and Religion, 15. 

115 BERGSON, The Two Sources of Morality and Religion, 96. Car « pression sociale » et « élan 
d'amour » ne sont que deux manifestations complémentaires de la vie.  

116 PADIS, «  Les contradictions de lřautonomie. Bergson, critique de Kant », 220. 

117 PEARSON and MULLARKEY, eds.,  Henri Bergson, 39. 

118 BERGSON, The Two Sources of Morality and Religion, 47. 

119 BERGSON, The Two Sources of Morality and Religion, 25. 

120 BERGSON, The Two Sources of Morality and Religion, 32. 

121 The features of the open morality can be summed up then as follows: it involves 
aspiration rather than impulsion, is based on feeling or (higher) emotion rather than reason, is supra-
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that this power of the emotion to generate intellectual representations and moral 

rules means that we have not here an eighteenth century sentimentalism122  

though one might wonder why such sentimentalism could not itself generate 

moral rules.  Not only because emotion is a stimulus, that it incites the intelligence 

to undertake ventures and the will to persevere with them.  There are emotions 

which beget thought; and invention, though it belongs to the category of the 

intellect, may partake of sensibility in its substance.123  Today there are many 

reasons to rediscover Bergsonřs philosophy of emotion.124  It is the emotion 

which drives the intelligence forward in spite of obstacles.  It is the emotion above 

all which vivifies, or rather vitalizes, the intellectual elements with which it is 

destined to unite, constantly collecting everything that can be worked in with them 

and finally compelling the enunciation of the problem to expand into its 

solution.125 

7.4. KINDS OF RESPECT IN KANT 

Both employing the terminology found in Kantřs writings on respect and 

speculating on the historical development of the idea that all persons as such 

deserve respect, J. Feinberg  identifies three distinct concepts for which Ŗrespectŗ 

has been the name.  (1) Respekt is the Ŗuneasy and watchful attitude that has Řthe 

element of fearř in it.ŗ (2) Observantia is the moralized analogue of respekt which 

consist of regarding the object as making a rightful claim on our conduct, as 

deserving moral consideration in its own right, independently of considerations of 

personal well-being.  It consist of a set of actions a person has to perform in 

response to certain morally relevant features of persons, for  instance their dignity. 

(3) Reverentia is the special feeling of profound awe and respect we have in the 

presence of something extraordinary or sublime, a feeling that both humbles and 

                                                                                                                                                        
intellectual rather than infra-intellectual, is universal rather than partial in its sympathies, follows 
individual example rather than rules, and leads to joy rather than mere pleasure. 

122 BERGSON, The Two Sources of Morality and Religion, 35. 

123 PEARSON and MULLARKEY, eds., Henri Bergson, 316. 

124 There are at least two principal reasons which have to do with the relationship of 
Bergsonřs thought to the contemporary study of emotions. On the one hand, it must be noted that his 
philosophy of emotions anticipates to a large extent the current developments in the affective 
sciences, which, particularly in view of the development of what is known as artificial intelligence, 
emphasizes the structuring role of emotions in cognitive processes, but also in moral decision-making. 
But on the other hand, he distinguishes between surface emotions and deep emotions. He insists on 
the singularity of the emotions actually experienced, on their irreducibility to any linguistic 
apprehension, and on the structuring character of a deep emotion for the whole of the personality, to 
the point that in certain cases, the person ends up being nothing other than his emotion. 

125 PEARSON and MULLARKEY, eds., Henri Bergson, 317. 
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uplifts us.  It is a feeling that a person experiences towards whatever is morally 

warranted and that will lead a person to do what is morally warranted, provided 

that one has cultivated a calm state of mind.  Kantian distinction between the last 

two kinds of respect: viz., reverentia and observantia is important.  Both these kinds 

of respect are different stances and are directed towards different objects.  What 

they have in common is that they both consist in the acknowledgment of some 

morally relevant feature.  But while in the case of reverentia this acknowledgment 

takes place on the level of feelings and motivations, in the case of observantia it 

takes place on the level of actions.126  In Kantřs view, the moral law and people 

who exemplify it in morally worthy actions elicit reverentia from us, for we 

experience the law or its exemplification as Ŗsomething that always trumps our 

inclinations in determining our wills.ŗ127  

It becomes evident that the notion of respect picks out several ideas and 

plays a role in more than one doctrine in Kantřs moral writings, some developed 

at length, and others merely gestured towards.  It is important to acknowledge that 

his principle of respect for persons is the product of his deep dissatisfaction with 

dogmatic, uncritical, and pseudo-scientific moral theories that would impose their 

parochial norms on a world of richly diverse people who are capable of critical 

reflection and making their own choices.128  Respect for persons, Kant realized, 

presupposes a practical conception of persons that must be normatively grounded, 

systematically developed, and responsive to a realistic view of the human 

predicament.  It must not merely reflect the substantive norms of particular 

communities or traditions, for it is needed as a framework for guiding moral 

reform within cultures and mediating conflicts among them.129  There are three 

measures along which we can begin to sort through these.130 The first is the kind 

of thing respect is. With Řrespectř Kant refers, variously, to a feeling,131 a tribute,132 

                                                      
126 BRATU, ŖThe Source of Moral Motivation,ŗ 131. 

127 FEINBERG, ŖSome Conjectures on the Concept of Respect,ŗ 2. 

128 Although, Kantřs fundamental moral theory is potentially liberating and duly respectful of 
all persons, in his specific comments on women, unfortunately, he remained a man of his time, taking 
for granted stereotypes that denied the equal competence and potential intellectual, social, and 
political independence of women.  See, for example, KANT, The Metaphysics of Morals, Ak VI: 316-317 
various remarks in his Observations on the Feeling of the Beautiful and the Sublime, and Anthropology from a 
Pragmatic Point of View. 

129 HILL, Respect Pluralism and Justice, 62. 

130 KLIMCHUK, ŖThree Accounts of Respect,ŗ 38 Ŕ 61. 39. 

131 KANT, The Metaphysics of Morals,  Ak VI: 402, 403, 448. 

132 KANT, Critique of Practical Reason, Ak V: 77. 



244 
 

an incentive,133 the representation of a worth,134 a maxim135  and a category of 

duty.136 The second is the object of respect. At times Kant holds that the only 

proper object of respect is the moral law.137 Elsewhere he argues that it is persons, 

either in themselves,138 or inasmuch as they express the moral law through their 

actions.139 The third measure applies only to respect for persons. While often Kant 

tells us that respect is owed to each person equally, in virtue of her humanity,140 at 

times in the Doctrine of Virtue he writes as though respect is something that must 

or at least can be earned, and can be lost: Ŗone can love oneřs neighbour though 

he might deserve but little respect, and can show him the respect necessary for 

every human being regardless of the fact that he would hardly be judged worthy of 

love.ŗ141  ŖI cannot deny all respect to even a vicious man as a human being; I 

cannot withdraw at least the respect that belongs to him in his quality as a human 

being.ŗ142  The irreducible character of the other manifested in the Kantian notion 

of respect with regard to the way and why the other is to be looked at has perfect 

parallelism in the formulation of Levinasian irreducible alterity.  Implicit in these 

passages is a distinction between two kinds of respect for persons.143  The first is 

that kind of respect owed to all persons due to some feature or features each 

possesses in virtue of being a person.  The second is that kind of respect owed to 

a particular person for something he or she has done or revealed about himself or 

herself through his or her doings.  We can call the first kind of respect Řrespect-asř, 

as it is respect owed persons as persons, and the second kind of respect Řrespect-

forř, as it is respect owed a particular person for some quality he or she, in 

particular, manifests.144   

                                                      
133 KANT, Critique of Practical Reason, Ak V: 71-89. 

134 KANT, Groundwork of the Metaphysics of Morals, 401 n. 

135 KANT, The Metaphysics of Morals, Ak VI: 449. 

136 KANT, The Metaphysics of Morals, Ak VI: 448-450, 462-468. 

137 KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV: 401n.; KANT, Critique of Practical Reason, Ak V: 71-90. 

138 KANT, The Metaphysics of Morals, Ak VI: 448-50, 462-468. 

139 KANT, Groundwork Ak IV: 401 n.; KANT, Critique of Practical Reason, 76-78. 

140 KANT, The Metaphysics of Morals, Ak VI:  434-435, 462. 

141 KANT, The Metaphysics of Morals, Ak VI: 448. 

142 KANT, The Metaphysics of Morals, Ak VI: 463. 

143 ŖSince not all human beings have special skills or unusual merit compared to others, the 
respect we presume required cannot be respect for a personřs merit but rather respect for a personřs 
position, which in this case must be just the position of Řbeing humanř.ŗ  See, HILL, Respect, Pluralism, 
and Justice, 106. 

144 The distinction implicit in these passages can be traced back to the difference Stephen 
Darwall draws between recognition-respect and appraisal-respect in DARWALL, ŖTwo Kinds of 
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Kant refers to respect in a variety of senses: respect for the moral law, 

respect for persons, the negative duty of respect, the positive duty of respect, etc.  

Similarly, commentators have variously referred to Kantřs two,145 three,146 four,147 

or more accounts of respect.148  In order to show how respect helps us to actualize 

our moral tendencies, it is important to clarify the objects of respect by taking 

some cues from Kantřs discussion of moral respect.  The first kind of respect is the 

Ŗrespect for duty and affair.ŗ A brief definition of duty made by Kant is that Ŗduty is 

the necessity of an action from respect for law.ŗ149  The respect for moral law does 

not only logically constitute duty but also practically becomes the motivation of 

moral action. Kant writes: 

Now, an action from duty is to put aside entirely the influence of inclination and 
with it every object of the will; hence there is left for the will nothing that could 
determine it except objectively the law and subjectively pure respect for this 
practical law, and so the maxim of complying with such a law even if it infringes 
upon all my inclinations.150  

Paradoxically, on the one hand, Kantřs ethical thought denies that moral feeling 

could serve as the source of morality and moral motivation on the whole. On the 

other hand, he thinks that respect is different from normal feelings; the respect for 

moral law triggered by that law itself is experienced within oneřs autonomous 

ability.151  For instance, we expect doctors, teachers, and others to respect their 

                                                                                                                                                        
Respect,ŗ 36 Ŕ 49 and, though not in all aspects, as Marcia Baron observes in BARON, ŖLove and 
Respect in the Doctrine of Virtue,ŗ 397-398. 

145 For example, Stephen Darwall, as was noted a little above, makes a twofold distinction 
that helps us make sense of Kantřs philosophy between two different kinds of respect; See, 
DARWALL, ŖTwo Kinds of Respect,ŗ 36 Ŕ 49.  Similarly, Thomas E Hill draws a similar distinction, in 
a section ŖMust Respect be Earned?ŗ between what he calls Ŗrespect for a personřs positionŗ and 
Ŗrespect for a personřs merit.ŗ  See, HILL, Respect, Pluralism, and Justice, 87- 118. 

146 Dennis Klimchuk argues that there are three compatible accounts of respect in Kantian 
moral theory. See, KLIMCHUK, ŖThree Accounts of Respect for Persons in Kantřs Ethics,ŗ 38 Ŕ 61. 

147 Jane Singleton draws attention to four types of respect with a broad account of respect 
and a narrow account of respect with two senses of the term in each making four types respect.  See, 
SINGLETON, ŖKantřs Account of Respect,ŗ 40 Ŕ 60. 

148 When taken out of context, Kantřs various comments about respect might lead his readers 
to believe that he lacks a coherent philosophy of this concept. Nevertheless, when we fully 
understand the different senses he employs and the way they work together, we can better appreciate 
the way his theory of respect advances our understanding of feeling as well as the fact that it is a 
radically progressive moral and political ideal.  See, WILLIAMSON, ŖRespect, in Every Respect,ŗ 224-
241.  

149 KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV: 400. 

150 KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV: 401. 

151 The difficulty with Kantřs view is this: if feeling has no order, how could moral law cause 
oneřs respect for it?  Since it is the feeling that enforces moral law, and feeling is sensible and 
unordered, it seems not to be oneřs fault if moral law fails to motivate oneřs respect for it.  If one is 
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occupational duty and be dedicated to the service of others.  But, in addition to all 

this, making a contribution or serving others is not only a duty but also a positive 

fulfilment of our moral tendency to cultivate a noble personhood. It is an inner 

force and not merely an obligation to have regard for and make efforts to fulfil the 

things we ought to do. 

The respect for personhood and every person‘s human dignity152 is the second kind of 

respect that Kant speaks of.  Every person, Kant rightly emphasizes, exists as an 

end itself, not merely as a means for a specific satisfaction to be oppressed, 

exploited, cheated, and coerced. For him, every personřs humanity and dignity 

must be respected.  ŖThe respect that I have for others or that another can require 

from me is therefore recognition of a dignity in other human beings, that is, of a 

worth that has no price, no equivalent for which the object evaluated could be 

exchanged … Humanity itself is a dignity.ŗ153  Nevertheless, from where do 

personhood and dignity come are problematic for Kantřs theory.  For him, every 

person is endowed with inalienable dignity and personhood, because as rational 

beings, every human being possesses free will, which freely gives and obeys moral 

law.  Peopleřs dignity derives from inherent values in human nature, and the 

human infinite possibilities to realize and promote these values.154  Kant says, Ŗthe 

censure of vice must never break out into complete contempt and denial of any 

moral worth to a vicious human being.ŗ155 As expounded above, the ground of 

this kind of respect is the dignity and humanity inherent in every human being.  

Dignity stems from values themselves inherent in the human being, but not the 

actual realization of values. 

                                                                                                                                                        
not provided with the a priori feeling of respecting the moral law and thus does not act in accordance 
with the moral law, then there is no reason to ask one to be responsible for oneřs actions.  Hence, 
Kantřs autonomous ethics becomes less self-consistent, that is to say, becomes heteronomous, which 
is characteristically Levinasian. 

152 This is evident as Kant submits the practical imperative, ŖSo act that you use humanity, 
whether in your own person or in the person of any other, always at the same time as an end, never 
merely as a means.ŗ See KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV: 429. 

153 KANT, The Metaphysics of Morals, Ak VI: 462. 

154 It may seem that the opposite of respect is disdain. People tend to disdain a person who 
acts in a morally despicable manner and tend to respect persons who actualize great values. If we 
admit this, it can be said that respect presupposes the actual worth of the being respected. However, 
in fact, respect is the opposite of contempt, not necessarily disdain. We need to make a distinction 
between basic personhood and particular persons, who may alternatively be worthy or corrupted.  
There is a difference between the occurrence of respect and shame (and disdain) in whether 
presupposing the actualization of values. The occurrence of shame always presupposes the 
actualization or sacrifice of values, no matter the original shame that is only experienced by the self 
without being known by others, or the apparent shame that is caused by othersř reproachful attitude. 

155 KANT, The Metaphysics of Morals, Ak VI: 463 
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A third variety of respect is respect for the worthy. On this level, respect means 

esteem.  While we respect every person, we only esteem those worth our 

particular, strong respect. Then, who could count as the worthy?  Even an act out 

of sympathy and honour, according to Kant, fortunately lights upon the common 

interest and deserves praise and encouragement in conformity with duty and 

consequently becomes honourable.  However, it does not inspire esteem; because 

the maxim lacks moral content, as such actions are not performed from 

inclination but from duty.156  In Kantřs view, the exemplars who embody moral 

law could be considered as the worthies.  This opinion is consistent within Kantřs 

strict metaphysics of morals, but it is somehow unjust to our moral experience. 

We respect the person who achieves great virtues, or who makes great 

contributions to various fields, not because of their obedience of laws but because 

of their particularly felicitous fulfilment of values.157  

7.4.1. Three Levels of Respect in Kant 

Interestingly, Kant envisioned a kind of respect in which one recognizes each 

human in three levels: (1) as being not fully comprehensible by any human 

understanding, (2) as being an end in himself  or herself, and (3) as being a 

potential source of moral law.158  This in turn provokes the possibility to present 

the notion of respect in three dimensions, viz., the individual, communitarian and 

global.  The issue of respect on the Řindividualř level is the level of individual 

personsř experiences of respect in relation to moral law, humility, and the 

experience of the sublime.  The issue of respect on the Řcommunityř level draws 

on the way Kant developed the idea of respect in relation to his conception of the 

sensus communis Ŕ a sense of the possibility of community being achieved by people 

in a process of communication that is entirely free, uncoerced, and honest for all.  

The issue of respect on the global level considers the Kantian cosmopolitan 

imperative to treat all human beings with respect.159 

                                                      
156 KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV: 398. 

157 For example, it would be a lack of respect, to ridicule a personřs physical defects. When 
one comes to know more about, to continue this example, a physically disabled person, one gradually 
realizes how hard he had to work to become knowledgeable in the science of law by hard work 
despite his hindered bodily condition and appreciates how, in his own dedication to employ the law in 
defense of other vulnerable people, he may be persecuted by others who are more powerful than he. 
One develops, in this growing acquaintance with this hypothetical person, a profound respect for him. 
Oneřs respect for him transforms from general, basic respect to a strong and highly particularized 
kind of esteem.  LU, ŖThe Phenomenology of Respect,ŗ  114-117. 

158 BYNUM, ŖKantřs Conception of Respect,ŗ 21.  

159 BYNUM, ŖKantřs Conception of Respect,ŗ 21. 
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7.4.1.1. Respect in the Individual Level 

Needless to say that respect for the moral law lies at the heart of all morality and 

all moral thought and peopleřs individual experiences of respect are linked to 

another as described in Kantřs second formulation of the Categorical Imperative: 

ŖAct so that you treat humanity, whether in your own person or in that of 

another, always as an end and never as a means only.ŗ160  This moral law is 

experienced by humans as worthy of the highest respect while also being the 

underlying justification for Kantřs ideas about respect for human beings.161 Kant 

described the experience of respect for the moral law as humbling, and more 

specifically as an experience that abolishes any sense one may have of oneřs self, 

including oneřs ideas, oneřs experience, oneřs beliefs, as being satisfactory by 

themselves, or as being incapable of improvement through contact with the ideas, 

experiences, and beliefs of others.162 In characterizing this experience as humbling, 

Kant did not intend to suggest that it is, or should be, self-annihilating; rather, he 

distinguished between two types of self-regard: (1) ŘArrogantia,ř or Řsatisfaction 

with oneself,ř which is the self-regard that is annihilated; and (2) ŘPhilautiařř or 

Řbenevolence toward oneself,ř which is a type of self-regard that is retained, 

though possibly curtailed, in the experience of practical reason in which the moral 

lawřs force is evident. Kant developed this view of self-regard and its relation to 

respect as follows in the Critique of Practical Reason:  

All the inclinations together (which can be brought into a tolerable system and 
the satisfaction of which is then called oneřs own happiness) constitute regard 
for oneself [Selbstsucht] (solipsismus).  This is either the self-regard of love for 
oneself, a predominant benevolence toward oneself (Philautia), or that of 
satisfaction with oneself (arrogantia).  The former is called, in particular, self-love 
[Eigenliebe]; the latter, self-conceit [Eigendünkel].  Pure practical reason merely 
infringes upon self-love, inasmuch as it only restricts it, as natural and active in 
us even prior to the moral law, to the condition of agreement with this law, and 
then it is called rational self-love....  [T]he moral law ... excludes altogether the 
influence of self-love ... and infringes without end upon self-conceit, which 
prescribes as laws the subjective conditions of self-love.  Now, what in our own 
judgment infringes upon our self-conceit humiliates.  Hence the moral law 
unavoidably humiliates every human being....  If something represented as a 

                                                      
160 KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV: 429. 

161 Because of the connection in Kant between the idea of respect for human beings and the 
experience of respect for the moral law, it is essential to first review what Kant said about respect for 
the moral law and then move on to a discussion of what he said about respect for other human 
beings. 

162 BYNUM, ŖKantřs Conception of Respect,ŗ 22. 
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determining ground of our will humiliates us in our self-consciousness, it 
awakens respect for itself as it is positive and a determining ground.163  

Kant explained more about the kind of humility that is part of the experience of 

respect in his discussion of the aesthetic judgment of the sublime in the Critique of 

Judgment.164  According to Kant, we have that same feeling of being overwhelmed 

when we try to think about the Categorical Imperative, or moral law.  He believed 

that because of our moral makeup as humans, moral law is so compelling for us 

that, if we think about it deeply, it makes us feel mentally overwhelmed, just as a 

view of the Alps does.165  In order to show this connection between the 

experience of respect for the moral law and the experience of the sublime, Kant 

wrote:  

The feeling of the inadequacy of our capacity for the attainment of an idea that 
is a law for us is respect.  Now the idea of the comprehension of every 
appearance that may be given to us into the intuition of a whole is one enjoined 
on us by a law of reason, which recognizes no other determinate measure, valid 
for everyone and inalterable, than the absolute whole.  But our imagination, 
even in its greatest effort with regard to the comprehension of a given object in 
a whole of intuition ... demonstrates its limits and inadequacy, but at the same 
time its vocation for adequately realizing that idea as a law. Thus the feeling of 
the sublime in nature is respect for our own vocation, which we show to an 
object in nature through a certain ... substitution of a respect for the object 
instead of for the idea of humanity in our subject.166  

The last portion of this quotation introduces an important new idea into the 

conception of respect that, paradoxically, when we are humbled by our 

experiences of respect, we also, at the same time, feel the highest esteem and 

respect for ourselves; or, to use the language of the Categorical Imperative, we 

experience ourselves as being Řends in ourselves.ř  This happens because we see in 

ourselves our own power of moral insight. We know that our moral insight is 

limited, yet we also see clearly that it is there and that we can be guided by it.  

Therefore, in respectfulness we feel not only humility but also pleasure that is to 

say, pleasure in seeing the certain power of the moral law, and pleasure in realizing 

that we can transcend our narrowly selfish conceptions and sensory attitudes 

enough to grasp the unvarying practical importance of the moral law for us as a 

                                                      
163 KANT, Critique of Practical Reason, Ak V: 73. 

164 Kant described the feeling of the sublime as the feeling one has when confronted with 
something immense and incomprehensible, such as a view of the Alps or a storm at sea. At one and 
the same moment, you want to understand what is in front of you, and yet you know that 
understanding is impossible.  You are simply overwhelmed. 

165 BYNUM, ŖKantřs Conception of Respect,ŗ 23. 

166 KANT, Critique of Judgment, Ak V: 140Ŕ141.  
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Řdetermining ground of our willř167 as rational creatures.  In The Metaphysics of 

Morals, he discussed respect as a feeling that works together with love for the 

purpose of realizing the moral imperative always to treat humanity as an end in 

itself and never as a means only.  He also explained the way that respect and love 

work together in the following passage: 

The duty of love for oneřs neighbour can ... be expressed as the duty to make 
othersř ends my own (provided only that these are not immoral). The duty of 
respect for my neighbour is contained in the maxim not to degrade any other to 
a mere means to my ends [or]  (not to demand that another throw himself away 
in order to slave for my end).  [A] duty of free respect toward others is, strictly 
speaking, ...one ...of not exalting oneself above others.168  

So, for Kant, while love means working for the good of other people, respect 

means ensuring that other peopleřs integrity is maintained and that one is never 

merely using other people as means for ends external to themselves in violation of 

the Categorical Imperative.169  Thus, Kantřs conception of respect is rooted in a 

notion of the humbling yet self-affirming respect inspired by the moral law, that is 

to say, a respect that is evoked in us indirectly by our experience of the sublime in 

nature, and a respect that needs to be evoked in us directly by our contacts with 

other people. 

7.4.1.2. Respect in the Community Level  

Focusing on Kantřs conception of the sensus communis170 we can examine respect as 

it operates on the Řcommunityř or inter-human-group level.  One way of 

interpreting the sensus communis is, as an elaboration of the Categorical Imperativeřs 

Řkingdom of endsř articulation Ŕ the imperative to aspire toward Ŗthe glorious 

                                                      
167 KANT, Critique of Practical Reason, Ak V: 74. 

168 KANT, The Metaphysics of Morals, Ak VI: 450. 

169 In the present age, numerous instances can be cited to substantiate this point of view, for 
example, persons are deported as slaves or as mere instruments for economic gain, the growing dark 
market of child pornography and unjust system of child labour in several parts of the world.  

170 The idea of sensus communis found its most influential formulation for philosophical 
aesthetics of Kantřs aesthetic theory in the Critique of Judgment. See, KANT, Critique of Judgment, Ak V: 
294Ŕ295. In fact, much of what Kant writes about sensus communis in the third Critique shows signs of 
a double legacy. On the one hand, Kant maintains an anthropological or educational interest in 
describing the multiplicity of aesthetic experiences as well as differences in taste among people of 
different nationalities and races. But on the other hand, Kant has an interest in aesthetic judgment for 
systematic or critical reasons, that is, for how aesthetic judgment fits and functions in the larger 
critical system. In this line of inquiry, the wide variety of aesthetic experiences and standards of taste 
becomes abstracted and universalized as a capacity for judgment that is shared by all humans and 
embedded in the very structure of Kantian psychology.  See, HICKS, ŖSensus Communis on the 
Possibility of Dissent in Kantřs ŘUniversal Assentř,ŗ 107. 
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ideal of a universal realm of ends regarded as they are in themselves.ŗ171  The sensus 

communis, Kant writes, Ŗis a critical faculty which in its reflective act takes account 

… of the mode of representation of everyone else, in order, as it were, to weigh its 

judgement with the collective reason of mankind …ŗ172  In Onora OřNeillřs 

opinion, Kantřs discussions of the sensus communis Ŗarticulate some ways in which 

the Categorical Imperative bears on practices of interpretation.ŗ173  OřNeill 

clarifies that Kant views the sensus communis not as Řcommon sense,ř but rather as 

connoting preconditions for communication in accordance with the Categorical 

Imperative.  The term sensus communis would be ill rendered as Řcommon sense,ř... 

whereas Řcommon senseř is used to refer to understandings that are actually shared 

in an actual community or more widely, the sensus communis consists of three 

principles or maxims that constrain understandings, indeed practices of 

communication, that can be shared in any possible community.174  These are firstly 

to think for oneself;175 secondly, to think from the standpoint of everyone else;176 

and thridly, always to think consistently [which is a] never-ending task....  Kant 

claims that this maxim is Ŗthe hardest of attainmentŗ and Ŗonly attainable by the 

union of both the former.177 OřNeill emphasizes that  

These maxims do not presuppose that standards or principles of 
communication are either antecedently established or actually shared: They 
articulate the self-discipline of thinking that will be required if there is to be 
communication among a plurality whose members are not antecedently 
coordinated, who form a merely possible community.178 

This analysis illuminates how the sensus communis conception must inform the work 

of rational beings in mutually respectful, free, open, community-building 

communication.  Though it is achieved publicly, it may deviate greatly from the 

                                                      
171 KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV: 463. 

172 KANT, Critique of Judgment, Ak V: 293. 

173 OřNEILL, Constructions of Reason, 25. 

174 OřNEILL, Constructions of Reason, 25. 

175 Because only those who think for themselves have any contribution to make to a debate 
or plan. Those who suppress their own voices ... are mere ... echoes [who] cannot adhere to the 
Categorical Imperative; they do not reason, and are doomed to disoriented consciousness… Kant 
calls this maxim the Řmaxim of a never-passive reason.ř  OřNEILL, Constructions of Reason, 25. 

176 For only those who try to think from the standpoint of everyone else and strive to listen 
to and interpret others and to see the point of their contributions are genuinely aiming to be Řfellow 
workersř and to avoid maxims to which others cannot agree. Kant describes the task of thinking 
according to this Řmaxim ... of enlarged thoughtř as one in which a thinker Řreflects upon his own 
judgment from a universal standpoint.ř OřNEILL, Constructions of Reason, 25. 

177 OřNEILL, Constructions of Reason, 25-26. 

178 OřNEILL, Constructions of Reason, 25. 
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Řcommon senseř (institutionally established or otherwise) of its time and place, 

particularly if that Řcommon senseř opposes the rational, cosmopolitan 

humaneness required by the Categorical Imperative.  Kantřs sensus communis, in 

contradistinction to Řcommon sense,ř is non-institutional and nonconventional as 

it does not Řpresuppose that standards ... of communication are either antecedently 

established or actually sharedř, although it is not necessarily anti-institutional or 

anti-conventional.179  

Within the context of Kantřs moral and epistemological thought, the sensus 

communis conception, with its specifications for the development of understanding 

within and among people, points to a type of human community life in which 

rational beings come together respectfully in a group to exercise their inborn 

capacity and right to evolve a shared conception of just associated living, with 

each being expressing her or his thoughts fully, honestly, and  respectfully in a 

manner entirely free from external or internal coercion. Just as humility 

characterizes the personal experience of respect for Kant, so also does it 

characterize respect in his sensus communis conception which is relevant for the 

Řcommunityř level, from which a non-humble Řlogical egoismř180 is expressly 

excluded as being morally inadmissible:  

so-called logical egoism consists ... in the presumed but often false self-
sufficiency of our understanding, existing for itself and, so to say, isolated, where 
one believes he knows enough by himself, and believes he is infallibly correct 
and incorrigible in all his judgments.  And we easily see that this conceited mode 
of thought is not only completely ridiculous but is even most contrary to real 
humanity.181 

Kant expanded on this idea in a subsequent passage, observing that  

… in discursive cognitions of reason, where we present everything through 
concepts, one can never hold the agreement of others to be dispensable, the 
cause being that mistakes that are not possible in an intuitive representation are 
so easy here. The mistake that I committed arose out of an illusion, which arose 
from the condition of how I cognized the cognition[;] hence I cannot hold the 
judgment of others to be dispensable. For they can correct my judgment, e.g., 
when I see something in the distance I say that it is a horse, the other that it is a 
tree. Perhaps I have only deeply imprinted the thought of a horse beforehand, 
and it is only through this illusion that I believe that I see a horse in the distance. 

                                                      
179 BYNUM, ŖKantřs Conception of Respect,ŗ 29. 

180 Kant affirms that ŖLogical egoism is either indifference toward the judgments of others, 
in that I hold the judgments of others to be unnecessary for passing judgment on my own judgment, 
or it is conceit and arrogance, where one allots it to himself alone to make a correct judgment about a 
thing for all others.ŗ  See, KANT, Lectures on Logic, 323. 

181 KANT, Lectures on Logic, 119. 



253 
 

Egoism, accordingly, is the mistake where one believes that when the question is 
about the criterium of truth, one does not need others to pass judgment.182 

In addition to requiring freedom from logical egoism, verbalized expressions of 

thought within the constraints of the sensus communis conception neither result 

from coercion nor are coercive in their outward effects. Rather, in a process that is 

necessary for the development of sound ideas, thoughts are expressed, seriously 

considered, and responded to without any requirement or expectation that others 

will agree with them.183 The exchanges among participants tend toward thought 

that is unprejudiced, broad-minded, and consistent. By a progressive process of 

thought-exchange undertaken in pursuit of the possibility of human community as 

articulated by the constraints of the sensus communis, people approach an 

understanding of the life they share together that all participants can honestly say 

that they hold in common.184 The tendency of this process, both in itself and in 

the standards it can set for community living, is humanitarian; to use Kantřs 

language, it conceives human potential with reference to Ŗthe glorious ideal of a 

universal realm of ends regarded as they are in themselves.ŗ185 

For Kant, work by groups of people toward establishing a truly humane 

community was not only a philosophical ideal, but also a political cause to be 

promoted.   

The freedom to communicate oneřs thoughts, judgments, [and] cognitions is 
certainly the only[,] most certain means to test oneřs cognitions properly ...and 
to verify them. And he who takes away this freedom is to be regarded as the 
worst enemy of the extension of human cognition, indeed, of men themselves. 
For just by this means he takes away from men the one true means they still 
possess for ever uncovering, becoming aware of, and correcting the frequent 
deception of their own understanding and its false steps.... Men have, as it were, 
a calling to use their reason socially.186 

                                                      
182 KANT, Lectures on Logic, 323. 

183 According to Kant, ŘWe have two methods for grounds of holding-to-be-true. The 
agreement of other men with our opinions, and the testing of our thought according to other menřs 
sentiments, is really a most outstanding logical test of our understanding by the understanding of 
others. Man needs this communication of his cognitions very much in order to be able to pass 
judgment on them rightly....Men who separate themselves from all human society necessarily find in 
the end, when they begin to investigate their condition and the causes of their misanthropy, that they 
do not themselves have enough means to distinguish the true from the false.řř See, KANT, Lectures on 
Logic, 118. 

184 KANT, Critique of  Judgment, Ak V: 294-296. 

185 KANT, Foundations, Ak IV: 463. 

186 KANT, Lectures on Logic, 118Ŕ119. 
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We observe that Kant adopted the antidespotic, freedom-vindicating, and human 

rightsŔvindicating attitude that characterized the American and French 

revolutions187 to advocate human beingsř inalienable right to exchange thoughts in 

a manner consistent with respecting the constraints of the sensus communis. Kant 

further observed, ŖThere is a natural drive, a vocation, to communicate oneřs 

cognitions to others Ŕ hence freedom of communication is a human right.ŗ188 

While it is true that no society can ever claim to achieve sensus communis perfectly, it 

is equally true that every society must achieve it at least to some extent.189  

Thus, Kantřs account of the sensus communis implicitly adds a new quality to 

the list of qualities associated with respect. In addition to humility and full regard 

for the value of self and others,190 respect in the community context Kant 

envisioned requires the quality of adaptability to new and unforeseen 

developments in the thinking within oneřs community.  One must adapt when 

oneřs proposed ideas are not received favourably by the group, and one must be 

prepared to receive, and to consider seriously, new, unfamiliar, and potentially 

difficult ideas from external sources.191  This is imperative in order for human 

social relations to hold together and in order for progress toward better forms of 

social life to be achieved. 

7.4.1.3. Respect in the Global Level 

The third level of concern is the global level. It is the level as envisioned by Kant 

for a universal community of humanity.  The concept of global-level moral 

responsiveness to the needs of all humanity appears at the heart of Kantřs moral 

philosophical writings in his discussion of the Categorical Imperative, particularly 

the third formulation which runs as: Ŗthe Idea of the will of every rational being as 

a will giving universal law.ŗ192 Kant elaborated it as follows:  

The concept of any rational being as a being that must regard itself as giving 
universal law through all the maxims of its will, so that it may judge itself and its 

                                                      
187 It is interesting to note that Kant vocally supported the ideals of French Revolution.  

188 KANT, Lectures on Logic, 458. 

189 Even in a dictatorship there must be some honestly shared ideals between leader and 
subjects, and some sense in which the prevailing form of social relation is held to be freely chosen in 
common by all. 

190 There are the qualities that were discussed in connection with the individual aspect of 
respect. 

191 BYNUM, ŖKantřs Conception of Respect,ŗ 32. 

192 KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV: 431. 
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actions from this standpoint, leads to a very fruitful concept, namely that of a 
realm of ends.  

By realm I understand the systematic union of different rational beings through 
common laws.  Because laws determine which ends have universal validity, if we 
abstract from personal differences of rational beings, and thus from all content 
of their private purposes, we can think of a whole of all ends in systematic 
connection, a whole of rational beings as ends in themselves as well as a whole 
of particular purposes which each may set for himself.  This is a realm of ends, 
[which is possible on the principles stated above.] For all rational beings stand 
under the law that each of them should treat himself and all others never merely 
as means, but in every case at the same time as an end in himself.  Thus there 
arises a systematic union of rational beings through common objective laws.  
This is a realm which may be called a realm of ends (certainly only an ideal) 
because what these laws have in view is just the relation of these beings to each 
other as ends and means...  

Morality ... consists in the relation of every action to the legislation through 
which alone a realm of ends is possible.  This legislation must be found in every 
rational being.193  

These passages clarify that, for Kant, moral living at the global level, means 

applying the Categorical Imperative in its second formulation viz., Řthe imperative 

to treat humanity as an end in itselfř to Řall rational beings.ř194  In addition to and 

complementing this more abstractly developed, global level moral 

conceptualization, Kant also addressed the question of how we might create an 

ethical community of rational adult citizens in the practical realms of education 

and constitution making. Situating in an educational context his conception of the 

moral, respect-worthy significance of the global community of humanity 

considered as a whole, Kant wrote:  

We must encourage the youth ... [i]n love towards others, as well as to feelings 
of cosmopolitanism ... there should ... be an interest in the progress of the 
world. Children should be made acquainted with this interest, so that it may give 
warmth to their hearts. They should learn to rejoice at the worldřs progress, 

although it may not be to their own advantage or to that of their country.195 

From this passage, it is evident that, in Kantřs conception, the radical step away 

from selfishness that characterizes the experience and enactment of respect on the 

individual level is the same kind of step that must be taken in conceiving respect 

on the global level. In our humane concern with Řthe progress of the world,ř we 

                                                      
193 KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV: 433 Ŕ 434. 

194 The passage also clarifies that respecting all rational beings as ends in themselves means 
respecting each rational being as a source of law, rather than being reducible to a mere tool or 
implement to be subject to the laws of other people. 

195 KANT, On Education, 120Ŕ121. 
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must let our selfish national interests recede and come to recognize the interests 

of the wider community of humanity as more important. On the question of how 

we might create an ethical community of rational adult citizens through the 

practical work of constitution making, Kant, in his essay ŘOn Perpetual Peace,ř 

argues  

any rightful constitution is, with regard to the persons within it,  (1) one in 
accord with the right of citizens of a state, of individuals within a people (ius 
civitatis),  (2) one in accord with the right of nations, of states in relation to one 
another (ius gentium),  (3) one in accord with the right of citizens of the world, 
insofar as individuals and states, standing in the relation of externally affecting 
one another, are to be regarded as citizens of a universal state of mankind (ius 
cosmopoliticum). This division is not made at will but is necessary with reference to 
the idea of perpetual peace. For if only one of these were in a relation of 
physically affecting another and were yet in a state of nature, the condition of 

war would be bound up with this, and the aim here is just to be freed from it.196 

The passage shows that, for Kant, constitution making in accord with the best 

interests of the entire human race lies at the heart of humanityřs purpose. 

Developing this idea further in a historical dimension, following the concept of 

sensus communis he wrote that Ŗthe history of the human race as a whole can be 

regarded as the realization of a hidden plan of nature to bring about an internally 

… perfect political constitution as the only possible state within which all natural 

capacities of mankind can be developed completely.ŗ197  This indicates that, for 

Kant, the ethical community we need to create practically, through constitutional 

processes, is one that constantly improves itself by coming closer to being a 

society in which humanity in each person is fully respected as an end in itself, and 

never as a means only. Just as his personal-level and community-level conceptions 

of respect, Kantřs thinking on the global level is infused with a sense of practical, 

pragmatic activity and personal ownership in the making of worldwide ethical 

community.198  

                                                      
196 KANT, ŖOn Perpetual Peace,ŗ 322. 

197 KANT, ŖIdea for a Universal History,ŗ 50. 

198 As evidence of this, and to indicate clearly the kind of simultaneously respectful and 
engaged knowing that is implied in the preceding passages on the global implications of sound 
educational and political living, it is helpful to consider Allen Woodřs discussion of what Kant means 
by Řknowledge of the worldř in his anthropological writings:  

Kant intends pragmatic anthropology to be a Řknowledge of the worldř (Weltkenntniss) as 
distinct from a scholastic knowledge.... The latter involves knowing or being acquainted with the 
world (die Welt kennen), but a truly pragmatic knowledge of human nature involves ŘŘhaving a worldřř 
(Welt haben): ŘThe one only understands the play (Spiel), of which it has been a spectator, but the other 
has participated (mitgespielt) in it.ř... In other words, pragmatic anthropology is supposed to involve the 
oriented sort of knowledge of human nature that people gain through acting and interacting with 
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Respect is personally, socially, politically, and morally important, and 

philosophical discussions of the concept bear this out. The discussions thus far 

shed light on the nature and significance of the various forms of respect and 

indicate the work that remains to be done in clarifying these attitudes and their 

places among and implications for our concepts and our lives.199 No human being, 

as rightly observes Paton, will be convinced of moral obligation by the purely 

intellectual recognition that a fully rational agent would necessarily act in 

accordance with a universal law unconditionally valid for all rational agents as 

such.200  These three levels of respect in Kant find its elaboration and articulation 

in Levinas.  But before proceeding to analyse it, it is important to take stock of yet 

another significant contribution to the Kantian debate from a contemporary of 

Levinas, viz., Paul Ricœur.  

For Kant, respect for oneself is the basis for respect for others, because 

first of all,  in myself I first discover moral personality; secondly,  because others 

are like me.201 Kant seems to argue that it is through respect for the person that 

the necessity of and respect for the law is established.  Or in other words, the 

meaning of the law is the person.202  The way Kant understands respect for others 

has been a question dear to Ricœur,203  for whom respect is not only a Řmoral 

feelingř but also a Řnormative feeling.ř204  It is in the analysis of respect that the 

entire Kantian philosophy of the existence of others is contained.205  In À l‘École 

de la phenomenology, Ricœur argues that Kant does not have a phenomenology of 

knowledge of others: the phenomenology of the Gemüt is too implicit and too 

crushed by epistemological considerations to contain even the beginnings of a 

theory of intersubjectivity.206  Ricœur nails the problem succinctly:  

                                                                                                                                                        
others, rather than the theoretical knowledge of a mere observer.  See, WOOD, Kant‘s Ethical Thought, 
204. 

In addition, the emphasis on Řacting and interactingř in the process of global-level knowing is 
in keeping with the requirements of thought and moral engagement central to the sensus communis 
conception at the heart of Kantřs community-level conception of respect. 

199 DILLON, ŖRespect,ŗ 211. 

200 PATON, The Categorical Imperative, 256. 

201 But the question remains, ŖIs this really enough to justify respect for others? Does this 
justification really give rise to respect or is it not rather a hidden form of self-respect through respect 
for others?   

202 THEIS, « Respect de la loi, respect de la personne : Kant », 342. 

203 RICŒUR, « Sympathie et Respect », 380-397. 

204 RICŒUR, « Sympathie et Respect », 389. 

205 RICŒUR,  « Sympathie et Respect », 388. 

206 RICŒUR, À l‘École de la phénoménologie, 305. 
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The problem of the other thus brings to light the latent divorce between the two 
tendencies of phenomenology, the descriptive and the dogmatic. The descriptive 
concern to respect the alterity of the other and the dogmatic concern to ground 
the other in the primordial sphere of the egořs belonging find their balance in 
the idea of an analogising grasp of the other.207 

Ricœur finds it not only astonishingly shocking when Kant introduces the other in 

the Groundwork where the second Categorical Impetrative208 is introduced, but also 

questions the order of knowledge of the other with regard to respect.    

One may be shocked by this abrupt introduction of the other into Kantian 
formalism and may complain that no description of the knowledge of the other 
precedes this practical determination of the other through respect.  Should we 
not first know the other as other and then respect him? Kantianism suggests a 
very different answer.  It is in respect itself, as a practical disposition, that the 
only determination of the existence of the other lies.209   

Differing sharply from the Kantian affirmation,210 for Ricœur, respect is the 

Ŗpractical moment that grounds the transcendent aim of sympathy...  and respect, 

as a practical feeling, sets a limit for my faculty of action.ŗ211  For him, respect is 

nothing but sympathy considered in its practical and ethical form, i.e. as the active 

position of another Self, of an alter ego. 212  He even goes on to affirm that respect 

even justifies sympathy.213  Ricœur is unambiguous when he explains how respect 

operates:   

Respect operates the critical justification of sympathy; it works as a 
discriminator within the affective confusion inherent in sympathy; it is respect 
that constantly tears sympathy away from its romantic tendency either to lose 
itself in others or to absorb others into itself...  it is through respect that I 
sympathize with the joy and suffering of others as theirs and not mine; respect 
deepens the Řphenomenological distanceř between beings, shielding others from 

                                                      
207 RICŒUR, À l‘École de la phénoménologie, 306.  In Kantian language, the existence of others is 

a postulate, i.e. an existential proposition implied in the principle of morality; this postulate is the 
concept of a reign of ends, i.e. the systematic binding of reasonable beings by the very law of their 
mutual respect.  

208 ŖAct so that you treat humanity, whether in your own person or in the person of any 
other, always as an end and never as a means only. ŗ KANT, Groundwork, Ak, IV: 429. 

209 RICŒUR, À ‘École de la phénoménologie, 308. 

210 Kant establishes that it is not a Řsubjective endř that my sympathy would aim at, which 
would still be to include it in my inclinations... as an object of which one actually makes oneself an 
end of oneřs own accord. 

211 RICŒUR, À l‘École de la phénoménologie, 309-310. 

212 RICŒUR,  « Sympathie et Respect », 392.  

213 Respect justifies sympathy in two ways:  firstly, by cutting through its equivocation, by 
maintaining the otherness of beings that affective fusion tends to cancel; secondly, it justifies it by 
privileging it among other intersubjective affects.  
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the encroachments of my intrusive sensibility: sympathy touches and devours 
from the heart, respect guards from afar. 214 

According to Ricœur, it is by virtue of respect that the person is immediately 

situated in a field of persons whose mutual otherness is strictly based on their 

irreducibility.  He seems to locate the ethical identity of persons in sympathy 

whereas for Kant it appears to be respect.  Therefore, if the other person loses 

this ethical dimension that Kant calls his dignity (Würde) or his absolute price, and 

if sympathy loses its character of esteem, the person is no more than a purely 

natural being and sympathy an animal affect. 215 

7.5. LEVINAS AND RESPECT 

Although Kant does not deviate from the view that the ground of morality lies in 

the moral law, and for the moral law to have application to human beings, it is 

necessary to presuppose certain features about our natures, without which we 

would be morally dead.  The moral law would have no application unless we 

experienced respect.216  Thus respect for Kant rests on the fact that the moral law 

resides in the reason of each and every person alike, who therefore is capable of 

moral self-determination and has the ability to attain the highest achievable good, 

a good will.217  The respect owed to persons is owed to them only because persons 

are the bearers of the moral law.218  Although morality must be based only on 

reason alone, not on feelings, self-respect and respect for all others are moral 

feelings, and these feelings so critical to human moral life that Kant identified 

them as the subjective foundation of all human morality.219  We do not have a duty 

just to have respect for persons, he held, since that feeling arises irresistibly within 

us after we have recognized their moral nature.220  What is immediately evident in 

the second formula of the categorical impetrative is that it does require of us that 

we work at deepening our sensitivity to the importance of respect for others.  

Besides stressing the objective and intrinsic worth of persons, the second formula 

                                                      
214 RICŒUR, « Sympathie et Respect », 391. 

215 RICŒUR, À l‘école de la phénoménologie, 310. 

216 SINGLETON, ŖKantřs Account of Respect,ŗ 58.  

217 The moral law par excellence for Levinas is the undeniable imperative that is addressed to 
everyone when one is encountered by the presence of the Other. Levinas affirms it unambiguously, to 
see a face is to listen to the imperative ŘThou shalt not kill‘ See, LEVINAS, Ethics and Infinity, 87; 
LEVINAS, Difficult Freedom, 8. 

218 KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV: 401 n, 435-6. 

219 My assumption is that it is on this foundation that the entire edifice of Levinasian moral 
rationality rests. 

220 KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV: 399. 
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has another equally important function.  It emphasizes why we must be moral: in 

order to live up to the dignity we have by virtue of being a person, to sustain the 

right we have to moral self-esteem.  Whenever we act immorally, we treat 

ourselves merely as instrumentalities, merely as a thing.  It is here that we find the 

logic of Levinasian moral rationality in his characteristic respect for the 

irreplaceable alterity. Levinas writes:  

Under the eye of another, I remain an unattackable subject in respect. It is the 
obsession by the other, my neighbour, accusing me of a fault which I have not 
committed freely, that reduces the ego to a self on the hither side of my identity, 

prior to all self-consciousness, and denudes me absolutely.221 

In Levinas the call to responsibility comes through the face of the other person.   

ŖThe respect, for which responsibility for others is the foundation, is not an 

exercise in reason. I am not free to respect others.  Responsibility, without which 

no respect is possible, is felt before any choice.ŗ222  The source of any moral 

injunction is external to the self which makes morality heteronomous. Levinas 

himself uses the term Ŗheteronomyŗ in this regard.223  For both Kant and Levinas, 

responsible moral action involves transcending the given phenomenal order. 

However, for Levinas, such transcendence does not involve a free self giving itself 

the moral law. It involves the moral law taking the form of a heteronomous 

imperative224 issuing from the noumenal other.225 Thus reason comes from the 

other.  Levinas redefines rationality in the following way: ŖReason is the one-for-

the-other.ŗ226 This is not the one-for-itself of autoanomie or the one-for-

whichever-other-it-feels-sympathy-for of heteronomy, but the one-for-each-and-

every-other of autonomy, the individual autos for the universality of nomos.  

                                                      
221 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 92. « Sous lřœil de lřautre, je demeure sujet inattaquable dans 

le respect. Cřest lřobsession par lřautre, mon prochain, mřaccusant dřune faute que je nřai pas commise 
librement qui ramène le Moi à soi en deçà de mon identité, plus tôt que toute conscience de soi, et me 
dénude absolument. » LEVINAS, Autrement qu‘être, 117. 

222 What I must do for the other is dictated to me by its only unavoidable presence, by its 
mere proximity and not by a horizon of universal otherness. See, ANTENAT, « Respect et vulnérabilité 
chez Levinas »,  [En ligne]. 

223 LEVINAS, Entre Nous, 149. 

224 The supposed heteronomy of the other is precisely what brings the self out of its egoistic 
irrational interestedness. This is only Ŗheteronomyŗ in the sense in which Levinas occasionally uses 
the term. For Kant, genuine disinterestedness can only be autonomous. However, there is really no 
difference between Kantian transcendent autonomy and Levinasian transcendent heteronomy. A 
rationality bereft of the influence of the other constitutes an irrational auto-anomie. 

225 SKEMPTON, ŖAutonomy of the Other,ŗ 231. 

226 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 167. 
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Levinas does not approach a personřs worth with a Kantian solitary 

reflection, one that universalizes a principle of the dignity of humanity through a 

pre-established harmony of alter egos. Instead, for him, a personřs worth is 

brought to light in the concrete encounter with the other.227  Catherine Chalier 

argues that in Kantian ethics it is the similarity of the other to the self, the fact that 

they share the characteristic of rational autonomy, that is the basis of the selfřs 

respect for the other, a respect that is then ultimately nothing more than an 

extension of egoism. She then draws a sharp contrast between the supposedly 

Kantian respect for the similarity of the other and the supposedly Levinasian 

respect for the otherřs distinctiveness. She writes: ŖThe subject… respects not the 

otherřs singular and irreplaceable personality but rather that which makes him or 

her similar to itself: the otherřs humanity, that is, according to Kant, his or her 

capacity to be the author of moral law.ŗ228  She continues to affirm that Ŗit is not 

the alterity of the other that it respects, but what he or she has in common with 

the subject, namely, reason.ŗ229 For genuine reason is not internal coherence; it is 

transcendence.  Reason itself is the opening to the other. Levinas writes:  

In the welcoming of the face the will opens to reason. … The passage to the rational is 
not a dis-individuation precisely because it is language, that is, a response to the 
being who in a face speaks to the subject and tolerates only a personal response, 

that is, an ethical act.230 

For Levinas, the dignity of the other is found in the encounter, the inescapable 

relation of non-indifference to the irreplaceable other.  According to Chalier, for 

Levinas it is the encounter Ŗwith a personřs singularity that … gives a human 

being his or her Řhighest dignityř as a unique individual.ŗ231  The otherřs dignity 

shines forth in his or her incomparability and irreplaceability, not as an 

instantiation of the general dignity of the abstraction we call humanity. 

                                                      
227 CHALIER, What Ought I to do? 18.  One way Levinas develops this is through the idea of 

proximity. See, LEVINAS, ŖLanguage and Proximity,ŗ 119.  Proximity indicates for Levinas an extreme 
closeness to the other. As such, proximity is meant to indicate a relation to the other that cannot be 
declined. There is no chance to take some distance in order to limit the encounter. And, Levinas 
suggests, in the encounter with the other we are tempted to limit it, to take some distance. And so, 
proximity also means Ŗa restlessnessŗ (see, LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 82) within oneself that 
Ŗoverwhelmsŗ the distance the subject might want to take from the immediacy, a restlessness that 
comes from the incessantly closer and closer approach by the other as a neighbour. As such, 
proximity names the Ŗimmediacy of the otherŗ (See, LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 84). The immediacy 
of the encounter establishes a relationship from which we cannot easily take distance.  See, 
JOLDERSMA, ŖBeyond Rational Autonomy,ŗ 34.  

228 CHALIER, What Ought I to Do?, 65. 

229 CHALIER, What Ought I to Do?, 68. 

230 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 219. 

231 CHALIER, What Ought I to Do?, 18. 
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In the Groundwork, Kant writes, ŖIn the kingdom of ends everything has 

either a price, or a dignity.  What has a price can be replaced with something else, 

as its equivalent; whereas what is elevated above any price, and hence allows of no 

equivalent, has a dignity.ŗ232  Persons in virtue of their dignity are owed respect.  It 

is a dignity that admits of no equivalent.  My respect for the other is not because 

the other person happens to measure up to some external standard I have set for 

worthy individuals; nor is he respected because his presence in the world is 

pleasing to me; nor he contributes to the realization of certain projects I consider 

especially worthwhile.233  I respect him for the being he is, simply, so.234  The 

respect is for the person as an end-in-himself, Kant argues,  Ŗan end moreover, 

for which no other can be substituted.ŗ235  It appears that I am to respect a person 

for his or her singularity or, as Kant would rightly affirm, for his or her 

incomparable worth.  Each person is unique and irreplaceable only insofar as each 

person has within him something that is unique and for which there can be no 

substitute.  Levinas seems so close to this Kantian affirmation that the Other is 

irreplaceable.  What is unique and irreplaceable in the person?  Well, it is the moral 

law for Kant and the irreducible alterity of the Other in Levinas.  So we actually 

pay our respects to that which in ourselves and others is unique and end-in-itself. 

7.6. CONCLUSION 

If we accept the Kantian account that the ground of morality lies in reason alone 

then, this has implications for what must be assumed about rational finite beings if 

they are to both be aware of their duties and also to show how such beings can be 

motivated solely by the moral law. It is Kantřs analysis of respect that provides 

this account and thus provides a bridge between moral philosophy, understood as 

referring to the rational part of ethics, and anthropology. The insufficiency of a 

universal moral law which is not well-connected to action has led several 

philosophers to attempts to reconcile abstract universality and concrete 

particularity in morality.  The most well-known of them to me seem Levinas 

                                                      
232 KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV: 434. 

233 If I base my respect for another person on characteristics he shares with other persons, 
his worth will no longer be incomparable. If I respect someone in virtue of characteristics, even very 
valuable characteristics, that he shares with other persons, I base my respect on characteristics in 
virtue of which all persons can be viewed as equivalent and any one person can stand in for-be 
replaced by-any other. On this analysis I respect you, value you, as an instance for some general type-
an analysis that would seem to preclude respecting you, valuing you, as such. See, TEUBER ŖKantřs 
Respect for Persons,ŗ 371. 

234
 GREENE, ed.,  Kant: Selections, 309 

235 KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV: 409.. 
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whose moral rationality of alterity236 and responsibility can be seen as a 

reformulation and enrichment of Kantian conceptions.  Kant says that the Moral 

Law becomes an object of respect when it checks selfishness and strikes down 

self-conceit.  He also thinks that the motivational tendencies are so deeply rooted 

in our nature that they are always present, and must be held in check whenever 

one acts from a moral motive.237 Thus the immediate recognition of the Moral 

Law is always the recognition of a form of value that entails a devaluation of the 

inclinations. As Kant says in the Groundwork, respect is a Ŗconception of a worth 

that thwarts my self-love.ŗ238  It is this very definition of respect that approaches 

Kant to the categories of Levinasian moral rationality. 

If Kantřs analysis of the moral ideal is to mean anything to us, we must not 

only have a capacity for highly abstract thinking, we must also have a certain 

experience of moral action.  It is precisely this apparent thinness of the moral ideal 

as analysed by philosophy which makes Kant so insistent on the question ŖHow 

can I take an interest in morality?ŗ239 and the Levinasian parallel in ŖWhy does the 

other concern me?, What is Hecuba to me?, Am I my brotherřs keeper?ŗ240  The 

various kinds of respect constitute a constellation of distinct but complexly 

interrelated multifaceted phenomena which affect the quality of human interaction 

and individual lives, which make a variety of moral demands on us individually 

and collectively, which provide a variety of opportunities to foster or foil human 

well-being, through which we shape our lives, relationships, and societies. Thus 

respect, understood as the representation of a worth that infringes upon my self-

love241 as in Kant, has, firstly, a striking parallel in the way Levinas defines ethics as 

Ŗputting into question of my spontaneity by the presence of the Other.ŗ242 

Secondly, as Kant claims, Ŗit is identical with the consciousness of oneřs duty,ŗ243  

which gets translated into the Levinasian notion of responsibility Ŕ the task that 

we undertake to investigate in the final chapter of this project.                          .  

                                                      
236 Rationality in Levinas in simplifying to extreme is nothing but thinking of and for the 

Other. 

237 REATH, ŖKantřs Theory of Moral Sensibility,ŗ 301.  
238

 KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV: 401 n 

239 KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV: 449 - 450. 

240 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 117. « Pourquoi Autrui me concerne? Que mřest Hécube? 
Suis-je le gardien de mon frère?» Levinas, Autrement qu‘être, 150.  

241 KANT, Groundwork, Ak IV: 4:401 n. 

242 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 43. 

243 KANT, The Metaphysics of Morals, Ak VI: 464. 
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CHAPTER 8 

A PHENOMENOLOGY OF MORAL RESPONSIBILITY 

8.1. INTRODUCTION  

The concept of responsibility1 lies at the heart of a number of central questions in 

moral philosophy and legal theory,2  and even Ŗconstitutes the cornerstone of 

ethics.ŗ3  No one has more personally, persistently and passionately written on 

responsibility and its moral implications on the Other than Emmanuel Levinas. 

The oft-repeated citation that Řeverybody is responsible and I more than the otherř 

is not merely a statement that Levinas borrows from Dostoevskyřs The Brothers 

Karamazov but summarizes succinctly his entire philosophy, and has provoked 

further reflections. Consequently, the literature on this crucial moral terminology 

has inspired philosophical reflexions across the globe especially in contemporary 

times.4  The basic questions are Řwhy and how am I responsible?  Or what is it that 

makes me responsible? How am I made responsible? Why am I responsible in the 

way I am? What constitutes my responsibility? Where does my responsibility 

spring from?  From a phenomenological analysis of the concept of responsibility, 

that is the project of this final chapter, it would become evident that there is 

something in me that makes me capable of being responsible for the other.   

                                                      
1 In its current meaning, the use of the word Řresponsibilityŗ is indeed recent; it was 

constituted during the second half of the 18th century. The responsabilizing interpretation is hardly 
present in Antiquity, where explanations of action refer to forces outside the agents such as fate, 
Gods...or, if they refer to a subject, do not imply responsibility in the intentional sense. It was not 
until the 11th century that a voluntary link between an action and an individual subject began to be 
established and that a subjective interpretation of the action began to take shape as rightly argues 
Genard, in his seminal work La grammaire de la responsabilité.  See, GENARD, La grammaire de la 
responsabilité.  

2 PAUL, et al., ed., Responsibility, vii. 

3 RAFFOUL, The Origins of Responsibility, 3. 

4 Some of the most remarkable contributions on this can be found in these following works: 
BERNSTEIN,. ŖRethinking Responsibility,ŗ 833Ŕ852; HORN, ŖFactors in Moral Responsibility,ŗ 294Ŕ
294; JONAS, ŖThe Concept of Responsibility;ŗ JONAS, The Imperative of Responsibility: In Search for an 
Ethics for the Technological Age; KALLEN, ŖResponsibility,ŗ 350Ŕ376 ; LACROIX, « Les fondations 
épistémologiques de la responsabilité civile », 415-433; MCKEON,  ŖThe Development and the 
Significance of the Concept of Responsibility,ŗ 3-32; RICŒUR, « Le Concept de responsabilité: Essai 
dřanalyse Sémantique », 28Ŕ48; SCHWEIKER, Responsibility and Christian Ethics; VILLEY, « Esquisse 
historique sur le mot Ŗresponsableŗ », 44-58; VINEY, « La responsabilité », 275-292. 
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Responsibility is often thought of as primarily a legal5 concept.6  Today the 

word appears with increasing frequency Ŕ or even by its Řembarrassing 

proliferation and dispersionř7 - in the popular press, in periodical articles8, in 

political speeches, in every sort of moral exhortation.9  It is used not only by 

philosophers but by preachers and parents as a strong term of moral approbation 

and as a criterion for policy and behaviour.10 Parents are said to be responsible for 

their children, but a murderer is equally considered responsible for his crime.  We 

may (indeed, should) feel responsible for the future of the planet, and we should 

responsibly use the technology.  How are we to make heads and tails of the 

various ways of talking about responsibility?11 Or what does the word 

responsibility mean today? How are we to unravel the tangled web of all those 

different accepted meanings of a term, which seem to have invaded several 

aspects of our lives?12  The idea of responsibility has been given conflicting 

                                                      
5 Even when it is moral responsibility that is at issue, it is assumed that it is above all 

moralities based on law-centered patterns and models that responsibility takes centre stage, so that 
responsibility is a legal concept at its core, and it is applicable to the realm of private morality only by 
extension and analogy.  ŖIt is in this sphere that the moral conceptual world of Ŗguilt,ŗ Ŗconscience,ŗ 
Ŗduty,ŗ Ŗsacredness of dutyŗ had its origin…ŗ See, NIETZSCHE, On the Genealogy of Morals, 65. 

6 LONG, ŖThe Irrelevance of Responsibility,ŗ 118.   

7 RICŒUR, « Le concept de responsabilité », 28. 

8 ŖPope takes responsibility for child abuse scandalŗ, read the headlines of most of the 
Newspapers on 12 April 2014.  ŖThe Roman Catholic Church knows of the harm that has been done, 
and we will only take steps forward,ŗ the Pope has said. ŖIt is being seen as personal, immoral, and I 
want to take personal responsibility for the evil some priests have. I would also like to ask for forgiveness 
for the harm that has been inflicted by men of the church onto children.ŗ  See, COOLEY, ŖPope Takes 
Responsibility for Child Abuse Scandal,ŗ [Online].  Or when François Hollande, the French president  
acknowledged on 29 October 2016, Seventy years after the liberation of the Gypsies in France during 
the responsibility of France in the internment of thousands of Gypsies in France by the Vichy regime 
during the Second World War, at Montreuil-Bellay, Maine-et-Loire. The President paid a long-awaited 
tribute to Gypsies saying:   ŖThe day has come and it was necessary that this truth be said.  The 
Republic recognizes the suffering of the nomads who have been interned and admits that its 
responsibility is great in this tragedy.  Thirdly, and most repeatedly unfortunately we find the Islamic 
State (ISIS) claiming responsibility for the series of attacks in several cities: Paris (on 13 November 
2015), Brussels (22 march 2016), Nice (July 14 2016), Berlin (19 December 2016), Jakarta (14 January 
2017) and the latest being the Easter bombing in Colombo (21 April 2019).  These kinds of 
statements indicate the discretion with which people or organizations use the term responsibility in 
their daily dealings, whoever they may be.  In the wake of the on-going Pandemic of Covid-19, WHO 
officials have overused the term Řresponsibilityř either in conscientizing the people or the politicians all 
over the world in washing their hands and denying responsibility for their inaction.   

9 JONSEN, Responsibility in Modern Religious Ethics, 5. 

10 Political scientists discuss how forms of Ŗresponsible governmentŗ may be implemented. 
Psychiatrists and psychologists interest themselves in the formation of the Ŗresponsible personality.ŗ 
Sociologists describe the Ŗresponsible participant in the responsible society.ŗ  See, JONSEN, 
Responsibility in Modern Religious Ethics, 5. 

11 THOMASSET, ŖResponsibility,ŗ 197. 

12 THOMASSET, ŖResponsibility,ŗ 197. 
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interpretations in twentieth century ethics.13 In this final chapter, after a semantic 

analysis Ŕ conceptual as well as historical Ŕ of the term Řresponsibility,ř14 an 

attempt is made to trace a phenomenology of responsibility in order to show how 

Levinas redefines responsibility both as  the essential structure of subjectivity and 

as an imperative of alterity.    

8.2. MEANING OF RESPONSIBILITY 

As in the opening lines of his famous article « Esquisse historique sur le mot 

responsable », Michel Villey rightly points out that the term cannot be dissociated 

from its history insofar as the transfer of this notion from Roman law to 

European cultures from the eleventh century onwards created the breeding 

ground for its polysemy.15  In fact, Ŗthe polysemy of the word Řresponsibleř was 

the effect of its evolution;16 and [...] by distinguishing several successive layers of 

meaning accumulated on the same word, coming from various semantic structures 

or various systems of thought, we will be able to clarify it.ŗ17 Villey goes on to 

argue that there would therefore be two meanings, one strictly legal, the first 

historically, which would refer to the possibility or even the capacity to respond to 

a demand before the courts, and the other, later or modern, which would refer 

essentially to questions of morality and would concern law much less than other 

human and social sciences.18 It is the same polyvalence that makes responsibility a 

term that refuses to be easily defined.19 Responsibility is, as Krystina Danecka Ŕ

Szopowa has stated: 

                                                      
13 SCHWEIKER, Responsibility and Christian Ethics, 61. 

14 From its relatively recent origin to the wide web of meanings and applications, the word is 
not an exclusive property of ethics; it has, in recent times, a wide range of applications.   

15 In ŖResponsabilité civile et pénale dans les droits helléniques,ŗ R Villers examines the 
evolution of and shows that, at the origin, the responsibility of the author of the harmful act is 
retained, whether it is a voluntary or involuntary act. Nonetheless a distinction is made between 
intentional and involuntary fault, while a special procedure is established for sanctioning contractual 
fault. The author rightly argues that a decisive phase will be reached with Aristotle, whose influence is 
very clear on the thought of Cicero, who adopts the bipartite division of obligations arising either 
from a contract or from a tort, a division which French doctrine will later retain.  See, VILLERS, 
« Responsabilité civile et pénale dans les droits helléniques », 47-73. 

16 More precisely, the term Řresponsibleř - first Řresponsavleř (1284) and then Řresponsibleř 
(1304) as an adjective - precedes the appearance of the noun Řresponsibilityř (1783). It is influenced in 
particular by the English word responsibility of 1733, which reigned in constitutional law.  See, REY, 
(dir.), Dictionnaire historique de la langue française. See also, HENRIOT, «Note sur la date et le sens de 
lřapparition du mot Řresponsabilitéř ». 

17 VILLEY, « Esquisse historique sur le mot responsable », 75. 

18 LAGORGETTE,  « Étude diachronique de « responsable » 28. 

19 ZABOROWSKI, ŖOn Freedom and Responsibility,ŗ 47. 
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[A] multi-dimensional, multivalent, cohesion-less and independent notion, 
interwoven into the drama of man and the world, shifting its position in the 
hierarchy of values of perceiving man, a notion connected with the existence 
and fate of Man, his feelings, aspirations, actions, and destiny.  For all these 
reasons, responsibility is a notion difficult to describe.20 

In The Writing of the Disaster, Blanchot shows responsibilityřs aporetic structure in a 

fragment that calls for being quoted at length: 

Responsible: this word generally qualifies Ŕ in a prosaic, bourgeois manner Ŕ a 
mature, lucid, conscientious man, who acts with circumspection, who takes into 
account all elements of a given situation, calculates and decides.  The word 
Ŗresponsibleŗ qualifies the successful man of action.  But now responsibility Ŕ 
my responsibility of the other, for everyone, without reciprocity Ŕ is displaced.  
No longer does it belong to consciousness; it is not an activating thought 
process put into practice, nor is it even a duty that would impose itself from 
without and from within.  My responsibility for the Other [Autrui] presupposes 
an overturning such that it can be marked by a change in status of Ŗme,ŗ a 
change in time and perhaps in language.  Responsibility, which withdraws me 
from my order Ŕ perhaps from all orders and from order itself Ŕ responsibility, 
which separates me from myself (from the Ŗmeŗ that is mastery and power, 
from the free, speaking subject) and reveals the other [l‘autre] in place of me, 
requires, that is to say, that I answer for the impossibility of being responsible Ŕ 
to which it has always already consigned me by holding me accountable and also 
discounting me altogether.21 

Responsibility is a complex concept involving notion of accountability and 

obligation.22  Accountability looks back to some deeds done or attitudes held.  

Obligation looks forward to moral demands that need to be met in relationships.23 

Responsibility has to do, therefore, with relationships24 and attitudes which may 

                                                      
20 DANECKAŔSZOPOWA, ŖOn Responsibility,ŗ 319.  

21 BLANCHOT, The Writing of the Disaster, 25.   

22 Admiral Hyman G. Rickover of the U.S. Navy described responsibility as: Ŗ[A] unique 
concept: It can only reside in a single individual. You may share it with others, but your portion is not 
diminished. You may delegate it, but it is still with you. You may disclaim it, but you cannot divest 
yourself of it. Even if you do not recognize it or admit its presence, you cannot escape it. If the 
responsibility is rightly yours, no evasion, or ignorance, or passing the blame can shift the burden to 
someone else. Unless you can point the finger at the man who is responsible when something goes 
wrong, then you have never had anyone really responsible.ŗ OLDHAM, ŖRonnie Oldhamřs Core 
Values: Responsibility,ŗ [Online].   

23 New Dictionary of Christian Ethics and Pastoral Theology, 1995 edition, s.v. ŖResponsibility,ŗ by 
Cole. 

24 If responsibility is to be established along the lines of relationships, then analysis needs to 
recognize that the moral agent is involved in more than one sphere of responsibility.  Traditionally, in 
Christian moral philosophy three spheres of moral responsibility Ŕ in terms of both accountability and 
obligation Ŕ have been isolated: responsibility to God (e.g., worship), responsibility to neighbours 
(e.g., just dealings), and responsibility to oneself (e.g., to keep a clean conscience).  A fourth sphere of 
responsibility has come to the fore in the light of modern ecological concerns: namely, the 
environment and its plight (i.e., the responsibility to be a wise steward of the good earth).  Hans 
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attract either praise or blame.  The term responsibility derives from Latin word 

Respondeo,25 which means to promise a thing in return for something else.  

ŖResponsibility is a condition in which a subject is required, because of a special 

obligation or reason, to account for an action or deed.  As such, responsibility is 

added to imputability, which in itself is the simple attribution of an act to a 

particular individual.ŗ26 In legal discourse it also means to give an opinion, advice, 

decision, or, generally, an answer27 when one is summoned to appear in court.28 

The word implies response to someone or something.29 From the Funk & Wagnall 

Dictionary it is defined as ŖThe state of being responsible or accountable; that for 

which one is answerable;30 a duty or trust. It is the ability to meet obligations or to 

act without superior authority or guidance.ŗ The Chamber‘s Twentieth Century 

Dictionary defines responsible as Ŗliable to be called to account or render satisfaction, 

answerable,31 capable of discharging duty; able to pay.ŗ32 There was a time when 

                                                                                                                                                        
Jonasř The Imperative of Responsibility is a stunning work on this fourth sphere.  But in the fourth sphere 
nature is not a moral agent; therefore, responsibility is a matter of obligation to God for creation, 
rather than to nature itself. 

25 I answer; it means Ŗanswerable,ŗ Ŗaccountable.ŗ If I am responsible for a particular deed, I 
have to answer a certain question, namely the question ŖWhy did you do it?,ŗ while if I am not 
responsible, then that question  is one which cannot be addressed to me; or if it is addressed to me, I 
am not obliged to answer it.  See, LUCAS, The Freedom of the Will, 4.    

26 Dictionary of Moral Theology, 1962, s.v. ŖResponsibility,ŗ by Graneris. 

27 This meaning of responsibility is reflected in the German Verantwortung, where the 
emphasis falls on answering (Antwort).  A responsible agent is one who can answer Ŕ be responsible Ŕ 
for his or her action and intentions before someone who questions the agent, even if that Ŗsomeoneŗ 
is the agent himself or herself.  In answering the self appears and is present before whoever she or he 
must respond.  In answering, the bond between person and her or his deeds is acknowledged. See, 
SCHWEIKER, Responsibility and Christian Ethics, 55. 

28 SCHWEIKER, Responsibility and Christian Ethics, 55. 

29 New Dictionary of Catholic Spirituality, 1995. s.v.  ŖResponsibility,ŗ by Gorman.   

30 In this context one can raise the question whether responsibility belongs to the individual 
or to the community or to an individual as a member of a community.  S.S. Barlingay has an 
interesting notion here.  He asks, [t]o whom do we answer? And what do we answer when we talk of 
responsibility?  We live in a society consisting of several individuals.  Our answerability, therefore, 
should be to all these individuals.  Thus, when we speak of responsibility, we are concerned with 
every individual in the society, as also the society itself.  A question may be asked as to how many 
individuals make society.  And one may answer Řthe whole human race.ř  But this would not be a 
practical answer.  We do not come in contact with everybody in the society.  But this theoretical 
relation is certainly presupposed in the formation of society itself and so it is immaterial whether I am 
acquainted with one individual or not acquainted with Řallř individuals in the society.  The relation that 
exists between any two individuals is basically the same as the relations that exists among all human 
beings.  A society is formed on account of this basic relation that exists between two individuals.  This 
relation is the formative principle of society and is presupposed when we talk of responsibility.  See, 
BARLINGAY, ŖResponsibility, Universality and Religion,ŗ 121.   

31 Richard Niebuhr has a similar notion of responsibility.  He writes in The Responsible Self, 
what is implicit in the idea of responsibility is the image of man-the-answerer, man engaged in 
dialogue, man acting in response to action upon him. In place of the traditional notion of man-as-
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responsible meant correspondent as in the statement Ŗthe mouth is large but not 

responsible to so large a body.ŗ33 The idea of responsibility does not merely entail 

a willingness to accept blame or criticism for shortcomings, negligence, or 

oversight, rather there is a reestablishment of priorities i.e. the rightful obligations 

to others precede the obligations to self or at least the former is held as high as the 

latter.  The Black Law Dictionary defines responsibility as Ŗthe obligation to answer 

for an act done and to repair any injury it may have caused.ŗ34 The philosophical 

dictionary of the French Society of Philosophy defines responsibility as: 

Responsibility means (1) the moral obligation, sometimes sanctioned by law, to 
repair the harm done to another; (2) the situation of a conscious agent with 
regard to those actions which he has really willed to perform.  It consists in his 
being able to offer motives for these acts to any reasonable person and in his 
being obligated to incur praise or blame for them according to the nature and 
value of these motives … It is the solidarity of the human person with his 
actions, the prior condition of all real and juridical obligation.35 

Although the word Řresponsibilityř itself was not commonly used until recently,36 

the underlying idea is in keeping with the ancestral moral reflection on the relation 

between the human person and his or her acts.37 Traditionally, there is a talk of 

Řimputability.ř38  Paul Ricœur, in his article « Le concept de responsabilité, » 

attempts to find the semantic roots of the term responsibility.  He makes a valid 

claim that it is outside the semantic field of the verb Ŗto respondŗ that we have to 

seek the founding concept that has its particular place in moral philosophy under 

a name other than that of responsibility; we must look in the semantic field of the 

verb Ŗto impute.ŗ39  To impute is Ŗto put on the account of someone a 

                                                                                                                                                        
maker, Niebuhr presents man-the-answerer.  To be engaged in dialogue, to answer questions 
addressed to us, to defend ourselves against attacks, to reply to injunctions, to meet challenges, is a 
common experience. See, NIEBUHR, The Responsible Self, 55-56. 

32 STADDSON, ŖOn Responsibility in Science and Law,ŗ 146. The old Chamberřs dictionary 
gives a behavioristic view of responsibility, which is in terms of actions, not discharged by thought or 
belief. Thus it is different from a more subjective notion of moral responsibility, which will be the 
focus of the entire thesis. 

33 NIEBUHR, The Responsible Self, 47. 

34 LUIZZI, ŖThe Bounds of Liability and Responsibility,ŗ 21. 

35 LALANDE, ed., Vocabulaire technique et critique de la philosophie, 926-928.  

36 Alain Thomasset argues that it appeared in English towards the beginning of 18th century, 
in French by the end of the 18th century. 

37 THOMASSET, ŖResponsibility,ŗ 198. 

38 It is the ascription of action to its agent, under the condition of ethical and moral 
predicates which characterize the action as good, just, conforming to duty, done out of duty, and, 
finally, as being the wisest in the case of conflictual situations.  See, RICŒUR, Oneself as Another, 292. 

39 RICŒUR, « Le concept de responsabilité », 30.   
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condemnable action, a fault, therefore an action initially marked by an obligation 

or a prohibition that this action infringes or breaks.ŗ40  To impute an action to 

someone is to attribute it to him as its actual author, to put it, so to speak, on his 

account41 and to make him responsible for it.42  A person is responsible because 

he or she is able to respond or answer for their act.43  Their action is attributed to 

them. Ricœur emphasizes on the agent when he says that we must not lose sight 

of the reference to an agent.  Responsibility establishes a threefold relationship 

between the responsible persons, the domain of responsibility (actions, charges, 

attitudes, character) and the authority before which the person concerned is 

answerable (a court of law, the persons affected by the decisions, conscience, 

God).44 

In 1876 F. H. Bradley wrote an Essay on ŖThe Vulgar Notion of 

Responsibility and its Connection with the Theories of Freewill and 

Determinism,ŗ in which he used the idea of responsibility synonymously with 

accountability, liability and imputability.45 He argued: ŖFor all practical purposes… 

we need make no distinction between responsibility, or accountability, and liability 

to punishment.ŗ46 The adjective responsible can complement a wide variety of 

things. Ŗ[Y]ou are responsible for the consequences of your acts, but also 

responsible for otherřs actions to the extent that they were done under your 

charge or care, and eventually far beyond even this measure.  At the limit, you are 

responsible for everything and everyone.ŗ47  Though etymologically responsibility 

points toward an obligation to answer for an act done and to repair for any injury 

it may have caused, however, a deeper etymology reveals yet another dimension: 

                                                      
40 RICŒUR, « Le concept de responsabilité », 30.   

41 Ricœur emphasizes on the metaphor of account.  ŖPut the action on his account is 
extraordinarily interesting,ŗ [I]t is noteworthy that other languages, influenced like French by the 
Latin use of the terms putare and imputatio, also depend upon the metaphor of an Ŗaccount,ŗ as can be 
seen in the… English Ŗaccountability.ŗ  The Oxford English Dictionary gives this definition of accountable: 
Ŗliable… to be called to account, or to answer to responsibilities and conduct; answerable, 
responsible.ŗ  The line from accountable to responsible is preserved in the definition of…[the] term: 
responsible Ŕ Ŗmorally accountable for oneřs own actions; capable of rational conduct.ŗ  See, RICŒUR, 
« Le concept de responsabilité », 30-31, and the summary of footnote number 3. 

42 RICŒUR, « Le concept de responsabilité », 30. 

43 THOMASSET, ŖResponsibility,ŗ 198. 

44 HÖFFE, et al. Lexikon der Ethik, 1997 edition, s.v. ŖVerantwortung.ŗ  

45 BRANDLY, Ethical Studies, cited in Schweiker, Responsibility and Christian Ethics, 60.  

46 HAINES, ŖResponsibility and Accountability,ŗ 141.  Bradleyřs study of popular morality led 
him to deny on the one hand any difference between responsibility and liability, and to imply on the 
other hand general assent to the identification of responsibility and accountability.    

47 RICŒUR, « Le concept de responsabilité », 28.    
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within the word for response is hidden the Greek word for Ŗpromise,ŗ48 recalling 

the practice of reliably performing oneřs part in a common undertaking.49  In this 

sense, responsibility refers not merely to the conditions of imputability, but to a 

trustworthiness and dependability of the agent in some enterprise.  If so, 

responsible persons are not only those who are uncoerced and aware of the nature 

of their action and its consequences; they are also persons who demonstrate 

certain stable or habitual attitudes to their relationships with other persons.  They 

conscientiously and consciously commit themselves to a task or form of life and 

readily accept accountability of its success and failure.50  They enter into the task, 

aware of its potential and its risks, willing to be blamed if it is performed faultily 

and rightfully claiming credit for its probity.  Therefore, responsibility is, as 

Nicholai Hartmann stated, Ŗthe basic ethical capacity of a person… assuming the 

moral quality of the value and disvalue of his mode of action.ŗ51  In short, 

responsibility is an obligation that overflows the framework of compensation and 

punishment.  This overflowing is so forceful that it is under this meaning that the 

term imposes itself today on moral philosophy.  

8.2.1. Responsibility as Evolved in History  

In its current meaning, the use of the word Řresponsibilityř is indeed recent;52 it 

was constituted during the second half of the 18th century and the term did not 

emerge in philosophical literature until the 17th century.53 Thus the term 

                                                      
48 There are two Greek words (υπόσχεση ypóschesi and επάγγελμα epaggelia/epangelia from 

epí = intensifies verbal meaning + aggéllo = to tell, declare) expressing the notion of promise.   

49 The Westminster Dictionary of Christian Ethics, 1986 edition, s.v. ŖResponsibility,ŗ by Jonsen. 

50 The Westminster Dictionary of Christian Ethics, 1986 edition, s.v. ŖResponsibility,ŗ by Jonsen. 

51 HARTMANN, Ethics, vol. III, 162. 

52 In his book La grammaire de la responsabilité Jean-Louis Genard proposes a historical journey 
centred on the theme of the constitution of the modern idea of responsibility. The responsabilizing 
interpretation is hardly present in Antiquity, where explanations of action refer to forces outside the 
agent (fate, the Gods...) or, if they refer to a subject, do not imply responsibility in the intentional 
sense. It was not until the 11th century that a voluntary link between an action and an individual 
subject began to be established and that a subjective interpretation of the action began to take shape.  
The author thus shows how, in the course of the Middle Ages, the Ŗsemantics of modalitiesŗ - 
differentiated modalities (duty, will, knowledge, power) with which linguists analyse ethical discourse - 
slowly unfolded on the basis of a finer discrimination between faculties (reason, will, power-do). This 
slow empowerment of a Ŗgrammar of responsibilityŗ from competing models - which is taking shape 
at the heart of theological debates on freedom, grace, sin or the impotence of will - will also outline 
the contours of a new image of man, defined by the possession of capacities. With modernity, the 
person is no longer given, but is constructed; his dignity is measured by the quality of his actions.  See, 
GENARD, La grammaire de la responsabilité, 206. 

53 Therefore in the family of words in which duty, law, virtue, goodness, and morality are its 
much older siblings.   
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responsibility is, relatively, a new concept in ethics.54  The word responsibility is 

not basic to Biblical morality or Greek and Roman ethics.  The concept of 

responsibility has neither played a conspicuous role in the past moral systems nor 

in the philosophical theories of ethics.  That means, the feeling of responsibility 

appears nowhere as the affective moment in the formation of the moral will.  

Instead, quite different feelings such as, love, reverence…etc., have been assigned 

in this place.  The classical discussion of accountability is found in the first chapter 

of book III of Aristotleřs Nichomachean Ethics though he does not use the word 

responsibility. The Greek lacked a clear idea of responsibility; for their ethics did 

not center around the concept of duty.55 In Nichomachean Ethics, Aristotle proposes 

that actions are involuntary when performed under coercion or in ignorance and 

defines voluntary action as Ŗone in which initiative lies with the agent who knows 

that particular circumstances in which the action is performed.ŗ56  He does it in 

the context of the social practice of praise and blame, which leads him to the topic 

of freedom; his discussion then gives way to the golden mean, which characterizes 

virtue.57  He did not think of the formation of moral character in terms of the idea 

of responsibility, but in terms of moral and intellectual virtues.   

Thomas Aquinas reconstructed Aristotelian ethics adding the infused 

virtues to the pagan list of virtues; and he held that the highest good was the God 

of Christianity.  Keeping such theological revisions to the Aristotelian ethics in 

view, Aquinas began his treatment of human acts categorizing them into voluntary 

and involuntary.  According to him, if the principle of action is internal to the 

agent, for instance, reason, then the action is voluntary.58  It is in this perspective 

that we can locate the Thomistic notion of responsibility.  It defines voluntariness 

in contrast to compulsion; non-voluntariness as freedom from internal 

                                                      
54 Michel Villey in his « Esquisse historique sur le mot responsable » presents a Historical 

evolution of the concept of responsibility. A legal philosopher, Villey places himself in the field of 
lexicology, an approach as interesting as it is unusual for a jurist. The author does not limit himself to 
the only legal meaning of the word, he shows that the term has become part of the discourse of 
moralists who have used and even abused it to finally deviate from its meaning. The result is such 
confusion that today's jurists frequently get lost in endless discussions about this hybrid and equivocal 
term. 

55 ADKINS, Merit and Responsibility, 1-3. 

56 ARISTOTLE, Nichomachean Ethics, III.1, 111a 21. 

57 ARISTOTLE, Nichomachean Ethics, II, 1106b35-1107a10.    

58 For it was presupposed that an agent has control over his/her conduct so far as he/she is 
the principle of action. 
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inclinations, desires, or interests.  In short this tradition centers on knowledge and 

the capacity or power to act as necessary conditions for voluntary action.59 

Responsibility is, according to Albert R. Jonsen, a new arrival in moral 

discourse in two senses. ŖIt is both a new word in the Western languages, being 

only some three centuries old, and it has also, quite recently, taken on a new 

meaning.ŗ60 Different authors have very differing arguments on the origins of the 

term responsibility in the modern world.  Richard McKeon finds a subtle link 

between the growing philosophical use of the term responsibility and the 

development of technology.  He argues that Ŗwhereas the modern formulation of 

the problem [of responsibility] begins with a conception of cause derived from the 

natural sciences and raises questions concerning the causality of moral agents, the 

Greek word for cause, aitia, (αιτία) begins as a legal term and was then extended to 

include natural motions.ŗ61  In philosophical and political literature, the general 

connotation has been either of imputability or of accountability, notions always 

related to moral obligation and freedom.  Since the late 19th century, responsibility 

has been part of philosophical ethics.62  One of the earliest appearances was in 

1656, when Goswin Nickel, as a Jesuit superior, declared that the Ŗwhole Society 

takes responsibility for a book written by any one of our members.ŗ63  William 

Schweiker argues in his Responsibility and Christian Ethics, that the term appeared in 

Western ethics in the seventeenth century.  Albert R. Jonsen asserts that the word 

has its philosophical debut in David Humeřs Treatise of Human Nature: Ŗactions 

may be blamable… but the person is not responsible for them.ŗ64  Carl Mitcham, 

in his essay, ŖResponsibility and Technology: The Expanding Relationship,ŗ 

argues that the concept of responsibility evolved in tandem with modern 

technological developments.65 He argues that the Ŗearliest known occurrence [of 

the term responsibility was] in Jeremy Benthamřs A Fragment on Government, 

                                                      
59 SCHWEIKER, Responsibility and Christian Ethics, 69-70. 

60 JONSEN, Responsibility in Modern Religious Ethics, 3. 

61 MCKEON, ŖThe Development and the Significance of the Concept of Responsibility,ŗ 22-
23. 

62 New Dictionary of Catholic Spirituality, 1995 edition, s.v. ŖResponsibility,ŗ by Gorman. 

63 It was after French philosopher and theologian Blaise Pascal under the pseudonym Louis 
de Montalte published his first Provincial Letter against the Society of Jesus on January 23, 1656. New 
Dictionary of Catholic Spirituality, 1995 edition, s.v. ŖResponsibility,ŗ by Gorman. See also, JONSEN, 
Responsibility in Modern Religious Ethics, 3. 

64 JONSEN, Responsibility in Modern Religious Ethics, 3. 

65 WENNEMANN, ŖFrom Absurdity to Decision,ŗ 105. 
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[which] describes Ŗthe responsibility of governorsŗ as the right of a subject to a 

public explanation for Ŗevery act of power that is exerted over him.ŗ66 

The concept of responsibility has traditionally been associated, if not 

identified, with accountability, under the authority of a philosophy of free will and 

causality which itself rests upon a subject-based metaphysics. Responsibility is 

conceived in terms of causality as ground of the act or of the event. For instance, 

Hegel writes that 

An event, or a situation which has arisen, is a concrete external actuality which 
accordingly has an indeterminable number of attendant circumstances. Every 
individual moment which is shown to have a condition, ground or cause of 
some such circumstance and has thereby contributed its share to it, may be 
regarded as being wholly, or at least partly, responsible for it.67  

Accordingly, one is accountable as a subject who is the cause of his or her actions 

through the freedom of the will.68  Accountability, as a concept, assumes the 

position of a subject-cause, an agent or an author who can be displayed as a 

subjectum for its actions. Such, for instance, is Kantřs definition of accountability 

or imputability (Imputabilität) in the Third Antinomy of the Critique of Pure Reason,69 

which he situates in the Ŗtranscendental freedomŗ of the subject, who is capable 

of absolutely and spontaneously beginning a new series of causes. Identified with 

the concept of accountability, responsibility designates the capacity of an agent to 

be the cause and ground of his acts. The unceasing calls for responsibility in 

contemporary culture are always calls to such agency, to the position of a subject-

cause.70 

Literature on its history and diverse layers of meanings about it abound in 

contemporary moral and political domains.71  Levi Bruhl in 1883 distinguished 

                                                      
66 BENTHAM, A Fragment on Government, 94.   

67 HEGEL, Elements of the Philosophy of Right, 143, §115. 

68 Later in his Philosophy of Right, Hegel states that ŖI can be made accountable for a deed 
only if my will was responsible for it.ŗ  See, HEGEL, Elements of the Philosophy of Right, 144, §117. 

69 Kant writes: ŖThe transcendental idea of freedom is far from constituting the whole 
content of the psychological concept of that name, which is for the most part empirical, but 
constitutes only that of the absolute spontaneity of an action, as the real ground of its imputability; 
but this idea is nevertheless the real stumbling block for philosophy, which finds insuperable 
difficulties in admitting this kind of unconditioned causality.ŗ See, KANT, The Critique of Pure Reason, 
Ak III: 448. 

70 RAFFOUL, The Origins of Responsibility, 6. 

71 BOULET-SAUTEL, et al, (dir.)  La Responsabilité à travers les ages, is a classic work on 
responsibility.  Damage, Punishment, Reparation, the triptych belongs to all civilizations, but the link 
that unites each of the three concepts seems to have been infinitely variable.   
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two notions72 of responsibility: the Ŗobjective notion of legal responsibility and 

the subjective notion of legal responsibility.ŗ73  Since then, the word responsibility 

has been applied to practically all areas of human activity.74  Yet the existentialists, 

especially Heidegger and Sartre, have gone beyond such special fields of 

responsibility to apply it to the self.  One is responsible for creating, projecting, 

making oneself.  But as Richard Niebuhr points out, this idea of responsibility for 

choosing the self one wishes to become is as old as Aristotle.75   

Martin Heidegger argues that moral responsibility is derived from human 

ontological responsibility.  For Heidegger to be thrown is to be thrown into a 

responsibility. It immediately means that responsibility will be for this very 

thrownness, that is, for the inappropriability of Daseinřs being.76  For him, the 

existential character of the call of conscience is that it proclaims Dasein to be 

ŘGuilty!ř [schuldig]. He writes that Ŗall experiences and interpretations of the 

conscience are at one in that they make the Řvoiceř of conscience speak somehow 

of Řguilt.řŗ77 In his discourse of authenticity, Schuld signifies not only Řguiltř, but 

also Řindebtednessř and Řresponsibility.ř78  Indebtedness and responsibility are tied 

to guilt because it is only on the basis of Daseinřs being guilty of neglecting its 

authentic Self that Dasein can responsibly devote itself to its own potentiality-for-

Being.79  Dasein is guilty. The call of conscience that proclaims the truth of 

Daseinřs guilt is, first of all, a call of debt: that Ŗone is to give back to the Other 

something to which the latter has a claim. This ŘBeing-guiltyř [Schuldigsein] as 

                                                      
72 Alain Thomasset has a similar idea: Ŗthe term Řresponsibilityř is obviously two-sided.  At 

the same time it contains a moral notion which touches upon personal culpability, and a legal and social 
notion which is concerned with collective organization and with the indemnification of victims.ŗ  See, 
THOMASSET, ŖResponsibility,ŗ 197-198.  

73 New Dictionary of Catholic Spirituality, 1995 edition, s.v. ŖResponsibility,ŗ by Gorman.   

74 Professional responsibility, legal responsibility, political responsibility, social responsibility, 
collective and individual responsibility and even an ethic of responsibility.  Carl Mitcham in 
ŖResponsibility and Technology,ŗ argues that Ŗincreased technological power has engendered 
increased legal, social, professional, religious, and moral responsibilities…ŗ See, MITCHAM, 
ŖResponsibility and Technology,ŗ 3.   

75 ŖFor the Greek philosopher…man is the being who makes himself…for the sake of a 
desired end…we act upon ourselves, we fashion ourselves.ŗ See, NIEBUHR, The Responsible Self. 49.   

76 Dasein exists as thrown, that is to say, it did not bring itself into existence by first 
projecting itself on the basis of a pre-existing self.  ŖDasein exists always in an essential exposure to 
the darkness and impotence of its origin, even if only in the prevailing form of a habitual deep 
forgetting in the face of this essential determination of its facticityŗ See, HEIDEGGER, Introduction to 
Philosophy, 340. 

77 HEIDEGGER, Being and Time, 325. 

78 HEIDEGGER, Being and Time, 325. 

79 PADGETT, ŖDasein and the Philosopher,ŗ 6. 
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Řhaving debtsř is a way of Being with Others in the field of concern, as in 

providing something or bringing it along… This kind of Being-guilty is related to 

that with which one can concern oneself.ŗ80  Secondly, it is a call which implicates 

Daseinřs Being-guilty as Řbeing responsible forř [Ŗschuld sein anŗ]; that is, it is a call 

which implicates Dasein in a responsible relationship Řto someone,ř Řfor 

something.ř As Heidegger writes:  

ŘBeing-guiltyř also has the signification of Řbeing responsible forř Ŕ that is, being 
the cause or author of something, or even Řbeing the occasionř for something. In 
this sense of Řhaving responsibilityř for something, one can Řbe guiltyř of 
something without Řowingř anything to someone else or coming to Řoweř him.81  

The whole of Jean-Paul Sartreřs philosophy is a continuous wrestling with religion, 

or to be more precise, with God82 as it is to be situated in a rather ambivalent 

relation to religion.  However, Sartre has a novel treatment of responsibility as a 

Řforward-looking moral responsibilityř83 in his ŖExistentialism Is a Humanism.ŗ84 

He intends by responsibility, the Ŗconsciousness of being the incontestable author 

of an event or of an object.ŗ85  He makes statements about responsibility that 

sound rather extreme.  For instance, he says that anyone alive during World War 

II is responsible of that war. His view is that everyone is responsible for every 

aspect of his or her life-situation.  In Being and Nothingness there are a few passages 

where the seemingly purely ontological discourse is interrupted by ethical 

considerations, one of which deals with freedom and responsibility.  He further 

declares: 

It is the very conditio humana, that I find myself suddenly alone and without help, 
engaged in a world for which I bear the whole responsibility without being able, 
whatever I do, to tear myself away from this responsibility for an instant.  He is 
thrown into a responsibility, which extends to his very abandonment.86 

                                                      
80 HEIDEGGER, Being and Time, 327. 

81 HEIDEGGER, Being and Time, 327. 

82 ZABOROWSKI, ŖOn Freedom and Responsibility,ŗ 51. 

83 It is a type of responsibility that looks to the future rather than the past.  As a matter of 
everyday speech, this notion of responsibility is very familiar (see, footnote no. 8).  When people 
marry they undertake responsibilities of fidelity and mutual support.  When people have children, they 
accrue moral responsibilities to feed, rear and educate them. See, RICHARDSON, ŖInstitutionally 
Divided Moral Responsibility,ŗ 218. 

84 SARTRE, Being and Nothingness, 345 Ŕ 369. 

85 SARTRE, Being and Nothingness, 553. 

86 SARTRE, Being and Nothingness, 556 Ŕ 557.  
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Sartreřs ethical considerations in Being and Nothingness go as follows: The human 

Ŗcarries the weight of the whole world on his shoulders,ŗ87 his responsibility is 

Ŗoverwhelmingŗ and Ŗabsoluteŗ as the logical requirement of the consequences of 

our freedom.88  Even some theorists of developmental psychology also emphasize 

responsibility to and for oneřs self and others. 89  However, as rightly observed 

Paul Ricœur,90 it is in the writings of Hans Jonas and, to a great extent, of 

Emmanuel Levinas that we see the modern notion of responsibility being dealt 

with so elaborately. 

8.2.2. Components and Theories of Responsibility  

The easiest way to describe the structure of moral responsibility is to compare and 

contrast it with the standard concept of responsibility.91  Responsibility consists of 

three basic components:92 (a) an outward outcome (harm or injury) to the victim, 

(b) an agent at fault, and (c) a causal relation of some kind between the agentřs 

conduct and the outcome.93 Components (a) and (c) might be called the 

Ŗobjective sideŗ and (b) the Ŗsubjective side of responsibility.ŗ  With respect to 

                                                      
87 SARTRE, Being and Nothingness, 553.  

88 SARTRE, Being and Nothingness, 554.  

89 For example, Eric Erikson indicates that a sense of responsibility develops in adulthood so 
that the integrity of old age involves an acceptance of oneřs responsibility for oneřs own life.  Carol 
Gilligan expands on Kohlbergřs morality of justice to include a morality of care and responsibility for 
oneřs self and for others, usually with the emphasis on responsibility to and for others.  James Conn 
has united the notions of responsibility for oneřs self with the ethical notion of responsibility for 
others as the basis for understanding Bernard Lonerganřs notion of conversion. Bernard Lonerganřs 
concept of responsibility is also worth being noticed.  For him, ŖBe responsibleŗ is a transcendental 
precept coordinate with the duties to ŖBe attentive, … intelligent, [and] reasonable.ŗ See, LONERGAN, 
Method in Theology, 53. 

90 RICŒUR, « Le concept de responsabilité », 29. 

91 LADD, ŖMoral Responsibility and Civic Virtue,ŗ 86. 

92 I think it would be in place to mention the ŖModifiers of Responsibilityŗ that Austin 
Fagothey spoke of in his Right and Reason.  He argues that there are five modifiers of responsibility. (a) 
Ignorance is lack of knowledge in one capable of it.  Invincible ignorance cannot be overcome and 
destroys responsibility.  Vincible ignorance can be overcome and does not destroy, though it lessens, 
responsibility.  (b) Passion is any strong emotion.  Antecedent passion, arising spontaneously, lessens 
responsibility and may destroy it.  Consequent passion, deliberately aroused or fostered, does not 
lessen responsibility but may even increase it.  (c) Fear is the apprehension of impeding evil.  Fear 
affects voluntariness only when it is the motive for acting.  It does not destroy responsibility, but 
lessens it because of the contrary wish mingle with our actual will.  (d) Force is actual external physical 
power making us act against our will.  The act is involuntary if we withhold consent. (e) Habit is a 
constant way of acting through repetition of the same act.  The acquisition of a habit may be 
voluntary in itself, voluntary in cause, or involuntary.  One who finds he has acquired a habit must 
choose either to keep it or get rid of it.  Responsibility for habitual act depends on the amount of 
advertence and on the effort to get rid of the habit.  See, FAGOTHEY, Right and Reason, 33-41. 

93 PROSSER and KEETON, The Law of Torts. 
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(a), the outcome, many are tempted to downplay the enormity of the event.94 As 

far as causality (c), is concerned, it must be recognized that moral responsibility 

for an accident, for example, the Bhopal Gas Tragedy95 or the on-going pandemic 

SARS CoV-2 involves many different kinds of causal complexities, complexities 

due to multiple causes, multiple agents action in multiple capacities and the 

multiplicity of victims.  Where the causation embraces large numbers of agents, 

we find some sense in the notion of Ŗcollective responsibilityŗ and speak of the 

system as responsible.  Turning to (b), the subjective side of responsibility, and to 

the question of fault, it is true that the requirement of fault, a blameworthy mental 

set or bad intention appears to provide a block in the use of the concept of 

responsibility in the Bhopal accident or the propagation of the Coronavirus, 

because, it is difficult to pinpoint any single person or set of persons who was 

clearly at fault in the strict sense.  If we insist on a strict and narrow interpretation 

of the fault requirement in our analysis of responsibility, then no one is 

responsible; hardly any Germans were responsible for Hitler! 

It is important to note the elements that distinguish in any theory of 

responsibility.  Niebuhr in The Responsible Self distinguishes four elements such as 

response, responsiveness, accountability and social solidarity.96 As theories of 

responsibility, the agential, social and dialogical theories need a special mention. 

Agential theories of responsibility focus on the acting agent.97  They determine the 

rightness of the acts of praise or blame with respect to the connection between 

the agent and her or his deed.  The most important modern expression of a strong 

agential theory of moral responsibility is the work of Kant.98 The identity of the 

agent, Ŗwhoŗ one is, is bound to the task of responding to, and answering for, the 

actions and relations with others and to oneself.  As J. R. Lucas points out:  

                                                      
94 For example, following the Bhopal Gas Tragedy on December 3, 1984, even Mother 

Teresa said that she found the disaster Ŗto be a beautiful thing because it brought out the best in 
everybody.ŗ 

95 On December 3, 1984 the greatest industrial accident ever recorded took place in Bhopal, 
India. The accidental release of deadly methyl isocyanate gas in a Union Carbide chemical plant 
resulted in the deaths of enormous numbers of people, variously estimated from 2000 to 5000, and in 
injuries to many others, estimated at 100,000 to 200,000, as well as the deaths of large numbers of 
cattle and other animals. 

96 The first element in the theory of responsibility is the idea of response.  All action, we now 
say, including what we rather indeterminately call moral action, is response to action upon us. 

97 SCHWEIKER, Responsibility and Christian Ethics, 78. 

98 For sure, Kant does not use the term responsibility in his ethics.  Yet in so far as 
autonomy, and thus responsibility for self, is basic to his ethics, it is fitting to consider Kantřs moral 
philosophy as an ethics of responsibility. 
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[T]he central core of the concept of responsibility is that I can be asked the 
question ŘWhy did you do it?ř and be obliged to give an answer.  And often this 
is quite unproblematic.  But sometimes I cannot answer, cannot be expected to 
answer, the question ŖWhy did you do it?,ŗ and then I say ŘI am not 
responsible.ř99 

Social theories of responsibility focus on social roles, vocations, situations and 

thus communal unity.100 They focus attention on practices, which constitute the 

identity and roles of persons and communities. The ethics developed by F. H. 

Bradley in his Ethical Studies, is a prototype of this theory.  For him and other 

social theorists, Ŗan individual human being, in so far as he or she is Řthe object of 

his [or her] self-consciousness,ř is characterized and penetrated Řby the existence 

of others.ř  In short, the content of the self is a pattern of relations within a 

community.ŗ101  The insight of this type of theory of responsibility is that the 

moral life is not simply about acts and choices; it is about the kind of people we 

ought to be.   

Dialogical theories of responsibility have enjoyed wide currency in modern 

theological102 ethics. This theory has some continuity with agential theories of 

responsibility, but recasts the account of agency in terms of an encounter with the 

other.103  An integrated ethics of responsibility draws from dialogical theories an 

agentic-relational account of the nature of persons.  Human beings are defined by 

their active relation to others, their world, and God.  Dialogical theories of 

responsibility center on the event of encounter between an agent and some 

Ŗother.ŗ  This Ŗotherŗ might be a human being or even the divine.  The encounter 

with the other shatters the dominance of the acting, knowing self in understanding 

and valuing the world and others.104  As Levinas has put it rightly, Ŗthe face of the 

other thwarts the drive to totality in which the meaning of reality is circumscribed 

within the view of the self.ŗ105  

                                                      
99 LUCAS, Responsibility, 5. 

100 SCHWEIKER, Responsibility and Christian Ethics, 86. 

101 SCHWEIKER, Responsibility and Christian Ethics, 86-87. 

102 Joseph Fletcher in Moral Responsibility, argues that the Ŗunderstanding of responsibility as 
response has had an interesting history in modern theological ethics, running through the Big Břs Ŕ 
Buber, Brunner, Barth, and Bonhoeffer.ŗ See, FLETCHER, Moral Responsibility, 232. 

103 SCHWEIKER, Responsibility and Christian Ethics, 95. 

104 SCHWEIKER, Responsibility and Christian Ethics, 95. 

105 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 236. 
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8.2.3. Types of Responsibility 

There exist various forms and formulations regarding the very concept of 

responsibility.106 Though an exhaustive list of the types of responsibility is beyond 

the scope of this chapter, the most important classifications are categorised in 

pairs. Frist of all, responsibility can be juridical and penal.   Today, most of the 

authors assume that there exists a crisis in the law of responsibility, which has its 

starting point in a shift from the accent previously placed on the presumed author 

of the damage to a preference for the victim who is placed in a position of 

demanding compensation for the wrong suffered.107  The juridical responsibility 

places an action above its harmful effects, and pushes it more in the direction of 

required precaution and prudence meant to prevent any harm.108  On the juridical 

plane, one declares that the author is responsible for the effects of his or her action 

and, among them, any harm caused, whereas on the moral plane it is the other 

person, other people who are held responsible.  A purely juridical idea of responsibility 

can be understood as the obligation to compensate for damages or to pay the 

penalty. The etymology of the word responsible suggests that it means Ŗliability to 

answer,ŗ this being, of course, liability to answer to a charge, with the implication 

that if the answer is not satisfactory a penalty will be incurred.  This is certainly the 

meaning of responsibility in the penal sense.109  Penal responsibility is tied up with 

an obligation to restore or to endure the punishment and the justification of 

which cannot necessarily be assimilated with a moral reasoning.110  And in penal 

                                                      
106 H.L.A. Hart makes clear distinctions between four kinds of responsibility: Role 

Responsibility: Whenever a person occupies a distinctive place or office in a social organization, to 
which specific duties are attached to provide for the welfare of others or to advance in some specific 
way the aims or purposes of the organization, he is properly said to be responsible for the 
performance of these duties, or for doing what is necessary to fulfil them. Such duties are a personřs 
responsibilities.  Causal Responsibility: ŖChinařs wild animal market in Wuhan was responsible for the 
pandemic of SARS CoV-2ŗ.  In many contexts it is possible to substitute for the expression Ŗwas 
responsible forŗ the words Ŗcausedŗ or Ŗproducedŗ or some other causal expression in referring to 
consequences, results, or outcomes.  Legal Responsibility: When legal rules require men to act or abstain 
from action, one who breaks the law is usually liable, according to other legal rules, to punishment for 
his misdeeds, or to make compensation to persons injured thereby, and very often he is liable to both 
punishment and enforced compensation.  Capacity Responsibility:  Law in general requires that the 
person liable to be punished should at the time of his crime have had the capacity to understand what 
he is required by law to do or not to do, to deliberate and to decide what to do, and to control his 
conduct in the light of such decisions.  For more on this see, HART, ŖResponsibility,ŗ 329 Ŕ 338.  See 
also HART, Punishment and Responsibility: Essays in the Philosophy of Law. 

107 RICŒUR, Le juste, 58.   

108 RICŒUR, Le juste, 61.   

109 LEWIS, ŖCollective Responsibility,ŗ 8. 

110 THOMASSET, ŖResponsibility,ŗ 199. 
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law, responsibility is defined by the obligation to accept punishment.111  We can 

see the place given to the idea of obligation: an obligation to compensate or to 

suffer punishment. In the criminal law the most frequent issue raised by questions 

of responsibility is whether or not an accused person satisfied some mental or 

psychological conditions required for liability, or whether liability was strict or 

absolute, so that the usual mental or psychological conditions were not 

required.112   

Secondly, responsibility may be legal and moral. The legal notion of 

responsibility is termed liability.113  It is based on the disposition of law.114 To be 

legally responsible is to fulfil the requirements of accountability under the law.115 

It is possible to be legally guilty and morally innocent, and vice versa.116  The legal 

concept of responsibility is used in the law for a specific purpose, namely, to 

establish liability or non-liability. Thus the final outcome of it will be the allocation 

of the costs, in case of an accident. But legal ways of allocating costs are often not 

determined by moral considerations, but by other considerations such as the 

ability to pay… another important respect in which legal and moral responsibility 

differ is that legal responsibility applies to corporations, moral responsibility does 

not,117 yet both have in common that the Ŗresponsibilityŗ refers to the deeds done 

and becomes real through the doer being made responsible from without.118   

David Copp uses the term Ŗmoral responsibilityŗ in a general way to cover 

blameworthiness, innocence, praiseworthiness, duty and so on.119 Moreover, 

moral responsibility is based on the psychological imputability of an act.120 Making 

                                                      
111 RICŒUR, Le juste, 41. 

112 HART, ŖResponsibility,ŗ 332. 

113 MITCHAM, ŖResponsibility and Technology,ŗ 4. 

114 Dictionary of Moral Theology, 1962, s.v. ŖResponsibility,ŗ by Graneris. 

115 The Oxford Companion to Philosophy, 1962 edition, s.v. ŖResponsibility,ŗ by Klein. 

116 The famous phrase Ŗresponsible but not guiltyŗ « responsable mais pas coupable »   can be 
read as an example in this regard.  This controversial formula has its origin in the infamous French 
ŘInfected blood scandalř  of 1991, when Georgina Dufoix,  the then  Minister of Social Affairs and 
National Solidarity, who was implicated in the above scandal made the following  declaration on TF1  
TV on 4th November 1991: ŖI feel deeply responsible; for all that, I do not feel guilty, because really, 
at the time, we made decisions in a certain context, which were for us decisions that seemed just.ŗ 

117 Although corporations can have legal responsibilities, legal rights and obligations, they 
cannot, as such have moral responsibilities, moral rights or obligations; for corporations are not 
persons in the moral sense and only persons can have moral responsibilities.  Corporations are 
creations of law; they have no independent moral status. See, LADD, ŖMoral Responsibility and Civic 
Virtue,ŗ 80. 

118 JONAS, The Imperative of Responsibility, 91. 

119 COPP, ŖResponsibility for Collective Inaction,ŗ 72. 

120 Dictionary of Moral Theology, 1962 edition, s.v. ŖResponsibility,ŗ by Graneris. 
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judgments about whether a person is morally responsible for his or her behaviour, 

and holding others and ourselves responsible for actions and the consequences of 

actions, is a fundamental and familiar part of our moral practices and our 

interpersonal relationships.121  If we ask ourselves whether a certain person is 

morally responsible for in general, what we are considering is whether or not that 

person is a fit subject to pass moral judgment; whether he can fittingly be deemed 

morally good or bad, morally praiseworthy of blameworthy.122  The judgment that 

a person is morally responsible for oneřs behaviour involves attributing certain 

powers and capacities to that person, and viewing oneřs behaviour as arising from 

the fact that the person has, and has exercised, these powers and capacities.  

Generally speaking, moral responsibility is used in its blame-deserving sense and 

legal responsibility in its penalty warranty deserving sense.123   

Thirdly, responsibility could be retrospective and prospective. To be 

responsible for something is to be answerable for it. We have prospective 

responsibilities, things it is up to us to attend to: these may attach to particular 

roles (the responsibilities of, for instance, parents or doctors), or be 

responsibilities we have as moral agents, or as human beings. We have 

retrospective responsibilities, for what we have done or failed to do, for the 

effects of our actions or omissions.124  Such responsibilities are often (but not 

always) moral or legal responsibilities.  Our concern is with responsibility Ŕ 

ascriptions of the form ŘA is [was] responsible for Xř. Such locutions may ascribe 

merely causal responsibility (Řthe earthquake was responsible for the damageř); but 

our concern is with normative ascriptions, which hold an agent answerable for 

something.  My retrospective responsibilities are those I have after the event; for 

events or outcomes, which can be ascribed to me as an agent.  It is retrospective 

because it is backward-looking; it concerns an agentřs relation to an event that has 

actually occurred and so lies in the past.125  I am retrospectively responsible for 

what I do, or fail to do, in discharging my prospective responsibilities.126 To say 

                                                      
121 There is a useful discussion on questions of moral responsibility to distinguish two 

different concepts, or senses, of moral responsibility via the labels Řresponsibility as attributabilityř and 
Řresponsibility as accountabilityř a distinction that was first introduced by Gary Watson in his 
influential 1996 article: ŘTwo Faces of Responsibilityř See, WATSON, Agency and Answerability, 260Ŕ286. 

122 CAMPBELL, ŖIs Freewill a Pseudo-problem?,ŗ 118. 

123 The Oxford Companion to Philosophy, 1962 edition, s.v. ŖResponsibility,ŗ by Klein. 

124 Routledge Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 1998 edition, s.v. ŖResponsibility,ŗ by Duff. 

125 LONG, ŖThe Irrelevance of Responsibility,ŗ 124. 

126 A doctor who cures a patient is responsible for that cure; one whose treatment (or lack of 
it) causes death is responsible for that death. More generally, though, we are responsible for at least 
some of the results of our actions, most obviously for those we bring about intentionally. If I kill X 
intentionally, I am responsible for Xřs death. 
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that I am responsible for some foreseen effect, or for a harm which I did not 

prevent is to say that I should have attended to that effect or to that harm in 

deciding how to act.  ŖOur retrospective responsibilities are partly determined by 

our prospective responsibilities.ŗ127  We also use the term Ŗresponsibilityŗ to 

describe an agentřs relation to an action that has not yet occurred, one which the 

agent is able to perform, and may or may not perform;128 this is the prospective 

responsibility.  My prospective responsibilities are those I have before the event,129 

those matters that it is up to me to attend to or take care of.  These are often tied 

to specific roles: a person may have responsibilities as a teacher, or parent, or a 

doctor, often all these and more.130  My prospective responsibilities are those I 

have in virtue of satisfying some description - Řteacher,ř Řparent,ř Řhuman being;ř 

and we may disagree about just what responsibilities, if any, belong with particular 

descriptions. With respect to the past, the import is usually negative, that is, the 

focus is on untoward conduct resulting in untoward outcomes.  Its concern is 

with something bad, i.e., things that ought not to have happened and that ought 

not to have been done.131  Our particular roles, which help determine our 

prospective responsibilities, thus also help determine our retrospective 

responsibility.  I could, but do not, stop a child committing a minor act of 

vandalism.  If the child is a stranger, I might deny responsibility for the damage, 

but if the child is in my care, I cannot deny responsibility.  Our roles may also 

limit our responsibility.132  Concepts of prospective and retrospective 

responsibilities133 help to determine our very descriptions of peopleřs actions or 

omissions.134 Prospective and retrospective responsibilities flow from a 

conception of our moral duties and relationships, or are ascribed by a legal system. 

                                                      
127 Routledge Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 1998 edition, s.v. ŖResponsibility,ŗ by Duff. 

128 LONG, ŖThe Irrelevance of Responsibility,ŗ 124. 

129 Routledge Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 1998 edition, s.v. ŖResponsibility,ŗ by Duff. 

130 But we also have responsibilities as friends, as citizens, perhaps even as human beings (to 
pay some attention to the interests of other human beings, which is very Levinasian), or as inhabitants 
of this planet (to have some practical concern for its future Ŕ the concern of Hans Jonas). 

131 LADD, ŖMoral Responsibility and Civic Virtue,ŗ 82 - 83. 

132 For example, a teacher thinks like this, I know that if I fail this thesis, the candidate will 
lose his academic job.  But I might insist that my responsibility as an examiner is to judge the thesis 
on its merit; the further effects of my decisions are not my concern: (the candidateřs prospective 
dismissal is not something I should attend to as a reason against failing the thesis) and I am not 
responsible for them. 

133 There can be a question here whether we are dealing with two entirely different concepts 
here or are they basically the same concept used in different ways?  Usually retrospective attributions 
of responsibility are used to justify retributions (blame, punishment …etc., for example, Ŗyou are 
punished not for stealing the sheep, but that sheep shall not be stolen!ŗ); whereas prospective 
attributions are used to prescribe, advise, exhort, or perhaps warn.  

134 LADD, ŖMoral Responsibility and Civic Virtue,ŗ 83. 
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But they may be neither moral nor legal: a sports referee, for instance, has 

prospective and retrospective responsibilities,135 but they are not all a matter either 

of morality or of law. 

Fourthly, responsibility can be individual and collective.  In the professional 

domain the moral reference of responsibility, more particularly of responsibility 

for oneřs actions, is founded on the obligation not to harm others directly and to 

restore the injuries one has caused.  It is an individualistic responsibility which is 

born out of the moral imperative to be able to answer for oneřs acts, and to act in 

such a way that any other person could act in similar manner.136  Doctors assume 

full responsibility for their therapy, engineers for their decision or their 

calculation, teachers for their propositions or their argumentations and the 

politicians for their promises(?).  This responsibility also concerns an obligation 

regarding oneself: not to charge others with the responsibility for oneřs own fate, 

oneřs life or oneřs destiny, and to denounce the slavery of being dependent, a 

slavery which would be the negation of our liberty.137  We must also attend to 

collective or shared138 responsibilities: the responsibilities of organization or 

groups; the responsibilities individuals have as members of organization; and 

whether such membership can make us responsible for the actions of others.139  

Collective responsibility is responsibility that can be assigned to some group or 

organization.  A focus on moral blame or punishment (e.g., of the German people 

                                                      
135 Only responsible agents, those with the capacities necessary for accepting and discharging 

responsibilities, can be held prospectively or retrospectively responsible. Just what those capacities are 
depends on the kind of responsibility at stake. Only moral agents can have moral responsibilities; but 
the law specifies its own criteria of responsible agency, which might differ between criminal and civil 
law. A different use of Řresponsibleř concerns the agentřs attitude to their responsibilities. A 
responsible person is someone who can be trusted to discharge their prospective responsibilities, and 
to accept their retrospective responsibilities; an irresponsible person is not one who has no 
responsibilities, but one who does not take their responsibilities seriously. 

136 THOMASSET, ŖResponsibility,ŗ 199. 

137 THOMASSET, ŖResponsibility,ŗ 200. 

138 Larry May has developed a fascinating notion of it in his Sharing Responsibility. In this 
original work, Larry May argues that even when they do not directly participate, people share 
responsibility for various harms perpetrated by their communities. A robust theory of responsibility, 
May holds, must pay heed to the make up of the self as well as to actions: not only Ŗwhat we do,ŗ but 
in a larger sense, Ŗwho we are.ŗ In the first part of Sharing Responsibility, he argues for responsibility 
based on an individualřs attitudes. Some attitudes, he asserts, are the products of quasi-conscious 
deliberation over which a person exerts at least partial control. He examines the case of racism, 
contending that those who harbour racist attitudes in a community in which acts of racial violence 
have occurred share responsibility for such harms. May then focuses on responsibility for individual 
and collective inaction.  MAY, Sharing Responsibility. 38, 101.  

139 Routledge Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 1998 edition, s.v. ŖResponsibility,ŗ by Duff. 
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for the Nazi period), although not exhaustive of this concept, is common.140  In 

this sense collective responsibility contributes to the generating of many 

questions.141 We can talk of the responsibilities of organizations such as 

corporations, universities, governments and nations in so far as we can see such 

collectives as agents Ŕ as capable of acting purposively, as being potentially 

answerable to what they do or fail to do.  In so far as I have responsibilities within 

an organization, I share, with other members of the organization, responsibilities 

for what the organization does.142  But is that responsibility limited to the part, 

which I play directly, or could and should play, in organizationřs actions?  Or can I 

be held responsible for the actions of others in the organization even though I did 

not myself have authority or control over them?  Can I be held responsible for the 

actions of organization to which I did not contribute directly, and which I could 

not control?  Can or should I accept responsibility for my countryřs actions before 

I was born?143  Answers to such questions depend on getting clear about what is 

to be a member of a group, and about what it is to be responsible.144 

Fifthly, responsibility may be formal and substantive. We really speak of 

two different things when we say that someone is responsible for what happened, 

which is neither praise nor blame, and that someone is a responsible person, that 

is, honours his responsibilities, which is praise.  Formal responsibility is the causal 

attribution of deeds done.145  ŖHe is responsible, because he did it.ŗ That means, 

                                                      
140 The Oxford Companion to Philosophy, 1995 edition, s.v. ŖCollective Responsibility,ŗ by 

Sankowski. 

141 We can ask about similarities and differences between individual and collective 
responsibilities; whether either one undermines the other; whether either one is preferable in moral 
assessment in some context.  We may particularly ask whether there ought to be collective 
responsibility. Arguable, there should be collective responsibility (as fault) when a group or 
organization intends or causes harm, and the group or organization has or had the capacity to 
understand the wrongness of the intention or the causing of harm, and to modify or avoid these. This 
account does not fit no-fault collective responsibility, an enormously important, but complex concept, 
which is also indispensable in modern societies.  

142 Routledge Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 1998 edition, s.v. ŖResponsibility,ŗ by Duff. 

143 Recent discussions on the inhuman and violent acts of the colonization and its dreadful 
consequences in the living memory of the present generation has been a sought after topic of public 
debates and university seminars.  The Oxford Union Society debate on whether the Britain owes 
reparations for its colonization is a evident example to mention.  The debate is available online: see, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=f7CW7S0zxv4  

144 It would be absurd, for example, to blame myself for governmental actions over which I 
had no control, or which were done before I was born; but it is not obviously absurd to feel shame 
for them, or think it is up to me, though not, of course, only to me, to apologize for them, or to try to 
find some way of making up for them. See, Routledge Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 1998 edition, s.v. 
ŖResponsibility,ŗ by Duff. 

145 JONAS, The Imperative of Responsibility, 90. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=f7CW7S0zxv4
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the doer must answer for his deed: he is held responsible for its consequences and 

can be made liable for them.  This has primarily legal and not moral significance. 

It is more the deed than the consequences, which is punished in the case of a 

crime. Ultimately one has the less to answer for, the less one does, and in the 

absence of positive duty the avoidance of action can become the counsel of 

prudence.  So understood, Ŗresponsibilityŗ does not itself set ends or disallow 

ends but is the mere formal burden on all causal acting among men, namely that 

they can be called to account for it.146 Substantive responsibility is the positive 

duty of power or responsibility Ŗforŗ particular objects that commits an agent to 

particular deeds concerning them, the forward determination of what is to be 

done.147  I feel responsible, not for my conduct and its consequences but for the 

matter that has a claim on my acting.148  It confronts this power of [acting] mine 

with its right-to-be and, through the moral will, enlists it for itself.  The matter 

becomes mine because the power is mine and has a causative relation to just this 

matter.   

First comes the Ŗought-to-beŗ of the object, second the ought-to-be of the 
subject who, in virtue of his power, is called to its care.  The demand of the 
object in the unassuredness of its existence, on the one hand, and the 
conscience of powering the guilt of its causality, on the other hand, conjoin in 
the affirmative feeling of responsibility on the part of a self that anyway and 
always must actively encroach on the being of things.149 

This kind of responsibility and feeling responsible we have in our mind, when 

speaking of Ŗresponsibility for the future,ŗ is needed today in ethics. A goal 

oriented or committed concept of responsibility is what Hans Jonas proposes 

when he speaks of it as an imperative for the technological age. 

Sixthly, responsibility could be positive and negative.  Positive 

responsibility proposes that one personřs being responsible does not exclude 

others also from being responsible.150  Hence, in this sense of responsibility, many 

people, even an indefinitely large number, can be responsible for something.  

Positive responsibility is moral responsibility in the full sense.  This way of due 

                                                      
146 JONAS, The Imperative of Responsibility, 91- 92. 

147 JONAS, The Imperative of Responsibility, 91- 92. 

148 For example, responsibility for the welfare of others does not merely Ŗscreenŗ intended 
actions with respect to their moral acceptability but obligates to actions not otherwise completed at 
all.  Here the Ŗforŗ of being responsible is obviously distinct from that in the purely self-related sense. 
The Ŗwhat forŗ lies outside me, but in the effective range of my power, in need of it or threatened by 
it.  

149 JONAS, The Imperative of Responsibility, 93. 

150 LADD, ŖMoral Responsibility and Civic Virtue,ŗ 81. 
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recognition of positive responsibility renders denials of responsibility pointless, 

but it also makes moral responsibility into something positively good, that is, 

something to be sought after.  A negative conception of responsibility implies 

exclusivity in the sense that it assigns responsibility exclusively to one person or set 

of persons and, by implication, to no one else.151  It is negative in its use that in 

determining that one party Ŕ a person or a set of persons Ŕ responsible for a 

particular act, determines that other parties are not responsible.152   

Finally, responsibility can be natural and contractual.  The responsibility of 

parents for children153 Ŗis a case of responsibility instituted by nature, which is 

independent of prior assent or choice, irrevocable, and not given to alteration of 

its terms by the participants... and it encompasses its object totally.ŗ154  In natural 

responsibility the immanent Ŗought-to-beŗ of the object claims its agent a priori 

and quite unilaterally, whereas contracted or appointed responsibility is a 

conditional a posteriori upon which the fact and the terms of the relationship 

actually entered into.155  It is a responsibility that is instituted Ŗartificiallyŗ by a 

bestowal and acceptance of a task,156 which is circumscribed in content and time 

by the particular task; its acceptance has in it an element of choice, from which 

one may later resign or be released.157 What is unique to the Levinasian notion of 

responsibility is that, it encompasses  most of the traits of the above discussed 

types in the singular idea of  moral responsibility.  

8.3. LEVINASIAN MORAL RESPONSIBILITY 

Having seen a brief overview of the various nuances of responsibility as a moral 

terminology, one can trace several elements of its meaning find better expression 

and refined implications in Levinasř moral phenomenology.  It is an undeniable 

                                                      
151 LADD, ŖMoral Responsibility and Civic Virtue,ŗ 80. 

152 A typical use of the negative concept of responsibility can be seen in the common practice 
known colloquially as Ŗpassing the buck:ŗ ŖI am not responsible!ŗ  In one of its many senses 
Ŗresponsibilityŗ refers to the duties or requirements that go with an assigned task, job or office.  If it 
is Ařs responsibility to care for X then it is not Břs responsibility.  Each person should mind his own 
business, as the saying goes. 

153 Which is global, i.e., extending to everything in them that needs caring for, and not 
occasional, but continual so long as they are children. 

154 JONAS, The Imperative of Responsibility, 94-95. 

155 JONAS, The Imperative of Responsibility, 95. 

156 For example, appointment to an office, say tax collector.  But his responsibility for 
collecting taxes is not predicated on the merits of any taxation system but on his undertaking of the 
office.  The Ŗhowŗ of his taxation has no special reference when entered in a contractual base. 

157 JONAS, The Imperative of Responsibility, 95. 
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fact that Levinasř corpus, comprising one of the greatest ethical thoughts of the 

twentieth century, presents an extraordinary revolution in the thinking of the 

concept of responsibility.  Responsibility is, for him, a profoundly enigmatic 

concept.158  The notion of responsibilitymeans that in being a subject I am already 

in the grip of the Other. It also entails that all thought enters on the scene after 

the epiphany of the other in the face-to-face. This is to say that the other person 

precedes my ethical subjectivity, and that ethics precedes any conceptual science. 

Inasmuch as responsibility is foundational for all interpersonal relationships, it is 

in responsibility that we are going to find a means to pass from an encounter with 

the real other person into ethics.  Responsibility, for Levinas, is not conditioned 

by any knowledge. Instead, it happens at the moment we encounter the face of the 

other. This ethical responsibility is prior to any knowledge of the other; in other 

words: I have to be responsible for the other even though I do not know him or 

her.  As he puts it unambiguously: ŖI understand responsibility as responsibility 

for the Other, thus as responsibility for what is not my deed, or for what does not 

even matter to me; or which precisely does matter to me, is met by me as face.ŗ159 

It is precisely this overflowing dimension of responsibility that makes this term so 

central to ethical theory in general and to Levinasian moral rationality in particular.   

8.3.1. The Grammar of Levinasian Responsibility 

Levinasř central claim is clear: oneřs existence is pre-eminently meaningful as a 

function of oneřs responsibility to and for another human being, whose obligating 

presence is not that of a graspable object of any sort.  In his version of 

responsibility, one can observe a sustained attempt to overcome the very horizon 

of egology with a Řreversalř of the very concept of responsibility. That is to say,  

far from assigning responsibility to the actions of an agent on the basis of the 

freedom of the subject, following an entire tradition, he breaks with such a 

horizon Ŕ indeed, breaks with the very concept of horizon in philosophy Ŕ and 

reconceptualizes responsibility as a being Ŗfor-the-other.ŗ160  In Ethics and Infinity 

Levinas explains:  ŖUsually, one is responsible for what one does oneself. I say, in 

Otherwise than Being or Beyond Essence, that responsibility is initially a for the other,ŗ161 

which is so radical that he would give it the meaning of a being-hostage to the 

                                                      
158 KEENAN, ŖResponsibility and Death,ŗ 6. 

159 LEVINAS, Ethics and infinity, 95. 

160 LEVINAS, Ethics and Infinity, 96 

161 LEVINAS, Ethics and Infinity, 96. 
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other.162  No longer a responsibility for oneself or for oneřs actions, but a 

responsibility for the other and for the sake of the other; no longer following the 

freedom of the subject, but arising out of the otherřs demand on me Ŕ the other, 

for Levinas, Ŗis above all the one I am responsible for.ŗ163  Responsibility is no 

longer the responsibility of a free agent, as Levinas approaches it as a 

responsibility Ŗthat could not have begun in me,ŗ164 not begun with freedom, but 

before freedom and in a sense before me as well.165  This is why Levinas writes 

that responsibility Ŗis not mine.ŗ166  It is in this phenomenological revolution of 

the concept of responsibility, in which the classical Ŗresponsibility for oneself and 

for oneřs actionsŗ shifts toward another sense, that Levinas undertakes his key 

movement with respect to the concept of responsibility.167 As Jacques Derrida 

explains in The Gift of Death,  

Levinas wants to remind us that responsibility is not at first responsibility of 
myself for myself, that the sameness of myself is derived from the other, as if it 
were second to the other, coming to itself as responsible and mortal from the 
position of my responsibility before the other, for the otherřs death and in the 
face of it.168  

This sense of responsibility for the other expropriates the subject, deposed from 

its position of mastery and subject to the call of the other.  Responsibility is no 

longer situated within the sphere of the ego, but arises out of the Ŗastonishing 

alterity of the otherŗ169 calling me to responsibility. The call comes from the other, 

deposing the ego from its posture or position of mastery into the destitute place 

                                                      
162 This reversal explicitly expressed in being hostage to the other, as Levinas opines: ŖIt is 

through the condition of being hostage that there can be in the world pity, compassion, pardon and 
proximity - even the little there is, even the simple ŖAfter you, sir.ŗ The unconditionality of being 
hostage is not the limit case of solidarity, but the condition for all solidarity.ŗ See, LEVINAS, Otherwise 
than Being, 117.  

163 LEVINAS, Entre Nous, 105. 

164 LEVINAS, Autrement qu‘être, 206.  

165 Levinas seeks to exceed the egological enclosure of the concept of responsibility, exceed 
and reverse the free subject that is responsible for its actions. The concept of egological responsibility 
finds itself inverted in Levinasř emphasis on the primacy of the other over the ego; the I is itself 
inverted from a nominative position to the passivity of the accusative (already the accusation or 
persecution of the subject). Responsibility no longer designates the subjectřs authorship over its 
actions within a closed egological economy, but rather designates the otherřs demand on me. The 
author becomes the respondent: I am not responsible for my own actions, but first and foremost I am 
responsible for the other. 

166 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 161. « Une responsabilité - qui nřa pas pu commencer en 
moi, pour la liberté - qui nřest pas la mienne ». LEVINAS, Autrement qu‘être, 206. 

167 RAFFOUL, The Origins of Responsibility, 163 -164. 

168 DERRIDA, The Gift of Death, 46. 

169 LEVINAS, Entre Nous, 101. 
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of being the respondent of such a call of the other. This is why Levinas displaces 

the I from the nominative position it has occupied to the accusative Ŗmeŗ which 

reveals the ego as addressed, as a respondent, addressed by the otherřs call.170 It is 

as Judith Butler rightly remarked: for Levinas Ŗresponsibility emerges as a 

consequence of being subject to the unwilled address of the other.ŗ171 

For Levinas, to be responsible is to be responsible for the other. In an 

interview, to the question, how is the responsibility for the other translated 

concretely, he responded: 

The other concerns me in all his material misery. It is a matter, eventually, of 
nourishing him, of clothing him. It is exactly the biblical assertion: Feed the 
hungry, clothe the naked, give drink to the thirsty, give shelter to the shelterless. 
The material side of man, the material life of the other, concerns me and, in the 
other, takes on for me an elevated signification and concerns my holiness. Recall 
in Matthew 25, Jesusř ŖYou have hunted me, you have pursued me.ŗ ŖWhen 
have we hunted you, when have we pursued you?ŗ the virtuous ask Jesus. Reply: 
when you Ŗrefused to feed the poor,ŗ when you hunted down the poor, when 
you were indifferent to him! As if, with regard to the other, I had responsibility 
starting from eating and drinking. And as if the other whom I hunted were 
equivalent to a hunted God. This holiness is perhaps but the holiness of a social 
problem. All the problems of eating and drinking, insofar as they concern the 
other, become sacred.172  

The moment I face the other, I cannot release myself from this ethical relation.173 

Responsibility belongs to the subject who acts willingly and intentionally. For 

Levinas, however, responsibility is irreducible to any calculation and is not limited 

to any individual person. In his interview with Mortley, he says: ŖI cannot live in 

society on the basis of this one-to-one responsibility alone. There is no calculation 

in this responsibility: there is no pre-responsible knowledge.ŗ174 And elsewhere he 

observes: ŖTo be me is always to have one more responsibility.ŗ175  

                                                      
170 RAFFOUL, The Origins of Responsibility, 164.  

171 BUTLER, Giving an Account of Oneself, 85. 

172 LEVINAS, Is It Righteous to Be?, 52.  

173 I have to be responsible for the other at the level of basic material needs. In the act of 
facing the other, I cannot hide myself from the other. I cannot enjoy my life within myself alone 
because an act of facing here is an openness of the self to the other without return to the self. 
Responsibility is usually understood in relation to the I and its actions. If I fail to do this job, I have to 
be responsible for this failure. If the other fails, responsibility belongs to the other and is not my 
concern. If the other does something wrong, she or he has to be responsible for that. 

174 MORTLEY, French Philosophers in Conversation, 18. 

175 LEVINAS, Entre Nous, 103. 
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Responsibility requires that I respond, that I answer for what I do, say, and 

give, as irreplaceable singularity, and it requires that I am exposed to 

expropriation, to anonymity, that I forget or efface myself, that I purge myself 

interminably, that I be exposed to the alienation of my powers, that I be nothing 

but Ŗfor the Other.ŗ176  The very meaning of being a subject is to be for-the-other. 

Thus intersubjectivity is not an option, it is an undeniable facticity.  The- One-for-

the-Other is not a commitment or a decision.  It is the foundation of theory, for it 

makes possible relationship.177  Ethics is for Levinas thus rethought as a science of 

relationship par excellence and responsibility becomes the perfect expression of this 

relation.  Ethics for Levinas is not Řgroundedř in practical reason.  It is beyond 

reason.  It is this grammar of responsibility that rules the ethical relations of which 

Levinasř phenomenology of moral rationality becomes emblematic.   

8.3.2. Responsibility as the Essential Structure of Subjectivity 

Levinas posits responsibility for the other as the essential structure of subjectivity.  

If in Time and the Other and Totality and Infinity, Levinas uses a dialectical narrative to 

display the basic features of subjectivity, it is in Otherwise Than Being, where 

Levinasř conception of the subject is most fully developed.178 He clarifies that 

responsibility is not some aspect of subjectivity, but rather its very constitution. 

Referring to Otherwise than Being or Beyond Essence, he explains that in Ŗthis book I 

speak of responsibility as the essential, primary and fundamental structure of 

subjectivityŗ179 that responsibility expresses the structure of subjectivity as Ŗthe 

other in the sameŗ180 to the extent that ŖI am responsible for his very 

                                                      
176 KEENAN, ŖResponsibility and Death,ŗ 11, 12, 14.  In other words, responsibility requires 

that I answer for the impossibility of being responsible, which makes me always already Ŗguiltyŗ or 
irresponsible.  The more I am responsible, the more irresponsible I am, because, on the one hand, 
responsibility holds me accountable, and on the other hand, responsibility discounts me in so far as it 
requires that I be selfless.    

177 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 136.  

178 Levinas pays a lot of attention on the nature of subjectivity with a new set of terms and 
new interests both in the essay ŖSubstitutionŗ and later in Otherwise Than Being, where he elaborates the 
earlier view by clarifying and deepening the understanding of the selfřs passivity, especially as part of a 
treatment of language. A good number of new expressions can be found and he develops a few old 
ones: Řresponsibility,ř Řsubstitution,ř Řobsession,ř Řhostage,ř Řaccusation,ř Řpersecution,ř Řsubjection,ř 
Řsaying,ř Řproximity,ř Řsensibility,ř and more.  Many of these terms intensify the sense of passivity of the 
selfřs relation to the other person, that is to say,  the self is object before it is subject and emphasize 
precisely what seems so paradoxical, that the self is passive, obligated, and burdened, prior to being 
free and active. See, MORGAN, Discovering Levinas, 155-156. 

179 LEVINAS, Ethics and Infinity, 95. 

180 « La subjectivité est structurée comme lřautre dans le Même ». LEVINAS, Autrement qu‘être, 
31-32.  
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responsibility.ŗ181  Interestingly, to the question what in this responsibility for the 

other that defines the structure of subjectivity, the response of Levinas is worth 

being quoted at length:  

Responsibility in fact is not a simple attribute of subjectivity, as if the latter 
already existed in itself, before the ethical relationship.  Subjectivity is not for 
itself; it is, once again, initially for another. … the proximity of the Other is 
presented as the fact that the Other is not simply close to me in space, or close 
like a parent, but he approaches me essentially insofar as I feel myself Ŕ insofar 
as I am Ŕ responsible for him. It is a structure that in nowise resembles the 
intentional relation which in knowledge attaches us to the object Ŕ to no matter 
what object, be it a human object. Proximity does not revert to this 
intentionality; in particular it does not revert to the fact that the Other is known 
to me.182 

Indeed, my identity is insofar as I am being for another, it is the otherness that is 

revealed in responsibility that makes my identity. In the entry of the other, Levinas 

finds the possibility of ethics, or the ground upon which ethics first shows itself.183 

Not only does the possibility of ethics show itself here, the self now takes on a 

different characteristic. A new subjectivity is born that indicates that myself, as a 

subject, is a primary projection towards the other as a move of responsibility to 

the other. Thus responsibility is not the consequence of the faculty of free will, 

and is not even based on a pre-given self. It does not suppose a self-given identity. 

Responsibility does not even supplement an existential foundation, rather it  

structures subjectivity through and through, for, as Levinas stresses, 

In [Otherwise than Being] I speak of responsibility as the essential, primary and 
fundamental mode of subjectivity. For, I describe subjectivity in ethical terms. 
Ethics, here, does not supplement a preceding existential base [as Heidegger 
would have it]; the very node of the subjective is knotted in ethics understood as 
responsibility.  I understand responsibility as responsibility for the Other, thus as 
responsibility for what is not my deed…184  

The subject is an ethical being, and its ethicality precedes its ontological 

constitution: The constitution of the subject is its being Řfor-the-other.ř Such a 

responsibility is prior to being and to beings; it is not said in the ontological 

categories.  I am essen-tially a being for the other.  This is in sharp contrast to 

Sartrean conception of freedom and Levinasř thought could be characterized as 

                                                      
181 LEVINAS, Ethics and Infinity, 96.  

182 LEVINAS, Ethics and Infinity, 96-97.  

183 But this is unlike Sartre who finds an antagonism in this entry of the other from the 
outside.  

184 LEVINAS, Ethics and Infinity, 95. 
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the symmetrical opposite of Sartreřs philosophy of responsibility.185 He challenges 

Sartreřs distinction between two types of being, between being-in-itself and being-

for-itself.  For Sartre, man creates his own essence through his freedom, and 

freedom is essentially within manřs existence. Levinas takes account of freedom in 

a way that is very different from Sartreřs. He says,  

We must therefore emphasize here the fact that freedom is not first. The self is 
responsible before freedom, whatever the paths that lead to the social 
superstructure [...]. Freedom can here be thought as the possibility of doing 
what no one can do in my place; freedom is thus the uniqueness of that 
responsibility.ŗ186 

For Levinas, responsibility for the other is prior to my freedom.187 Freedom is 

therefore not the essence of subjectivity. For Sartre, ŖMan is condemned to be 

free,ŗ but for Levinas, ŖExistence is not condemned to freedom, but judged and 

invested as a freedom. Freedom could not present itself all naked. This investiture 

of freedom constitutes moral life itself, which is through and through a 

heteronomy.ŗ188 Substitution for the other and a hostage of the other seem to 

point out an ethical relationship that begins with the I as responsibility for the 

other rather than the I as Sartreřs being-for-itself. In his interview with Richard 

Kearney, Levinas says:  

The ethical ŘIř is subjectivity precisely in so far as it kneels before the other, 
sacrificing its own liberty to the more primordial call of the other. For me, the 
freedom of the subject is not the highest or primary value. The heteronomy of 
our response to the human other, or to God as the absolutely Other, precedes 
the autonomy of our subjective freedom. As soon as I acknowledge that it is ŘIř 
who am responsible, I accept that my freedom is anteceded by an obligation to 
the other. Ethics redefines subjectivity as this heteronymous responsibility in 
contrast to autonomous freedom. Even if I deny my primordial responsibility to 
the other by affirming my own freedom as primary, I can never escape the fact 
that the other has demanded a response from me before I affirm my freedom 

                                                      
185 RAFFOUL, The Origins of Responsibility, 164. For both, the I carries the weight of the world 

on its shoulders, but for exactly opposite reasons! For Sartre, it is due to the absolute character of the 
selfřs freedom whereas for Levinas, it is due to the overwhelming character of the alterity of the other. 
Whereas Sartre places all the weight on the self and its freedom, Levinas empties such a free subject 
and expropriates it in favour of the other itself. 

186 LEVINAS, God, Death, and Time, 181. 

187 For Levinas, freedom does not mean that I am free to do according to my will as an 
autonomous being, but responsibility for the other comes to me and questions me before the exercise 
of my freedom. 

188 LEVINAS, Collected Philosophical Papers, 58. 
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not to respond to his demand. Ethical freedom is une difficile liberté, a 
heteronymous freedom obliged to the other.189  

Levinasř ethics attempts to move away from the trap of egoism and makes a 

demand on philosophy to begin at the ethical relation between the I and the other. 

This ethical relation moves from the I toward the other without any return to the 

I, and this movement is done only for the other without any reciprocality. His 

ethical responsibility is prior to ontology, epistemology, and this is beyond our 

self-interest, or even self-preservation. In other words, ethical responsibility for 

the other stems from the love of the other without any interest. It is an ethics of 

disinterestedness.190 This disinterestedness does not mean indifference to the 

other, but it is always to awaken to the presence of the other.  We are distracted 

from ourselves and our own self-presence when we are interrupted by the other, 

and made to experience the original debt of responsibility that makes us subjects 

in the first place.191 

It is interesting to note how Paul Ricœur develops responsibility in Oneself 

as Another  whose theme concerns how responsibility relates to personal and moral 

identity and how it emerges dialectically from social formation and from an 

eliminable subjectivity.192  Ricœur shows that Levinas needs the ability to respond 

and the ability for some kind of reciprocity based on solicitude, which itself is 

caught up in seeking the good life or human good. Retaining Levinasř 

responsibility within his ethico-moral integration allows Ricœurřs place of 

receptivity to be integrated with an element of Levinasř view of totality, the latent 

exteriority.193  But this must preclude any subordination of Levinasř exteriority of 

the face and infinity to the totality, which he so consistently and rigorously avoids, 

and which would falsify or remove precisely the uniqueness of his view of alterity. 

                                                      
189 KEARNEY, Dialogues with Contemporary Continental Thinkers, 63. 

190 Responsibility, for Levinas, is love without Eros, without any wish to be loved, and thus 
in a sense different from the one in which we usually employ the verb. He uses Pascalřs phrase: Ŗlove 
without concupiscence.ŗ See,  LEVINAS, Is It Righteous to Be?, 108. This wakefulness for the other is 
never approached as a response to my self-interest. It is a love for the other that never sleeps, or 
insomnia. 

191 LIN, The Intersubjectivity of Time: Levinas and Infinite Responsibility, 17. 

192 It must be remembered that Ricœur, in the Seventh and Eighth Studies of Oneself as 
Another, polarizes Aristotelian ethics of virtue and Kantian morality of obligation, showing all the 
while the more fundamental dimension of the ethical aiming at or seeking of the good life.  The 
critique of Kant in the Eighth Study could well be applied to Levinas, that the injunction is invoked 
too soon, even with the substitution of the face and the infinite for the Kantian pure rational moral 
law.    

193 RICŒUR, Oneself as Another, 190. 
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8.4. A PHENOMENOLOGY OF RESPONSIBILITY 

To speak of a Řphenomenology of responsibility,ř I am reminded of the same 

response of Levinas regarding the impossibility of Řa phenomenology of the 

face.ř194  In fact, the task is nothing other than to describe how responsibility is 

both evoked and made manifest in inter and intra human moral relations.195  The 

authentic relation to the other is ethical, an ethicality that Levinas describes in this 

way: ŖThe ethical attitude takes on a meaning that I call the face of the other man: 

nudity, exposure to death, and in the being of the I, infinite obligation and 

obedience to the imperative.ŗ196 The ethicality of ethics lies in responsibility.  

Levinas has clearly maintained the phenomenological status of his discourse, 

stressing that his vocabulary, even when at times it borrows from a religious 

tradition, takes on a phenomenological meaning.197  

As it has been made evident, for Levinas, the notion of a responsibility is 

essentially responsibility for the other. In fact, it is no longer a self-responsibility: 

ŖI understand responsibility as responsibility for the Other.ŗ198  ŖFor the otherŗ 

that is, not a responsibility that ensues from my deed, not a responsibility based 

on my responsibility for my actions. Levinas severs the traditional relation 

between responsibility and action: I have not done anything and yet I am 

responsible. The other has not done anything and I am responsible for him or her. 

Instead, as soon as Ŗthe other looks at me, I am responsible for him.ŗ199  I do not 

even take responsibility for the other; rather, Ŗhis responsibility is incumbent on 

me.200  It is a responsibility that goes beyond what I do.ŗ201  Such responsibility 

                                                      
194 ŖI do not know if one can speak of a phenomenology of the face since phenomenology 

describes what appears,ŗ LEVINAS, Ethics and Infinity, 85.  

195 For Levinas, there exist different modes of relation in facing the other.  Therefore, one 
cannot ever possibly perceive the other as a face or as the face of the other person; rather, what one 
does is encounter the face of the other,.  More precisely, one is a mode of relation; the other is 
something else, something unique, originary, and determinative.  See, DEBOER, The Rationality of 
Transcendence, 25.  

196 LEVINAS, Is It Righteous to Be?, 117( translation modified). 

197 For instance: ŖThe terminology I use sounds religious: I speak of the uniqueness of the I 
on the basis of a chosenness that it would be difficult for it to escape, for it constitutes it; of a debt of 
the I, older than any loan. This way of approaching an idea by asserting the concreteness of a situation 
in which it originally assumes meaning seems to me essential to phenomenology. It is presupposed in 
everything I have said.ŗ See, LEVINAS, Entre Nous, 227. 

198 LEVINAS, Ethics and Infinity, 95. Emphasis is mine. 

199 LEVINAS, Ethics and infinity, 96. 

200 LEVINAS, Ethics and infinity, 96. 

201 LEVINAS, Ethics and infinity, 96. 
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occurs before action, before a free acting, expressing an originary one-for-the-

other: ŖUsually, one is responsible for what one does oneself. I say ... that 

responsibility is initially for the other.ŗ202  Levinas in his phenomenological analysis 

severs the traditional relation between responsibility and the self and overcomes 

the egological enclosure of responsibility. No longer assigned to the interests of 

the ego, no longer about myself, I am now responsible for what is foreign to me, 

for Ŗwhat does not even matter to me.ŗ203 Such is Levinasř conception of 

responsibility; it is a caring for what does not matter to me as a self, in the 

experience of the face. This experience is that of a being devoted to the other. ŖIt 

is a relation to the other as other and not a reduction of the other to the same. It 

is a transcendence.ŗ204  It is this sheer transcendence that can be seen as the salient 

characteristics of the Levinasian notion of responsibility in his phenomenological 

analysis.   

8.4.1. Responsibility as Infinite 

Levinas sees the fundamental relationship of morality as the vocative relationship 

between two people, between an ŘIř and a Řyouř, in which the ŘIř bears 

infinite205responsibility towards the other that nothing else can equal or 

abrogate.206  For Levinas, Infinity207 is what is discovered in the ethical meeting 

with the Other.  It is the thing that cannot be ever fully comprehended and 

understood, or defined in relation to anything outside of itself.208 It is true that 

Levinasř ethical philosophy doesnřt contain prescriptions for ethical action, 

however, he does claim that the constitutive feature of an ethical relation of one 

                                                      
202 LEVINAS, Ethics and infinity, 96. 

203 LEVINAS, Ethics and infinity, 95. 

204 LEVINAS, Entre Nous, 180. 

205 Levinasř concept of the ŘIdea of Infinityř is one he developed from the history of 
philosophy, especially Descartesř third meditation, from the Bible and from Christian theology, 
particularly he describes the idea of infinity in terms borrowed from Gregory of Nyssařs description 
of the approach to God.   

206 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 69. 

207 The Infinity we meet in the Other is an epistemological and a moral concept. Infinity in 
epistemological terms is the thing that can never be fully comprehended or cognized. The idea of 
infinity is unique compared to any other idea, in that whereas the idea of any other thing is considered 
complete in as far as it is adequate to describing that thing, the idea of infinity fulfils its purpose in as 
far as it falls short of describing infinity. 

208 As Totality is a complete, unified system, with every piece defined in relation to every 
other, for there to be any hole in the system, anything that cannot be fully comprehended, is to 
disprove the whole system and hence Totality itself. 
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person to another is the doctrine of infinite responsibility209 of the self to the 

Other.210 Before the other, we have no choice, and we cannot escape from our 

responsibility for the other. ŖTo discover in the I such an orientation is to identify 

the I and morality. The I before another is infinitely responsible.ŗ211 If the other is 

beyond any limit and grasp, then responsibility is limitless,212 it is Ŗinfinite 

responsibility,ŗ213 as Levinas is so fond of saying.  For him the key to 

understanding the positing of infinite responsibility is the alterity of the Other; 

both his phenomenological analysis and the philosophical categories provide the 

means of explaining how the alterity of the Other affects the self and the world it 

inhabits and explains the nature and importance of infinite responsibility.214 With 

every step one takes in approach to infinity, or towards understanding the Other, 

grows the realisation of the distance between. Encounters with the Other teach 

that the Other is one to whom one can never complete the approach.215 

Indeed, responsibility in Levinas undergoes a great reversal of the tradition 

Ŕ from intentionality to passivity, from the ego to the other, from freedom to 

subjection, from the spontaneous will to the accusation and persecution of the 

self.216 Ultimately for Levinas, the decisive movement is the reversal of the 

concept of responsibility from a responsibility-for-self to a responsibility-for-the-

other.  Responsibility is no longer situated within the sphere of the ego, but arises 

out of the alterity of the other.217 This Ŗfor-the-otherŗ would constitute the 

                                                      
209 One can find classic discussions of infinite responsibility in Totality and Infinity, 220Ŕ247, 

Otherwise Than Being, 131Ŕ162. For a recent meditation on similar themes as they bear on our current 
ethical and political dilemmas, consult: CRITCHLEY, Infinitely Demanding: Ethics of Commitment, Politics of 
Resistance. 

210 PERPICH, The Ethics of Emmanuel Levinas, 3. 

211 LEVINAS, ŖThe Trace of the Other,ŗ 353.  

212 Nonetheless, the crucial question is, can responsibility be infinite? Can I be made infinitely 
responsible for anyone and anything, for everyone and everything? Where are the limits? How many 
faces may the Other have? What if the Other is an enemy? Levinas explains this conviction as part of 
a wider phenomenological analysis of our existential position. 

213 LEVINAS, Autrement qu‘être, 159, 206. 

214 PERPICH, The Ethics of Emmanuel Levinas, 17. 

215 EGÉA-KUEHNE, Levinas and Education, 45. 

216 This extraordinary revolution in thought follows a movement of overturning of the 
egological tradition, and in that sense, Levinasř thought could be described as taking the exact 
opposite position as Sartreřs philosophy of responsibility. See, RAFFOUL, The Origins of Responsibility, 
31. 

217 Therein lies the revolution in the thought of responsibility: Far from assigning 
responsibility to the actions of an agent, on the basis of the freedom of the subject, following the 
entire tradition, Levinas breaks with such a horizon Ŕ indeed, breaks with the very concept of horizon 
Ŕ and reconceptualizes responsibility as a being Ŗfor-the-other.ŗ 
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primary sense of responsibility, and this new thinking of responsibility is 

accompanied by, indeed strictly follows, an overturning of the agent, from its 

masterful position as subject toward its assignation to the call of the other, the 

other for whom it is now responsible. The expropriation of the subject is the basis 

for this overturning of the concept of responsibility. It is an expropriation where 

the subject is redefined as Ŗpre-originary opennessŗ to the other.218 In 

responsibility, Levinas claims, Řinfinityř is revealed as involving Ŗa future that 

cannot be fulfilled and a past that was never present.ŗ219  His ethics keeps 

redefining the terms of an unlimited personal responsibility that would start and 

end beyond ontology and therefore reach, beyond the Being of the other, the 

existent of the otherřs radical otherness and thus the infinite humanity of humans 

beings.220 

Responsibility is for the other, that is, not a responsibility ensuing from my 

deed, not even for what matters to me, but for the other, precisely in mattering to 

me as other, in the experience of the face. The Face of the Other can be identified 

with the idea of infinity in its moral sense, and this is part of the ground of the 

imputation of Řinfinite responsibility.ř The moral commitment that the revelation 

of the face forces upon one is as the idea of infinity. The face of the other 

indicates an immediacy with the other person that Levinas calls Ŗproximity,ŗ221  

where in Ŗthe subject is concerned with another individual and is interrupted by 

the infinite responsibility for the other.ŗ222  The closer you get to the other, the 

greater your responsibility towards him becomes.223 The proximity Řdisturbsř the 

subject because it upholds the unbridgeable separation between the subject and 

the other. This implies that there is always more I can give to the point of self-

sacrifice. Here is the sense in which disentanglement from oneself is pushed to the 

extreme in the time of infinite responsibility.224 The Infinite responsibility towards 

                                                      
218 RAFFOUL, The Origins of Responsibility, 31-32. 

219 LIN, The Intersubjectivity of Time, 76. 

220 CORVELLEC, ŖAn Endless Responsibility for Justice,ŗ 3. 

221 Proximity is felt as immediate contact. The proximity of the other demands a response; 
thus, Levinas claims that proximity is responsibility, or the ability to respond. Proximity must then be 
thought of as a weight upon me that comes from the outside. 

222 LIN, The Intersubjectivity of Time, 123. 

223 LIN, The Intersubjectivity of Time, 122. 

224 The infinite responsibility is often criticised for being demanding to the point of being an 
idealistic fantasy. Levinas certainly doesnřt withdraw from the logical conclusion of this idea, saying 
that our responsibility is such that we have the Ŗresponsibility of a hostageŗ and that we are 
responsible for everything about the other, even our own persecution.  This may be elucidated by 
looking at moral exemplars who may be said to have instantiated Levinasř infinite responsibility 
towards Others, often known by their insistence upon helping others, enduring great personal 



300 
 

the Other is one of the central ethical conclusions of Levinasř philosophy. He 

doesnřt claim this position as given by unaided reason; but rather he places 

emphasis on the necessity of our sensual nature for producing the realization of 

the face of the other that gives rise to infinite responsibility.   

8.4.2. Responsibility as Obsession 

The responsibility for the other as infinite represents for Levinas a responsibility 

in the accusative into a condition that Levinas terms as obsession.225  I am 

assigned to the other before any engagement on my part, I am in a relationship 

before the act as is in obsession.226  The infinite responsibility Ŗleaves to the 

subject no refuge in its secrecy that would protect it against being obsessed by the 

other,227 and cover over its evasion.ŗ228  He insists that I am responsible from the 

outset, as soon as I have encountered the other. The other does not even have to 

ask anything of me since its face is already, out of its naked vulnerability, a 

demand on me.  Levinas would even say that the otherřs mere look, positively 

speaking, invites me to be responsible for him.229 ŖThe subject affected by the 

other cannot think that the affection is reciprocal, for he is still obsessed with the 

                                                                                                                                                        
sacrifice.  These, such as M.K.Gandhi, Raoul Wallemberg, and Mother Teresa, are marked out by 
indefatigably never ceasing their works, whilst commonly also marked by an intense modesty about 
what they do. It seems that the more they do, the more they believe needs to be done. They are also 
often people who express in their speech and actions a deep belief in the inexhaustible value and 
importance of even one individual. These persons seem to confirm the analysis Levinas makes of the 
nature of the true ethical relation. However, Levinas posits this infinite responsibility as a 
responsibility upon everyone who comes into relation with an Other, rather than just a choice taken 
by a moral few. 

225 Obsession is strong a word whose meaning in ordinary language is rather negative as it is  
an insistent and -compulsive thought, habit of mind, or tendency to action. The person so burdened 
is said to be -obsessed.  Obsessions are categorized into two subtypes, i.e. autogenous obsessions and 
reactive obsessions, which are different in terms of identifiability of their evoking stimuli, subjective 
experiences, contents, and subsequent cognitive processes.  The former tends to come abruptly into 
consciousness without identifiable evoking stimuli, which are perceived as ego-dystonic and aversive 
enough to be repelled. On the other hand, the latter is evoked by identifiable external stimuli, which 
are perceived as relatively realistic and rational enough to do something toward the stimuli.  In 
Levinas the Other is the stimuli.  

226 Levinasian obsession signifies that the other has a hold on me before I can re-seize myself 
in an act of freedom. The subject is obsessed because the self is not free to respond to the other or 
not, but has to; I am obsessed by the other without any possibility of re-appropriating myself from 
such a pre-originary hold of the other upon me. The I belongs to the other.  

227 ŖThe exposure to another is disinterestedness, proximity, obsession by the neighbour, an 
obsession despite oneself, that is, a pain.ŗ  See, LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 55.  ŖThe saying 
extended toward the said is a being obsessed by the other, a sensibility which the other by vocation 
calls upon and where no escaping is possible.ŗ  See, LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 77.   

228 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 144. 

229 LEVINAS, Ethics and Infinity, 96. 
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very obsession he could exercise over him that obsesses him.ŗ230  Man is not only 

responsible for himself and for his acts before others, he is responsible for others 

in such a way that he loses his innocence when he looks at them. He becomes 

human when he is ready to answer, ŖHere I amŗ to the call of the other. He goes 

on to state: ŖThe Good has chosen me before I have chosen it. No one is good 

wilfully.ŗ231  Responsibility is thus pre-originary Ŕ prior to any free decision on the 

part of the subject, but also independent of any particular attitude of the other. I 

do not take a responsibility for the other, I am responsible for him or her, before 

a decision of any kind: Responsibility for Levinas happens before any decision, 

that is, before freedom, in a Ŗbeforeŗ or a Ŗpast of the otherŗ232 which is absolute. 

Levinas disagrees with the priority of freedom233 over responsibility and avows it 

to be infinite and obsessive. He also explains how it is indeed possible Ŗto be 

responsible over and beyond oneřs freedom.ŗ234  Responsibility is no longer based 

on freedom, but on the extreme passivity of the I.235 He argues that man is 

invested with responsibility even when he does not want to be. He belongs to 

responsibility rather than chooses to be responsible.236  In spite of his wishes, he is 

responsible. In order to describe this responsibility beyond freedom, Levinas 

quotes Ezekiel: ŖAnd He put forth the form of a hand and took me by a lock of 

my head.ŗ237 It is as if responsibility were a fate rather than a free choice. Passivity 

lies at the core of it; yet passivity does not mean inertia or apathy but manřs ability 

to be moved by what happens to his neighbour, to be called by him.   

                                                      
230 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 84. 

231 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 11. 

232 LEVINAS, Entre Nous, 115. 

233 Philosophers who stand up for freedom criticize Levinasř ideas. They underline their 
excessive consequences: Do I really have to think that I am responsible for all the sufferings that 
occur in the world? For all the atrocities? Is it not enough for me to be responsible for the wrong I 
have done? Levinasř idea of responsibility seems to them extravagant, and they assert that it leads to a 
pathological feeling of guilt. 

234 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 122. 

235 This is in sharp opposition to the whole tradition of responsibility from Aristotle to 
Sartre.  Levinas is of the opinion that such a responsibility is Ŗolderŗ that any free decision, older than 
Ŗany rememberable deliberation constitutive of the human.ŗ  See, LEVINAS, Entre Nous, 114.  
Obligation is not preceded by a free decision, but is placed on me by the otherřs claim, following here 
the structure of subjectivity as a Ŗfor-the-otherŗ reversing and expropriating the for-itself. ŖThe 
conversion of the for-self into for-the-other of responsibility could not be played again within an 
autonomous for-self, even in the guise of a simple discovery made by the ŖI think,ŗ inflexible but still 
reflecting on itself.ŗ See, LEVINAS, Entre Nous, 152. 

236 CHAILER, ŖThe Philosophy of Emmanuel Levinas and the Hebraic Tradition,ŗ 8. 

237 Ezekiel 8:3. 
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Responsibility is an obsession that comes from a past that man does not 

remember. It describes the situation of a man facing another man.238 

ŖResponsibility in obsession is a responsibility of the ego for what the ego has not 

wished, that is for the others.ŗ239 I am obligated before any vow, Ŗbefore being 

present to myself or returning to self,ŗ240 in a radical expropriation of the self that 

is at once an obligation to the other!  Levinas describes this expropriation as a 

kind of defeat, a Ŗdefection from the unity of transcendental apperception, just as 

there is here a defeat of the originary intentionality in every act.ŗ241  It is as if there 

was something before the beginning,  and consequently, the without-origin or 

Ŗan-archyŗ of subjectivity puts the spontaneous subject in question. Subjection is 

the opening of ethical responsibility and care for the other.242  It is not an 

alienation from the other, but is instead characterized as inspiration: Responsibility 

is ŖI exist through the other and for the other, but without this being alienation: I 

am inspired.ŗ243  I do not have my origin in myself.244 Such Ŗan-archic 

responsibilityŗ undoes the self-presence of the self, opening it to the for-the-other 

of responsibility: ŖHere I am in this responsibility, thrown back toward something 

that was never my fault or of my own doing, something that was never within my 

power or my freedom, something that never was my presence and never came to 

me through memory.ŗ245 The infinite or Ŗunlimited responsibility in which I find 

myself comes well before my freedom, from a Řbefore-to-all-memoryř,ŗ246 and in 

                                                      
238 This responsibility is beyond all reminiscence, retention, representation, presentation. 

Here lies Levinasř crucial break with the tradition: Responsibility is not the consequence of free will, 
and is altogether disconnected from freedom. It represents instead the passive experience of the 
presence of the face which obligates me before I can decide on it. I am responsible Ŗfor the faults or 
the misfortune of others.ŗ See, LEVINAS, Autrement qu‘être, 12. I am responsible out of my own non-
freedom and extreme passivity even for the freedom of others: ŖResponsibility prior to any free 
engagement ... would be responsibility for the freedom of othersŗ   LEVINAS, Autrement qu‘être, 139. 
(the translations are mine when referred to the French edition)  

239 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 114. 

240 LEVINAS, Entre Nous, 149. 

241 LEVINAS, God Death and Time, 172. 

242 RAFFOUL, The Origins of Responsibility, 198-200. 

243 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 114. 

244 In a beautiful passage from ŖDiachrony and Representation,ŗ Levinas writes of the 
Ŗethical anteriority of responsibility,ŗ of an Ŗan-archic responsibilityŗ that de-structures temporality 
itself: ŖHere we have, in the ethical anteriority of responsibility (for-the-other, in its priority over 
deliberation), a past irreducible to a hypothetical present that it once was. A past without reference to 
an identity naively (or naturally) assured of its right to presence, in which everything supposedly 
beganŗ LEVINAS, Entre Nous, 170. 

245 LEVINAS, Entre Nous, 170. 

246 LEVINAS, Autrement qu‘être, 12. « La responsabilité illimitée où je me trouve vient dřen deçà 
de ma liberté, dřun Řantérieur-à-tout souvenirř ».  
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turn I am responsible for such a past, which is not the past of my deeds. 247 This 

obsession with the other and the infinite responsibility for the other find an 

excellent elaboration in what is considered to be the most original and powerful 

expression in Levinas, viz., the substitution.  

8.4.3. Responsibility as Substitution 

In the encounter between the I and the Other, the main question is not merely 

how one perceives the Other as the other person, but rather, how the otherness of 

the Other is perceived by me and how does the Other enter into my world turning 

my egoistic world inside out.  Moving on from my responsibility as obsession 

would represent for Levinas a new style in the accusative Ŕ a guilt without faults, 

an indebtedness without loan.  To make clear this dethronement of the world of 

the self, Levinas in his phenomenological analysis employs the term Řsubstitution.ř  

It is one of the most important themes that resonates in his writings to 

communicate the intersubjective dimension of moral relations.248  Otherwise than 

Being or Beyond Essence is defined by Levinas as follows: ŖThis book interprets the 

subject as hostage and the subjectivity of the subject as substitution breaking with the 

essence of being.ŗ249 Substitution designates the asymmetrical for-the-other which 

structures subjectivity, the responsibility commanding the I, which he calls 

expiation,250 obsession, Ŗpersecutionŗ and substitution.251  The approach of the 

other, which is a putting of the idea of alterity in me, is also a putting myself in the 

place of another.252 By putting oneself in the place of the Other, one is willing to 

take responsibility for the Otherřs responsibilities; because substitution is my 

                                                      
247 RAFFOUL, The Origins of Responsibility, 33. 

248 The idea of substitution is present in Gabriel Marcel, but what distinguishes Levinas from 
Marcel is that when Marcel speaks of substituting your freedom for my own, Levinas of speaks of 
substituting myself for the other.   Marcel himself writes: ŖMy freedom cannot fully affirm itself 
unless it embraces my personal destiny and does not claim merely to survey it. However, this destiny 
is not deepened or enriched unless is open to others.ŗ  See, MARCEL, Creative Fidelity, 31. 

249 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 184 (emphasis is mine).  « Ce livre interprète le sujet comme 
otage et la subjectivité du sujet comme substitution rompant avec l'essence de lřêtre ». See, LEVINAS 
Autrement qu‘être, 232.  

250 He explains the enigmatic Ŗexpiation for the otherŗ in the following way: Expiation must 
be understood in Ŗthe perspective of holiness, without which the human is inconceivable. This means 
that man is responsible for the other man and that he is responsible for him even when the other does 
not concern him, because the other always concerns him.ŗ See, LEVINAS, Is It Righteous to Be?, 99 
(emphasis is mine). This Ŗalwaysŗ marks the radical, even excessive, clearly inexhaustible nature of 
such responsibility; Ŗalwaysŗ means that one can Ŗneverŗ be free of it. This is why it is bad faith to 
claim, ŖI did my duty,ŗ for I am never done with the other and because, ultimately, this ethics, as we 
saw above, is hyperbolic Ŕ an ethics beyond ethics, a duty beyond duty. 

251 LEVINAS, Is It Righteous to Be?, 100. 

252 LINGIS, ŖTranslatorřs Introduction,ŗ to Otherwise than Being, xxviii.  
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unique responsibility not only for the Other but for everyone else, including their 

responsibilities.253   

I am responsible for the responsible moves of another, for the vey impact and 
trouble with which he approaches me. To be responsible before another is to 
answer to the appeal by which he approaches. It is to put oneself in his place, 
not to observe oneself from without, but to bear the burden of his existence and 
supply for its wants. I am responsible for the very faults of another, for his 
deeds and misdeeds. The condition of being hostage is an authentic figure of 

responsibility.254  

I am I in the sole measure that I am responsible, a non-interchangeable I. I can 

substitute myself for everyone, but no one can substitute himself for me. Such is 

my inalienable identity as a subject. It is in this precise sense that Dostoyevsky 

said: ŖWe are all responsible for all for all men before all, and I more than all the 

others.ŗ255 Substitution,  despite not being a neologism attributed to Levinas,  it is 

undoubtedly he who, for the first time in the history of philosophy, used it to 

describe as a synonym of responsibility.  This is to put oneself in anotherřs place 

or taking responsibility for the Other as if one were the Other. ŖThis 

responsibility for another is structured as the one-for-the-other, to the point of 

the one being a hostage of the other, a hostage in his very identity of being called 

irreplaceable, before any return to self. For the other in the form of one-self, to 

the point of substitution for another.ŗ256 This would plainly mean that I am a 

substitute for the Other person or in other words I am a hostage for the Other, to 

the point of suffering or dying for the other.257  In fact, ŖThe hostage is the one 

who is found responsible for what he has not done.ŗ258  Levinas proposes that one 

has to substitute oneself with the Other. ŖThe otherřs face always regards me. And 

this is de jure limitless. At no moment can you leave the other to his own destiny. I 

sometimes call this expiation,259 extending all the way to substitution for the 

                                                      
253 BERNASCONI, ŖWhat is the Question to which ŘSubstitutionř is the Answer?,ŗ 239. 

254 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, xiv. 

255 LEVINAS, Ethics and Infinity, 101. See also LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 146. 

256 LEVINAS, God, Death, and Time, 172. 

257 The frequent terms that he uses in Otherwise than Being, make it clear that the I is a hostage 
of the Other. I is always persecuted; because I cannot escape the supremacy of the Other over him. 
To escape from this hostage and the persecution of the Other.  It is a matter of recognizing that I am 
responsible for the other in a limitless way, as hostage to that other without any possibility of freeing 
my self from it.  I have done nothing, I am guilty of nothing, and yet I am infinitely responsible for 
the other, hostage to the other. 

258 LEVINAS, Is It Righteous to Be?, 216. 

259 Recognizing that there is in Ŗexpiationŗ a negative connotation, implying a suffering, 
Levinas is prompt to admit that responsibility for the other is not Ŗpleasant.ŗ It can even be 
Ŗsomething terrible,ŗ for Ŗit means that if the other does something, it is I who am responsible.ŗ  See, 
LEVINAS, Is It Righteous to Be?, 216. 
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other.ŗ260  Levinas  goes on to describe substitution in terms of passivity; Ŗmore 

passive still than the passivity of matter… Responsibility for another is not an 

accident that happens to a subject, but precedes essence in it.ŗ Invoking the 

language of Abraham in the biblical book of Genesis, Levinas argues that Ŗthe 

word I means here I am, answering for everything and for everyone.ŗ261  

Levinas invests responsibility with an a priori connotation, since it befalls us 

in a position of having absolute charge of the Other who unpredictably emerges 

before us.262 Substitution Ŗentails bringing comfort by associating ourselves with 

the essential weakness and finitude of the other.ŗ263 The substitution of the I or 

the self for the Other fulfils the entire spectral meaning of responsibility for the 

Other. ŖIt means that each has to tear himself apart from his interest in his own 

being in order to serve the Other.ŗ264 Through the process of tearing the Iřs ego 

for the welfare of the Other, the I is able to encounter in his life the true meaning 

of kenosis.265  In this way, substitution means to carry the ethical weight of the 

Other, the weight of every non-ego on oneřs own shoulders. It has nothing to do 

with altruism, since it does not refer to freedom and the responsibility to bear this 

weight is without free choice. This is a concrete form of generosity, which is the 

very structure of the self, a structure without a free commitment.  

The Levinasian notion of substitution does not do away with the Self. But with 
substitution what Levinas often offers is a paradigm of the supreme form of 
responsibility, which goes to the extent of taking the bread from oneřs own 
mouth and giving it to the Other person. But to give the very bread I eat, one 

                                                      
260 LEVINAS, Is It Righteous to Be?, 99. 

261 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 114. 

262 The Other appears before us as someone who is begging in the street; as someone who is 
injured beside the road side, as a street kid who is cleaning my car. In a higher dominion, when we 
encounter a victim of repression or a woman who has been brutally beaten up and sexually assaulted, 
the Other appears in front of me as naked. The presence of this Other who is victimized by the I is so 
accusing that the I can no longer evade him when it comes to his obligation to do something for that 
person. And my responsibility expands to the greatest length of even accepting the violence which the 
Other may do to me. 

263 LEVINAS, Is It Righteous to Be?, 228. 

264 CHALIER, ŖEthics and the Feminine,ŗ 124. 

265 The Greek term latterly mans . the act of emptying (κένωσις /kénōsis  , the verb form 
κενόω/kenóō means to empty), refers to  the Řself-emptyingř of Jesus own will and becoming entirely 
receptive to Godřs divine will.(cf.  Philippians 2:7).   I do not substitute for the other in the sense of 
Heideggerřs notion of inauthentic Ŗleaping inŗ in Being and Time, whereby I would take the otherřs 
responsibility away from him or her. Instead, substitution designates for Levinas responsibility itself as 
a way of accompanying the other, as being with and for the mortal other. In substitution, the 
emphasis remains on my responsibility. In being responsible for the other, I do not deprive the other 
of his responsibility; I am bearing his or her weight by sacrificing my self-interests so as to become, 
not the other, but for the other.  See, RAFFOUL, The Origins of Responsibility, 202-204. 
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has to enjoy oneřs bread, not in order to have the merit of giving it, but in order 

to give it with oneřs heart, to give oneself in giving it.266 

Levinasian substitution for the Other culminates, where he argues that oneřs 

responsibilities for the Other are prior to responsibilities to oneself. It is also to be 

noted that substitution is not a psychological event or a mental creation of 

empathy towards the Other in general. However, to stand in the Otherřs place 

means that I am responsible even for the Otherřs responsibility by taking 

responsibility for the Otherřs life and actions.  It would imply that substitution is 

not an action that is chosen Ŕ although it is a Řbehaviourř267 Ŕ it is a characteristic 

of being a subject.  It is neither transubstantiation nor fusion with the other. ŖTo 

be a substitute is not to coincide with another ego, as if I could replace another as 

being-in-the-world…ŗ268  Nor should we interpret responsibility and substitution 

as the being of the subject.  Substitution is the result of the non-indifference of 

responsibility for the other, pushed to its limit by the infinite nature of 

responsibility. Levinas cautiously suggests that substitution, as the subjectivity of 

the subject, might be understood as expiation.269  Thus, substitution is nothing but 

the possibility of an inversion of intentionality in which the other is in me who in 

turn announces the manner in which I can be other to myself, the manner in 

which I do not coincide with myself.270 In a simplified generalization, we can make 

a distinction between the ŘŘmeřř of enjoyment and the ŘŘIřř of responsibility Ŕ the 

distinction between a childřs ŘŘMe, Me, Me!řř and the response of the ethical 

subject: ŘHere I am.ř271  Thus Levinasian substitution is the supreme example 

where the self incarnates as responsible for the other.  

8.4.4. Responsibility as Asymmetrical 

One of the original contributions of Levinas and that which differentiates him 

from his predecessors and provides a unique position in the analysis of 

                                                      
266 BERNASCONI, ŖWhat is the Question to which ŘSubstitutionř is the Answer?,ŗ 244. 

267 LINGIS, ŖTranslatorřs Introductionŗ to Otherwise than Being, xxviii. 

268 PEPERZAK, Beyond, 109. 

269 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 14Ŕ15. 

270 TREANOR, Aspects of Alterity, 40. 

271 The phrase Řhere I amř is a translation of the French Řme voici,ř which Levinas draws from 
the Hebrew expression Řhineni.ř  The English Řhere I am,ř with its nominative declaration fails to 
capture the responsiveness, the obedience to command expressed in me voici. Levinasř usage of hineni 
is inspired by sacred texts, where it expresses the attentiveness, service, and obedience of Abraham, 
Moses, Samuel, and Isaiah. As Levinas interprets the saying of Řhere I am,ř it is not the Cartesian 
Řcogito‘ but rather an ŘI give myself,ř ŘI expose myself,ř or even more precisely, reflecting the accusative 
grammar of the Řme voici,ř in my passivity ŘI am given,ř ŘI am exposed.ř 
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intersubjective relations is his break with the hegemony of symmetrical relations 

that was hitherto considered to be normal.272 Levinasian substitution amounts to 

add a novel dimension of asymmetry to responsibility. The process of detaching 

responsibility from reciprocity has been described as the most important act that 

distinguishes Levinasř ethical theory from that of all others. Martin Buber273  

would be an evident example to cite.274  Though the notion of substitution 

apparently gives the impression of a relation on equal footing, for Levinas the 

introduction of Ŗsubstitutionŗ flows into a criticism of Buber.275 We find that 

Levinas introduces Buber immediately and then dismisses quickly.276 ŖIf the 

relationship with illeity were a relationship of consciousness, Řheř would designate 

a theme, as the Řthouř in Buberřs I-thou relation does, probably Ŕ for Buber has 

never brought out in a positive way the spiritual element in which the I-thou 

relationship is produced.ŗ277  Doubtlessly, there exists a strong similarity between 

Buberřs notion of the I-Thou relation and Levinasř philosophy of respect for the 

other.278  Buber finds in Ludwig Feuerbach the discovery of Thou;  

The single man in isolation possesses in himself the essence of man neither as a 
moral nor as a thinking being.  The essence of man is contained only in the 
community, in the unity of man and man - a unity which rests upon the reality 
of the difference between ŘIř and Řthou.ř279  

                                                      
272 Levinas uses the term, Ŗasymmetryŗ to denote the superior dimension of the height of the 

Other. The rights of the Other is above my rights. Levinas encapsulates this deeper meaning in his 
statement: Řthe ego is the only one who has no rightsř. The asymmetrical structure which this implies 
for basic human rights impresses with what I must ask of myself is not to be compared with what I 
must ask of the Other. 

273 As rightly observes Robert Bernasconi ŖThe proximity between Martin Buber and 
Emmanuel Levinas which is so striking to the external observer was not always so apparent to Buber 
and Levinas themselves.ŗ BERNASCONI, ŖFailure of Communication as a Surplusŗ, 100. 

274 There are some excellent secondary literatures that highlight the relation between the 
Buber and Levinas:  LAWTON, ŖLove and Justice: Levinasř Reading of Buber.ŗ; KEARNEY, ŖLevinas.ŗ; 
BERNASCONI, ŖFailure of Communicationř as a Surplus: Dialogue and Lack of Dialogue between 
Buber and Levinas.ŗ; KELLY, ŖReciprocity and the Height of God: A Defence of Buber Against 
Levinas.ŗ; CASEY, ŖLevinas and Buber: Transcendence and Society,ŗ 69-92.  

275 Levinasř explicit mentions of Buber  can be found in these books and articles: LEVINAS,  
Le temps et l‘autre; ŖMartin Buber and the Theory of Knowledge;ŗ Totality and Infinity; « Dialogue avec 
Martin Buber » dans Noms propres; « Martin Buber, Gabriel Marcel et la philosophie » dans Hors sujet; 
« La pensé de Martin Buber et le judaïsme contemporain, » dans  Hors sujet; « Dialogue » dans De Dieu 
qui vient d l‘idée. 

276 FRIEDMAN, ŖAlterity and Asymmetry in Levinasřs Ethical Phenomenology,ŗ 16. 

277 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 13. 

278 KELLY, ŖReciprocity and the Height of God,ŗ 65-73.  

279 FEUERBACH, Principles of the Philosophy of the Future, § 59. 
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According to Buber, Ŗin those words Feuerbach, passing beyond Marx, 

introduced that the discovery of the Thou, which has been called Řthe Copernican 

revolutionř of modern thought.ŗ280  Nonetheless, the encounter with the other 

remains for Feuerbach, in many important respects, an encounter with the self.  

As a result, the other can only be acknowledged as an alter ego; an other, like me.  

The same approach to the other is taken by Husserlřs transcendental 

phenomenology, which provides the foundations for Levinasř approach to the 

other.  According to both approaches the Řthouř does have a certain priority, but 

only as the mirror of consciousness, as the other of the same.281 In contrast, both 

Buber and Levinas attempt to establish the priority to the other as not 

appropriable to the subject.282 

Nonetheless, Husserlřs recognition of other people as like me, or alter ego, 

and Buberřs insistence that relation with another as reciprocal are critiqued by 

Levinas as both these approaches reduce other people to my own experiences of 

them, recognizing others as co-present and equal.283  Levinas, instead, insists that 

the Other person is irreducible to my experience of him or her, and so never 

present or co-present with me.284  If Martin Buber and to a great extent Gabriel 

Marcel had indeed escaped from an ontology of object and of substance, Levinasř 

criticism of their theory of reciprocity285 is based on the fact that in the reciprocal 

                                                      
280 BUBER, Between Man and Man, 182. 

281 CASEY, ŖLevinas and Buber,ŗ 71. 

282 But if we take Feuerbachřs formula as our axis, we find that Buber, like Feuerbach, seeks 
the essence of man in the Řthe unity of man and manř to the extent that Buber also privileges a 
mutuality of relation that will eventually elide the difference between the I and thou. Levinas, on the 
other hand, while agreeing Ŕ even insisting Ŕ that such unity is founded upon Řdifferenceř remains 
suspicious of any such reciprocity in the relation to the extent that Levinas considers it to be 
ultimately destructive of the difference that he seeks to preserve and elevate.  See, CASEY, ŖLevinas 
and Buber,ŗ 70-71.  

283 Levinasř critique  of Husserl and Buber is focused on his two central concepts: alterity and 
asymmetry.  He maintains that alterity is the insistence that others always remain irreducible to 
representation, and insists that intersubjectivity is asymmetrical as the other is always above me, 
calling me, commanding me.  Consequently, Levinas  dismisses the Husserlian alter-ego and the 
Buberian reciprocity by maintaining that both engage other beings in the mode of knowing them, thus 
reducing them to our experience or representation of them. 

284 FRIEDMAN, ŖAlterity and Asymmetry in Levinasřs Ethical Phenomenology,ŗ 1-2. 

285 In his entire philosophical enterprise, Levinas is highly critical of the notion of symmetry 
or reciprocity, because it implies that human beings are equally interchangeable, that one can 
substitute one person for another, thus making exploitation possible and legitimate or even justifiable.  
From the moment one is concerned about the reciprocal relations, invariably involves no more 
generosity; but it becomes a commercial relation of give and take, the exchange of good behaviour. 
However, Levinas believes that I am called out of myself, toward the other person, suffering and in 
need. By his suffering I am disrupted and questioned and I am ejected from my world to his world. It 
means I as a superior being am condemned to responsible for him. 
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relations there is an account of equality, which is symmetrical and reversible.286 

For Levinas I substitute for the other, but the other does not substitute for me 

nor can I demand the other or somebody to reciprocate himself as a substitute for 

me.  Responsibility, for him, is not a demand from the other and the relation to 

the Other is fundamentally asymmetrical, because the relation between the I and 

the Other is not an encounter between two people on equal footing.  Levinas 

affirms categorically, ŖReciprocity is a structure founded on an original inequality.  

For equality to make its entry into the world, beings must be able to demand more 

of themselves than of the Other, feel responsibilities on which the fate of 

humanity hangs, and in this sense pose themselves problems outside humanity.ŗ287    

Levinas conceives responsibility as an asymmetrical relation, where the 

departure from the I to the other is without any return to the I.  The responsibility 

revealed in the face-to-face encounter does not flow both ways. While the face-to-

face encounter reveals the other to be both the impoverished stranger and the one 

who commands me, I do not appear to the other in a like manner.  An important 

complement to the fundamentally asymmetrical nature of the metaphysical 

relationship is its non-reciprocal character.288  To say that I am the other of the 

other would be to claim that the other is like me, that the other is another self, 

which would in turn destroy the otherness of the other.289  In an interview with 

Richard Kearney, Levinas remarks: As Alyosha Karamazov says in The Brothers 

Karamazov by Dostoyevsky:  

ŘWe are all responsible for everyone else Ŕ but I am more responsible than all 
the others.ř And he does not mean that every ŘIř is more responsible than all the 
other, for that would be to generalize the law for everyone else Ŕ to demand as 
much from the other as I do from myself. This essential asymmetry is the very 
basis of ethics: not only am I more responsible than the other but I am even 
responsible for everyone elseřs responsibility!290  

                                                      
286 The reciprocity of the relation, Levinas fears, will ultimately only serve re-establish the 

other as an alter ego. To preserve the Ŗreality of the difference between the ŘIř and Řthouř,ŗ Levinas 
conceives dialogue as a radical asymmetry. It could be said that in order to achieve this, Levinas 
describes a Řthou-meř rather than an ŘI-thouř relation.  See, CASEY, ŖLevinas and Buber,ŗ 70-71. 

287 LEVINAS, Difficult Freedom, 22. 

288 Unlike Martin Buber or Gabriel Marcel, both of whom are criticized by Levinas on 
precisely this point, Levinas insists that the irreversible character of the fundamental asymmetry in the 
relationship between the same and the other is the only way to insure that the other remains other. 

289 TREANOR, Aspects of Alterity, 35. 

290 KEARNEY, Dialogues with Contemporary Continental Thinkers, 67. 
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My responsibility is non-reciprocal, that is to say I neither calculate nor expect 

reciprocity. I carry my responsibility and reciprocity belongs to the otherřs 

responsibility:  

I am responsible for the Other without waiting for reciprocity, were I to die for 
it. Reciprocity is his affair.  It is precisely insofar as the relation between the 
Other and me is not reciprocal that I am subjection to the Other; and I am 
Řsubjectř essentially in this sense. It is I who support all. (…) I am responsible 
for a total responsibility, which answers for all the others and for all in the 
others, even for their responsibility. The I always has one responsibility more 
than all the others.291  

The self has got certain irreplaceable commitments to the Other-as-Other that can 

never be reciprocated; so, the I has got duties to the Other as Other even when 

his rights are not reciprocally recognized or honoured.292 It implies I am 

responsible for my neighbour, regardless of the otherřs behaviour, attitudes or 

even responsibilities toward me.   

The neighbour concerns me before all assumption, all commitment consented 
to or refused. I am bound to him, him who is, however, the first one on the 
scene, not signalled, unparalleled; I am bound to him before any liaison 
contracted. He orders me before being recognized. Here there is a kinship 
outside of all biology, Ŗagainst all logic.ŗ It is not because the neighbour would 
be recognized as belonging to the same genus as me that he concerns me. He is 
precisely other. The community with him begins in my obligation to him. The 
neighbour is a brother.293  

The nature of responsibility in this regard is unambiguously asymmetrical defying 

all logic which means that the Other does not share my powers or responsibilities 

or genealogy. For it would be a mistake for me to respect the Other because I 

expect his respect in return: my obligation and responsibility towards the Other 

are not mirrored by the Otherřs reciprocal responsibility towards me. This 

asymmetry is consistent with Levinasř conception of the Other: to insist on 

symmetry or reciprocity would be to imply that I was empowered to speak for the 

Other, that the Other belongs to the same species or genus as myself. But for 

Levinas the ethical relationship entails an obligation which is incumbent on me 

alone.294 As Bauman, puts it rightly, ŖI am ready to die for the Otherŗ is moral 

statement; ŖHe should be ready to die for meŗ is, blatantly, not.ŗ295  Thus for 

Levinas, the responsibility of the I towards the Other is not based on a contract or 

                                                      
291 LEVINAS, Ethics and Infinity, 98-99. 

292 WERHANE, ŖLevinasř Ethics,ŗ 65. 

293 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 87. 

294 DAVIS, Levinas: An Introduction, 51-52. 

295 BAUMAN, Postmodern Ethics, 51. 
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on certain terms and conditions.296 That is to say with the encounter with the 

other, my subjectivity is held hostage because of an originary asymmetry between 

us. This ethical asymmetry produces an infinite responsibility to and for the other, 

in order that the singularity of the other be preserved.297   

8.4.5. Responsibility as Election 

Taking into consideration the asymmetrical nature of the ethical relationship, and 

its implication that my responsibility for the other does not mean the other will do 

the same in return signifies indirectly that I am chosen to be responsible. The 

Levinasian emphasis on the subject as Řhostage of the otherř298 is clearly illustrated 

by the notion of election borrowed from the biblical literature, or is the 

theological turn as rightly remarked D. Janicaud.299 The idea of election like the 

infinite in Levinas is both a philosophical and theological category.300 Levinas uses 

it to insist both on the uniqueness of the chosen one and on the impossibility for 

him to escape.301 The election calls into question the very internationality of the 

subject by saying it in terms of command and not decision.302 The election says, 

for this individual in his unity, a surplus of responsibility, it sums it up to respond 

in each encounter with the face of the other by the Ŗhere I amŗ of goodness.303 

The Řhere I amř is an election that tears away my clothing in categories, identities, 

and concepts, rupturing my refuge from the persecuting demand of the Other 

who suffers, from my obligation to suffer for her suffering.304 Nonetheless, he 

                                                      
296 The unexpected entry of the Other into the sight of the ego, with its nakedness and the 

awful condition leads the ego to a relation of infinite obligation. The infinite gestures of politeness, 
filiation to the needy, concern for the needs of the homeless person or foreigner, are among the most 
common examples in this regard. The basic nature of man is to relocate the concern of oneself into a 
concern for the Other. 

297 ANDRADE, ŖEnacting Levinasřs Infinite Responsibility as an Ethico-Politico 
Compromise,ŗ [Online]. 

298 LEVINAS, Autrement qu‘être, 142, 157-159, 173.  

299 JANICAUD, Le tournant théologique de la phénoménologie française. 

300 The idea of Řelection,ř as we are just hearing it, incessantly misleads the distinction or the 
differentiation which we can trace from Aristotle to Heidegger, between philosophy and theology and 
hence, between the Řreceptivityř or Řpassivityř of faith and the Řconceptualř or Řreflexiveř activity of 
philosophy. The idea of Řelectionř announces itself as that which outplays the necessary and inevitable 
difference of both philosophy and theology, but also outplays their mutual appropriation. 

301 DUBOIS, L‘Eglise des individus, 395. 

302 Levinas is resistant to this notion of decision, as he writes in Humanisme de l‘autre homme  
ŖThe Ego does not only become aware of this need to respond, as if it were a particular obligation or 
duty that it would have to decide. It is in its very position of part responsibility or diakonia, as in Isaiah 
chapter 53.ŗ See, LEVINAS, Humanisme de l‘autre homme, 53. 

303 LEVINAS, Autrement qu‘être, 180,182, 184 -186. 

304 EDELGLASS, ŖLevinas on Suffering and Compassion,ŗ 50.  
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radically rejects any limitation of the election to a particular caste or people: the 

election is universal,305 it looks at the human being, and it precedes him, whether 

he likes it or not. This is because in Levinas, the self is no longer conjugated in the 

nominative, but is summoned to the accusative.306 The accusative grammar 

signifies the subject as the one who undergoes, who is acted upon.   

The idea of Řelectionř orients thinking towards another possibility than the 

one marked by the ante-predicative, ante-rational experience of faith. It opens the 

question of the subject; of a particular and singular subject.  A subject which 

cannot and can no longer be related to or thought from intentionality.307  In this 

manner, for Levinas, we can only be blind in the constitution of the subject, 

whereas, in a certain manner, nothing appears as subject which would require and 

lead into its description.308  The idea of Řelectionř requires thus that the subject not 

yet be a subject but be awoken to a subjectivity before any possibility is present or 

presented to it.309  It is in this sense that the idea of Řelectionř is precisely linked to 

the idea of Řevent.ř310  Responsibility toward the other comes before taking of any 

decision by the subject.  Hence, responsibility according to Levinas is an Ŗa priori311 

                                                      
305 From Pascal to Hegel one could say the question of Řelectionř, as a question of 

heteronomy, has continuously and incessantly been negated by the movement of its philosophical and 
universalizing comprehension. However, this very movement by which the concept of election has 
been negated and universalized means that in truth it is situated at the very heart and centre of this 
comprehension. It constitutes what one could call its incessantly returning negative concept. It is 
precisely this point which we are here called to think: in which manner does the idea of Řelectionř 
work in and within the process which never ceases to comprehend and negate it. Or to state it again: 
in which manner does the idea of election obsess, underpin, work in and within the very motifs which 
define the classical and traditional philosophical discourse.  See, ZAGURY-ORLY, ŖOn Election,ŗ 359. 

306 DUBOIS, L‘Eglise des individus, 395. 

307 That is, a subject which must be related to its Řconstitutive invisibilityř or its Řsecret 
interiorityř. Related thus to the possibility for it to be awaken by a calling of responsibility that it does 
not and cannot yet comprehend or initiate, that it does not and cannot even think or determine as 
emanating from itself or from its autonomous decision. 

308 ZAGURY-ORLY, ŖOn Election,ŗ 353. 

309 The idea of Řelectionř does not belong either to philosophy nor to anthropology, nor even 
to theology, but nonetheless affects each of these modalities of thought or discourse by awakening in 
them that which advances, produces them, proliferates them. 

310 Election as an event is a rich terminology for a religious phenomenology and the question 
provoked thereof  is both philosophical and theological.  It touches religious histories a well as 
philosophical traditions. Though the idea of election is referred specifically to Judaism, its 
reverberations are present both Christianity and Islam.  Election as an event also opens several 
important questions: Does the event of Řelectionř mean a simple rupture provoked by the event of the 
other or does it engage something wholly other?, In addition to this, in the event of election what 
does this Řwholly otherř imply politically?  What could the idea of Řelectionř be translated in terms of 
Řwholly otherř responsibility and   what implications would it have in the formulation of Řjusticeř? 

311 However, we have an example for an a posteriori responsibility in the works of Hans Jonas, 
who in The Imperative of Responsibility, speaks of responsibility in terms of responsibility for the life of 
the planet. 
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event since it places us in a position of having charge of the victim who 

unexpectedly appears before us.ŗ312 It is an Řeventř surpassing, exceeding 

philosophical anthropology thereby surpassing the centrality of the anthropos, 

always re-questioning the predominance of the conatus essendi proper to being, and 

in which being itself is always and already preoccupied by itself and resting in 

itself.313   There is also a surpassing of sociological anthropology in this event of 

election which affirms the originality of an ethical particularism.  I am chosen 

without having presented my candidature.  This election to responsibility is clearly 

a transcendental structure, a condition for the possibility of subjectivity.314  The 

very identity of the subject comes from the inescapability of the call to 

responsibility.  

... [E]lection is made up not of privileges but of responsibilities. It is a nobility 
based not on an authorřs rights [droit d‘auteur] or on a birthright [droit d‘aînesse] 
conferred by a divine caprice, but on the position of each human I [moi].  Each 
one, as an ŘIř, is separate from all the others to whom the moral duty is due.  
The basic intuition of moral growing-up perhaps consists in perceiving that I am 
not the equal of the Other. This applies in a very strict sense: I see myself 
obligated with respect to the Other; consequently I am infinitely more 
demanding of myself than of others...315 

My responsibility316 is inescapable, inalienable. This is why Levinas speaks of this 

election in responsibility, of an election which would not be a privilege but Ŗthe 

fundamental characteristic of the human person as morally responsible:ŗ317 I am 

chosen, elected by the call of the other to responsibility.  Responsibility being the 

essential structure of subjectivity in Levinas, it is also an assignation. It is as a 

moral subject that I am elected, unique and responsible: ŘI exist through the other 

                                                      
312 DUSSEL, ŖSensibility and Otherness,ŗ 127.  The victim appears before us in many ways 

than one: someone is begging, someone is injured beside the road, a street kid is cleaning the vehicle 
as I wait for the green signal in front of a traffic post, we encounter a victim of repression, we meet a 
woman who has been beaten, we speak with a student unfairly treated by the teacher… in all these 
and in similar situations the victim is the Other, whose accusing presence we can no longer shake off. 
I can reflect on the encounter afterwards, turn away and forget about it, pretend to have not seen it, 
or do something concrete for him or her.  These conscious decisions or acts are a posteriori.  They 
come after the experience in which an accusing presence obligates us. 

313 ZAGURY-ORLY, ŖOn Election,ŗ 354. 

314 Levinas often describes responsibility, and the substitution to which it leads, as a 
ŘŘpassivity more passive than all passivityřř in order to emphasize its non-activity, its givenness prior to 
action or choice. 

315 LEVINAS, Difficult freedom, 21-22. 

316 This is emphasis on the personal responsibility is unique to Levinas,  it is always mine, 
even though it is for the other, as I am irreplaceable in my being-chosen by the other, and Levinas 
always maintained the irreducible place of subjectivity, albeit reversed in the accusative 

317 LEVINAS, Ethics and Infinity, 108. 
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and for the other.ř318 Without recourse to help, unable to slip away, irreplaceable, 

the singular self is persecuted, Řthe non-interchangeable par excellence.ř319 

For Levinas it is the necessity to see in the idea of Řelectionř the incessant 

reaffirmation of an infinite responsibility which is always situated before any type 

of categorization or of non-categorization whatsoever.320 He affirms:  

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. I am ŘŘin myselfřř through others. [Je suis « en soi » par les autres.]321   

The election to responsibility places the subject to a peculiar predicament that he 

more I acknowledge my responsibility, the more conscious of my guilt I become, 

the more I realize that this acknowledgment is not enough to expiate my guilt, and 

the more I realize that even more is demanded of me.322  As a transcendental 

condition of subjectivity, the election of responsibility constitutes the very unicity 

of the subject.323 The call in the face of the other calls me, specifically, to 

responsibility. No one can take this responsibility from me, nor can I renounce it; 

my conscience cannot be unburdened. In fact, it is precisely as responsible that I 

am unique and irreplaceable, or in other words, it is my responsibility that 

individuates me. Insofar as the election of responsibility constitutes me as subject, 

it is inescapable, and in this sense it can be seen as persecution to the point of 

being hostage to the other: the subjectivity of the subject is its subjection.324  

The I [le Moi] Ŕ or Ŗmeŗ [moi] in my singularity Ŕ is someone who escapes his 
concept.  The Ŗmeŗ [moi] only surfaces in its uniqueness in responding for the 
other in a responsibility from which there is no flight, in a responsibility from 
which I could not be free. The Ŗmeŗ [moi] is an identity of oneself that would 
come about by way of the impossibility of letting oneself be replaced.325  

For Levinas, I am not ultimately someone who chooses to be responsible, but 

someone who is already chosen, consecrated and elected. ŖThe relationship with 

                                                      
318 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 114. 

319 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 117. 

320 Consequently, and it is important to mark it, the suspension or the bracketing of the 
intentional attitude by the exposition to an election never opens for Levinas to an absolute idealism.   
See, ZAGURY-ORLY, ŖOn Election,ŗ 354 -355. 

321 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 112, see also, LEVINAS, Difficult Freedom, 78. 

322 WYSCHOGROD, Problem of Ethical Metaphysics, 201. 

323 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 245. 

324 TREANOR, Aspects of Alterity, 37.  

325 LEVINAS, God Death and Time, 20. 
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another is a relationship that is never finished with the other; it is a difference that 

is a non-difference and that goes beyond all duty, one that is not reabsorbed into a 

debt that we might discharge... I am for the other in a relationship of deaconship: 

I am in service to the other.ŗ326 Before the other I have no choice, I have to be 

responsible for the other.  For Levinas it is impossible to escape from this 

responsibility.327  He goes on to say, ŖTo be an I then signifies not to be able to 

slip away from responsibility.ŗ328  This election marks my radical passivity, an 

Ŗinassumable passivity of the selfŗ329 a passivity which is unable to transform itself 

into an activity, into a free project.  This election at it were Ŗsingles me out,ŗ 

individuates me as the one called, the one and only, Ŗas though the I were elected 

and unique Ŕ wherein the other is absolutely other, that is, incomparable.ŗ330  I am 

myself because I am chosen by the other.331  Responsibility for the other Ŗis the 

originary place of identification.ŗ332  The uniqueness of the I would thus Ŗconsistŗ 

in the hold, the gravity of the hold, that the other has on me. I am unique when I 

am responsible (chosen), and to that extent irreplaceable.333 

                                                      
326 LEVINAS, God, Death, and Time, 161.  

327 Levinas confirms this inescapability of responsibility by mentioning the example of the 
prophet Jonah in the Bible.  God commanded Jonah to go to Nineveh and warn people there about 
the divine punishment for their sins. For Jonah, nonetheless, the people of Nineveh were considered 
as the other and not his concern therefore he did not want to go. He decided to disobey Godřs 
command.  But in the end we find that Jonah could not escape from his duty to God.  According to 
Levinas, we cannot be free from responsibility just as Jonah could not escape from responsibility for 
the other.  Albeit Jonah wanted to escape from this responsibility, he could not deny his responsibility 
for the people of Nineveh.  This ethical responsibility is not a reciprocal relationship, where 
something is promised in return.  On the contrary, this asymmetrical relationship imitates Godřs 
mercy on the people of Nineveh.  Jonah ought to perform his responsibility without any expectation 
from them in return.  

328 LEVINAS, ŖThe Trace of the Other,ŗ 353. 

329 LEVINAS, Autrement qu‘être, 91. In fact, for Levinas, this passivity is more passive than the 
opposition activity-passivity, and thus is a pre-originary passivity that cannot be assumed and reversed 
or overcome into an activity, i.e., it will remain passive. This remaining-passive defines subjectivity for 
Levinas and accounts for its responsibility: ŖThe subjectivity of the subject is precisely this non-
reseizing of oneself,ŗ an increasing of a debt beyond the Sollen, an exposure to adversity. See, 
LEVINAS, Autrement qu‘être, 93. 

330 LEVINAS, Is It Righteous to Be?, 219. 

331 For Levinas, this election represents the principle of individuation.  Responsibility for the 
other is the principle of individuation.  Levinas speaks of the ŖIŗ in terms of responsibility for the 
other, contrasting it with former models of personal identity  such as the substantial ego, as I think,  
or as the mineness of Dasein.  For Levinas it is Ŗthrough that responsibility a human ŘIř that is neither 
the substantial identity of a subject nor the Eigentlichkeit in the Řminenessř of being,ŗ but Ŗthe I of the 
one who is chosen to answer for his fellowman and is thus identical to itself, and thus the self.ŗSee, 
LEVINAS, Entre Nous, 217. 

332 LEVINAS, Is It Righteous to Be?, 110. 

333 RAFFOUL, The Origins of Responsibility, 200-202. 
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One of the consequent questions of the election in this sense then is the 

uniqueness of the self.  ŖWhere is my uniqueness? At the moment when I am 

responsible for the other I am unique. I am unique inasmuch as I am irreplaceable, 

inasmuch as I am chosen to answer to him.ŗ334  The responsible I is irreplaceable, 

non-interchangeable, commanded to uniqueness.ŗ335  The self is then always in 

the accusative, accused of some guilt or responsibility, summoned to answer, not 

for his or her sins, but for the other. The peculiarity of this identity of election is 

that it emerges from the deposition of the ego. As de-posed, I come to myself as 

identical to myself, an identity of subjection, as it were: Ŗit is a matter of saying the 

very identity of the human I starting from responsibility, that is, starting from this 

position or deposition of the sovereign I in self-consciousness, a deposition which 

is precisely its responsibility for the other.ŗ336 Thus, Ŗethically, responsibility is 

indeclinable.337 It is in this the sense that Levinas speaks about substitution. I can 

substitute myself for everyone, which is my responsibility for the other, but no 

one can substitute for me which marks the uniqueness of my election.338 

8.4.6. Responsibility as Justice 

From the above mentioned characteristics and from that fact that my election to 

responsibility has a universal scope, the notion of responsibility assumes yet 

another moral significance. My responsibility is not only qualitatively infinite, 

because there is nothing in the fate of the Other which falls outside of it, but also 

quantitatively infinite because the fate of the entire world rests on my shoulders.  

For Levinas the relation with the other is never only the relation with an other.  

This is so because of the existence always Ŕ already, of the third party.339 My other 

has an other himself/ herself, who has an other.  I myself am proximate to many 

                                                      
334 LEVINAS, Is It Righteous to Be?, 66. 

335 LEVINAS, Is It Righteous to Be?, 66. 

336 LEVINAS, Ethics and Infinity, 100-101. 

337 I am irreplaceable because I cannot escape my responsibility and transfer it to someone 
else. Hence the weight of responsibility Ŕ it is mine alone to carry.  The election of responsibility by 
which I am unique is one that is responsible to a non-thematizable value, and ŖLevinas does not 
hesitate to name this value, it is God.ŗ See, WYSCHOGROD, Problem of Ethical Metaphysics, 170. 

338 RAFFOUL, The Origins of Responsibility, 200-202. 

339 Levinas locates this third in various positions. At times the third looks at me Ŗin the eyes 
of the Otherŗ (LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 213); at times he is the Ŗwounded outsiderŗ (LEVINAS, 
Collected Philosophical Papers, 32), blinded to the inequality between me and the Other.  Sometimes I find 
myself positioned as a third-party witness to a face-to-face that evidently excludes me, posing the 
question (not without its prurient overtones), ŖWhat are the other and the third-party to each other?ŗ 
(LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 157).  For although both the Other and the third are said to be my 
neighbours, the third is a neighbour to my neighbour somewhat differently than he is to me.   
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others.  And the existence of this plurality requires justice, rules, comparisons, 

money, calculation and impartiality.340  The issue of justice becomes critical and is 

linked in a more complex manner with responsibility upon the appearance of a 

third party, a community of others.  On the question of the origin of justice, 

Levinas is unambiguous:  

How is it that there is justice? I answer that it is the fact of the multiplicity of 
men and the presence of someone else next to the Other, which condition the 
laws and establish justice. If I am alone with the Other, I owe him everything; 
but there is someone else … It is consequently necessary to weigh, to think, to 
judge, in comparing the incomparable. The interpersonal relation I establish 
with the Other, I must also establish with other men; there is thus a necessity to 
moderate this privilege of the Other; from whence comes justice. Justice, 
exercised through institutions, which are inevitable, must always be held in 
check by the initial interpersonal relation.341 

As Richard Cohen rightly observes, ŖJustice has a source and a guide: the moral 

transcendence of the other.ŗ342  Justice is necessary because of the multiplicity of 

relationships but is not meant to degrade or objectify them.  For Levinas, justice is 

part of face to face and sociality, although his definition and analysis of it is not 

altogether clear. In Totality and Infinity, he writes, ŖJustice consists in again making 

possible expression, in which in non-reciprocity the person presents himself as 

unique. Justice is a right to speak.ŗ343  In Otherwise than Being, he arugues that 

justice arises out of the exposure to the Other in which there is a surplus of duties 

over rights. That is, one has a Ŗcommitment to the Other-as-other that is non-

reciprocal, so one always has duties to and for the Other as Other even when 

oneřs rights are not reciprocally recognized or honoured.ŗ344 ŖI cannot on my own 

behalf claim equality with my brothers, for I am immeasurably more culpable than 

any of them, each of them makes an equal claim as naked face, as uninvested 

Autrui, that is to say as Other destitute of particular properties and relations, as 

absolutely naked, orphaned or widowed.ŗ345  Not only is there no incompatibility 

between the equality of others and my inequality with the Other who faces me.  In 

Otherwise than Being this demand is variously expressed. It is expressed, for 

example, Ŗresponsibility calls for justice.ŗ346  ŖIf both the other and the other 

                                                      
340 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 128. 

341 LEVINAS, Ethics and Infinity, 89-90. 

342 COHEN,  Levinasian Meditations, 92. 

343 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 298. 

344 WERHANE, ŖLevinasřs Ethics,ŗ 65.   

345 LLEWELYN, The Genealogy of Ethics, 140. 

346 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 45. 
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other, the third party, calls for responsibility, my responsibility calls for third 

personal justice, the institutionalized system within which competing claims are to 

be judged…ŗ347   

In addition, the Ŗabsenceŗ of the third person does not in any way excuse 

me from responsibility for him or her. The social, economic and political order 

can never have the final word. Even if they were rooted in the responsibility of 

the one for the other, and are thus characterized by an ethical inspiration, they 

must indeed in turn be surpassed by the inter-individual responsibility of person 

to person, which Levinas precisely calls small goodness.348 The small goodness Ŗabove 

every systemŗ can and does bring out the fact that unicity is grounded in election, 

in the shocking premise that I am I only through my election by the Other. 

Through my heteronomous responsibility, I am the one who must answer and who 

cannot ask a second person to do so in my place.349 This election to a unique and 

irreplaceable role of responsibility is the true principle of individuation and its 

implementation is justice. This is the elected oneřs role, or rather her calling or 

vocation. The ego established in and by responsibility must find what socio-

political justice does not and cannot find.  Towards the end of Otherwise Than 

Being, Levinas makes this crucial observation:    

In no way is justice a degradation of obsession, a degeneration of the for-the-
other, a diminution, a limitation of anarchic responsibility, a neutralization of the 
glory of the Infinite, a degeneration that would be produced in the measure that 
for empirical reasons the initial duo would become a trio. But the 
contemporaneousness of the multiple is tied about the diachrony of two: justice 
remains justice only in a society where there is no distinction between those 
close and those far off, but in which there also remains the impossibility of 
passing by the closest. The equality of all is borne by my inequality, the surplus 
of my duties over my rights. The forgetting of self moves justice.ŗ350   

Thus justice demands that I am just as responsible for the distant Other as I am 

for the one close to me at this moment-just as responsible for the future Others as 

for those already present.351  Levinas defines justice as a universal extension for my 

responsibility and goodness.352  It also reminds us of our non-reciprocal 

responsibilities to and for others, but Ŗjustice also recognizes me as one of those 

                                                      
347 LLEWELYN, The Genealogy of Ethics, 140. 

348 The notion of small goodness has its origin in Vassili Grossmanřs Vie et Destin. See, 
BURGGRAEVE, The Wisdom of Love, 174 - 175.   

349 BURGGRAEVE, The Wisdom of Love, 176.   

350 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 158. 

351 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 160. 

352 BURGGRAEVE, The Wisdom of Love, 128. 



319 
 

to be counted.  Because of justice353 I am thought of as an Other, I am allowed to 

speak.ŗ354  In short, justice is nothing but the fulfilment of oneřs responsibility. 

Levinas redefines justice as a situation where the responsibility for the other is 

taken into consideration.  

8.4.7. Responsibility as Natural Moral Sensibility  

After having seen the diverse characteristics of the phenomenon of responsibility, 

one important question now is concerning its source. Where does my 

responsibility come from? My infinite responsibility for the other: where does it 

spring from? Is it something that I have learned, or is it something that I am born 

with? Responding to this question answers the problem of the origin of moral 

reasoning. The archaeology of the moral imagination, after a phenomenological 

analysis of the notion of responsibility, can be located in the inborn quality to be 

responsible that lies both in every human being and in the thoughts of Levinas.  

The vocation to be responsible, in the face of the vulnerable plight and the 

suffering other, makes one think of the reason behind such a sensibility. What 

makes me responsible and why? Is it the misery out there that makes me stand for 

the other, or is there a faculty in me that is evoked at the sight of the suffering 

other?  I would like to put forward a claim that Levinasian responsibility has for 

foundation the combined moral emotion of respect for the persons and the 

sentiment of intersubjective empathy as inherited from Kant and Husserl 

respectively which lies both at the heart and origin of Levinasř moral rationality.  

For Ŗthe morality of respect355 presupposes the morality of love.ŗ356  In ŘUseless 

Suffering,ř Levinas rightly argues, ethics is the wounding of exposure to the 

suffering Other.  Though Levinas categorically affirms that compassion is the 

Řsupreme ethical principle,ř 357 and the Řnexus of human subjectivityř358 this is not 

                                                      
353 Justice, then, does not arise from an ego, from a de-centering ideal speech situation, from 

a disinterested perspective behind a hypothetical veil, or merely out of community. Rather, it is the 
normative aspect of exposure to the Other who is neither merely an ego nor a radically situated self. 
Justice is not the first virtue of social institutions but the ground and normative side of sociality that is 
neither egocentric nor merely communitarian. See, WERHANE, ŖLevinasřs Ethics,ŗ 65.   

354 WERHANE, ŖLevinasřs Ethics,ŗ 65.   

355 Respect, for Levinas, is Ŗthe condition of ethics. It is language, that is, responsibility. 
Respect attaches the just man to his associates in justice before attaching him to the man who 
demands justice.  To respect is to bow down not before the law, but before a being who commands a 
work from me. But, for this commandment to entail no humiliation Ŕ which would deprive me of the 
very possibility of respecting Ŕ the commandment I receive must also be the commandment to 
command the one who commands me. It consists in commanding a being to command me.ŗ  See, 
LEVINAS, Entre Nous, 35. 

356 LEVINAS, Entre Nous, 21. 

357 LEVINAS, Entre Nous, 94. 
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to be seen as a contradiction to his characteristic insistence on the primacy of 

responsibility.  In fact, in an  interview of 1982,359 when Levinas was asked about 

his views on Schopenhauerřs account of love and compassion he responded that 

compassion is only one aspect of responsibility for the Other.360   

Nonetheless, this Řone aspect of responsibilityř is neither to be ignored nor 

to be taken lightly especially in the light of the following affirmation that Levinas 

makes in Otherwise than Being:  ŖIt is through the condition of being hostage that 

there can be in the world pity, compassion, pardon and proximity.ŗ361  It is true 

that Levinas also employs the terms sympathy (sympathie)362 and empathy 

(Einfühlung)363 to refer to the sufferings or psychological fellow-feeling.364 Though 

in Otherwise Than Being Levinas occasionally characterizes pity (pitié)365 and 

compassion (compassion) as events of a psychological order,366 in the same text, he 

employs these two terms to characterize the weight of responsibility that precedes 

autonomy, a being-for-the-other constituted by a suffering for the other.367  Even 

though these two terms are never employed by Levinas to refer to the ethical 

being-for-the-other, there is nonetheless some ambiguity concerning their 

                                                                                                                                                        
358 LEVINAS, Entre Nous, 94. 

359 LEVINAS, Entre Nous (ŖPhilosophy, Justice, and Loveŗ), 103-121. 

360Levinas writes: ŖI am in reality responsible for the other even when he or she commits 
crimes, even when others commit crimes. This is for me the essence of the Jewish conscience. But I 
also think that it is the essence of the human conscience: All men are responsible for one another, and 
ŖI more than anyone else.ŗ One of the most important things for me is that asymmetry and that 
formula: All men are responsible for one another and I more than anyone else. It is Dostoyevskyřs 
formula which, as you see, I quote again.ŗ See, LEVINAS, Entre Nous, 107. 

361 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 117.  

362 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 128. 

363 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 125. 

364 In these instances, Řcompassionř is employed as a synonym for Řsympathy,ř as a moral 
sentiment and therefore incapable of addressing the ethical beyond being. 

365 In his texts, the terms Řpity,ř Řmercy,ř and Řcompassion,ř are inspired by the Hebrew 
Rahamim, which he understands as Řjustice ... already ... mixed with goodness.ř LEVINAS, Nine Talmudic 
Readings, 28. Levinas compares ethical subjectivity for the other to Řan emotion of maternal entrails.ř 
See, LEVINAS, ŖNo Identity,ŗ in Collected Philosophical Papers, 47 note. 6. It worth noting that as 
Herman Cohen emphasizes, in his discussion of the centrality of compassion in the prophetic 
tradition, rahamim is derived from rehem, the uterus. See, COHEN, Reason and Hope, 71. 

366 My substitution for another is the trope of a sense that does not belong to the empirical 
order of psychological events, an Einfühlung or a compassion which signify by virtue of this sense.  
See, LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 125.  Substitution is not the psychological event of compassion or 
intropathy in general, but makes possible the paradoxical psychological possibilities of putting oneself 
in the place of another. See, LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 146.  

367 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 166, 195n.12, 196n.21. 
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employment.368 This ambiguity reflects his concern to distinguish the ethical 

subjectivity of responsibility from the moral sentiments of sympathy and 

compassion, while simultaneously characterizing responsibility and substitution as 

a suffering for the other.369   

For Levinas, being ethical is being responsible for the other:  He affirms it 

clearly, Ŗfor the other, despite oneself, starting with oneself, the pain of labour in 

the patience of ageing, in the duty to give even the bead out of oneřs own mouth 

and the coat from oneřs shoulder.ŗ370  The most crucial point to be noted here is 

the fact that this responsibility for the other is immediate, spontaneous and natural 

and not a matter of perception or a consequence of rational deliberation.  As soon 

as someone looks at me, I am responsible for him or her.  I do not need to Řtakeř 

any responsibilities toward him or her: This responsibility is mine and I can 

neither ignore nor refuse it:  

[M]eeting the face is not of the order of pure and simple perception, of the 
intentionality which goes toward adequation. Positively, we will say that since 
the Other looks at me, I am responsible for him, without even having taken on 
responsibilities on this regard; his responsibility is incumbent on me. (…) I am 
responsible for his very responsibility.371  

Consequently, I am not responsible for being responsible for the other in this way. 

As Levinas affirms categorically, ŖResponsibility goes beyond being.ŗ372 ŖBeing 

torn from oneself for another in giving to the other the bread from oneřs mouth is 

being able to give up oneřs soul for another. The animation of a body by a soul 

only articulates the-one-for the-other in subjectivity.ŗ373 My responsibility is thus 

both without start and endless.  Doing something for the other and giving: my 

responsibility is the identification mark of my humanity and spirituality.374   

                                                      
368 Levinasř analysis of compassion is not inspired by the optimism that characterizes the 

work of Rousseau, Hume, and smith. The traumas of his century deny him the unwarranted 
confidence in sympathy and natural benevolence. Unlike the theories of moral sentiment, Levinas is 
not interested in a compassionate suffering that is the result of resemblance with the other explicable 
by Řhuman natureř: an emotion, a motivation, an illness, or any other psychophysiological causal 
mechanism such as a Řguilt complexř or Řsome tendency to sacrifice.ř See, LEVINAS, Otherwise than 
Being, 124, n. 27.  

369 EDELEGLASS, ŖLevinas on Suffering and Compassion,ŗ 48.  

370 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 55. 

371 LEVINAS, Ethics and Infinity, 96. 

372 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 15. 

373 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 79. 

374 CORVELLEC, ŖAn Endless Responsibility for Justice,ŗ 4.  
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… [R]esponsibility is inalienable. A responsibility you yield to someone is no 
longer a responsibility. I substitute myself for every man and no one can 
substitute for me, and in that sense I am chosen. Let us think again of my 
quotation from Dostoyevsky. I have always thought that election is definitely 
not a privilege; it is the fundamental characteristic of the human person as 
morally responsible. Responsibility is an individuation, a principle of 
individuation. On the famous problem: ŖIs man individuated by matter, or 
individuated by form,ŗ I support individuation by responsibility for the other.375 

It is this creaturiliness of responsibility, or individuality defined by responsibility 

that I would like to interpret as intimately connected to the very being of a moral 

person in Levinasř moral reasoning.  Being ‗for-the-other characteristic of the 

subjectř376 is the character of the Levinasian subject. What therefore characterises 

his intention, choice and action is his identity as a responsible being. Ethics, for 

Levinas, is the sacrifice of my own nourishment for the other. ŖIt is not a gift of 

the heart, but of the bread from oneřs mouth, of oneřs own mouthful of bread, it 

is the openness, not only of oneřs pocketbook, but of the doors of oneřs home, a 

Řsharing of your bread with the famished,ř a Řwelcoming of the wretched into your 

houseř (Isaiah 58).ŗ377  Levinasian moral rationality is a wounding, a sensibility that 

is not the affectivity of sympathetic feelings but the affectivity to the moral 

command of the other. Thus, Levinasian responsibility is a compassionate 

suffering for the suffering other outside the psychological order characterised by a 

deeper recognition of the essence of the other in me as Řnaturallyř responsible 

towards the other because I am the other when I am fully myself.  This is not to be 

confused as a fusion of an identity but as an expression of my being born to be 

responsible for the Other.  My natural propensity to be responsible for the other 

has its metaphysical foundation in the idea of respect of which Kant spoke, award 

the obligation that is fundamental for any ethic to be rationally conceivable. On a 

deeper analysis, the constitutive element of responsibility, made manifest in the 

analysis of intersubjective phenomenon of empathy, create the conditions of 

radical responsibility for the other and finds its perfection in moral 

phenomenology of Levinas.   

8.5. CONCLUSION  

It is evident that the entire philosophical itinerary of Levinas has been structured 

by the effort to escape the closure of philosophies of totality, to exceed the 

horizon as such, to move beyond ontology, a movement towards exteriority or 

                                                      
375 LEVINAS, Entre Nous, 108. 

376 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 124. 

377 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 74. 
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towards the other that has taken with it and redefined the very concept of 

responsibility. ŖThe rationality of the human psyche is explored in the 

intersubjective relation, the relationship of one person to another, in the 

transcendence of the Ŗfor-the-otherŗ initiating the Ŗethical subject.ŗ378  For 

Levinas, access to the other and the infinite depth of the otherřs alterity is given 

through the otherřs face.  As Levinas affirms, Ŗthe epiphany of the face is 

ethical.ŗ379  The face plays a central role in announcing the other.  The other, in 

turn, commands responsibility.  The obligation and ethical demands that the other 

imposes on the individual are apparent to merest inspection in the face of another 

human being.380 Levinas describes the ethical experience of primordial 

responsibility as the face to face with the other, in which I am faced with the 

destitute and vulnerable nature of the other.  The origin of ethical responsibility 

thus lies in the vulnerability of the other.381  The face, which is essentially ethical, is 

a hotspot announcing the epiphany, the arrival in force, of the other.  The infinity 

that is available in the face is the source of the ethical power of the other in 

making an unconditional demand on the individual to be regarded and treated 

ethically as under an obligation without limitation or qualification.  

Levinasian ethics is the tearing of oneself from oneself, the Řtearing of the 

mouthful of bread from the mouth that tastes in full enjoyment.ř382 Levinas 

redefines the self as a responsibility for the other human and ethics, for Levinas, is 

not simply the gift of bread to the hungry, not only the nourishment of the other, 

but the painful loss of my own satisfaction: it is Řan offering oneself that is a 

suffering.ř383  That is to say, ethics depends on an irrefusable being for the other.  

For Levinas, being fully oneself is a trauma, the subjectivity is a passion of the self, 

responsibility is a suffering for the Other; it is a Řpassivity of woundsř and a 

Řhaemorrhageř that bleeds my own comfort for the sake of the Other.384  

Levinasian substitution, the traumatic election to an excessive responsibility, is the 

                                                      
378 LEVINAS, Entre Nous, xi. 

379 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 199. 

380 The question may arise whether it is too much to be responsible for the other, substitute 
for the other, be a hostage of the other, be responsible even for the otherřs crime -infinite 
responsibility.  

381 The face is before anything else how the human faces injury and death. Faced with such 
vulnerability ultimately the mortality or irremediable exposure to death of the other, I am called to 
care for the other and to attend to the other as other. 

382 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 74. 

383 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 54. 

384 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 74. In order to describe subjectivity, Levinas   therefore 
employs the violent terminology of Řpersecution,ř Řhostage,ř Řobsession,ř Řrestlessness,ř Řrecurrence,ř and 
Řdiachrony.ř 
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compassionate suffering that Levinas terms the nexus of human subjectivity. For 

him, ethics is the compassionate response to the vulnerable, suffering Other. 

Responsibility in Levinas, as is evident from the phenomenological analysis, is the 

typical expression of being for the other,385 or that which individuates me as a 

moral subject.  No longer a responsibility for oneself, or for oneřs actions, but a 

responsibility for the other and for the sake of the other making responsibility for 

the other the essence of subjectivity.  The subject finds its moral identity in being 

infinitely and asymmetrically responsible, in being elected without freedom to 

substitute for the other.  Only a being who can be responsible at all, that is to say, 

who is capable of answering to and answering for, can answer for the other. 

Levinas assumes what needs to be first established, namely the very possibility of 

being responsible.  He would argue that it is not only possible but of the highest 

exigency to understand oneřs humanity through the humanity of others.  His 

sketch of substitutionary responsibility in its infinite span offers not merely an 

unusual but interesting possibility for providing the command to love oneřs 

neighbour with a philosophical infrastructure, but also the possibility to emphasize 

both the necessary socio-political extension and the critical function of this 

universal moral command.  Levinas rehabilitates responsibility and restores its 

promises by placing the responsibility for the Other at the heart of moral 

imagination.  In Levinas, the Other is the source of my responsibility and there 

cannot be the question of responsibility if there is no other.386  It is the Other who 

makes me responsible and it is my responsibility that makes me a subject.  Thus 

responsibility becomes the arché of moral rationality. 

                                                      
385 GIBBS, ŖSubstitution,ŗ 162.  

386 ŘYou exist, therefore I am responsible.ř  



GENERAL CONCLUSION 

A RESPONSE TO RESPONSIBILITY 

 

« Lřantihumanisme moderne, niant le primat qui, pour la signification de lřêtre,     

reviendrait à la personne humaine, libre but dřelle-même, est vrai par-delà les raisons quřil 

se donne. Il fait place nette à la subjectivité se posant dans lřabnégation, dans le sacrifice, 

dans la substitution précédant la volonté ».  

LEVINAS, Autrement qu‘être, 2031 

Back in the late 1930s in India when the British colonial administrators asked 

M.K. Gandhi what he expected from his annoying non-violent agitation, the 

Mahatma replied that he expected the British would quit India. They would quit 

India on their own because they would come to see they were wrong. Moral force is a 

scandal for ontological thinking, whether that thinking is gently attuned to being 

or imposing its subjective will. The power of ethics is entirely different from the 

power of identities, whether poetic or political, whether knowledge or 

administration. It escapes and judges the synthesizing, centralizing forces.  Ethics 

is forceful not because it opposes power with more power, on the same plane, 

with a bigger army, more guns, a finer microscope or a grander space program, 

but rather because it opposes power with what appears to be weakness and 

vulnerability; in other words responsibility and sincerity. To the calculations of 

power, ethics opposes less than power can conquer. With their lathy sticks the 

British occupational police struck their opponents, hurt them dreadfully, but at the 

same time they were hitting their own injustice, their own inhumanity, and with 

each blow non-violently received were taught a moral lesson. Not that they were 

necessarily taught a lesson: ethics is not ontology, it is not necessary, one can kill. 

Moral force, however, the proximity of the face-to-face, the height and destitution 

of the otherřs face, is the ever patient counterbalance to all the powers of the 

world, including nuclear power. Moral force is not stronger than the powers of 

being and essence, the totalizing, synthesizing powers, it is better, and this is its 

ultimate strength.   

                                                      
1 Modern anti-humanism, which denies the primacy that the human person, free and for 

itself, would have for the signification of being, is true over and beyond the reasons it gives itself. It 
clears a place for subjectivity positing itself in abnegation, in sacrifice, in a substitution which precedes 
the will. See, LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 127.  These words of Levinas accentuates both the 
systemic violence and the necessity of moral action anchored  on responsibility. 
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What can be construed from the forgoing analysis of the moral 

metaphysics of Levinas, treated in eight chapters, organized in three parts, in order 

to stitch a single project by addressing a perennial philosophical problem of moral 

archaeology, is the way in which a novel moral phenomenology of responsibility is 

constructed taking into account the concept of respect in Kant and the 

intersubjective notion of empathy in Husserl so as to emphasize the impact of the 

above mentioned inherent  Řmoral forceř that is central to idea of  responsibility in 

Levinas and how this novel notion is capable of giving ethics a new meaning and 

foundation.  We have seen that there is a complex and significant connection 

between respect, empathy and responsibility from a moral phenomenological 

perspective.  The central argument of our research is therefore that the ethical 

priority of responsibility operates as a keystone or linchpin of the entire edifice of 

Levinasian moral phenomenology as it holds together all the other elements of his 

ethical metaphysics. What is important to emphasize is the fact that the term 

responsibility is not merely a moral concept, but to present it as the fundamental 

aspect of both subjectivity and intersubjectivity in the light of the connections that 

can be found with the notions of respect and empathy. In this way, Levinasian 

responsibility can be better depicted as Řresponse-ability‘ in a sense of pre-thematic, 

autonomic response to the ultimately incomprehensible dimension of the Other, 

like breathing, an Řaffectiveř response even before I choose to respond disrupting 

consequently the hegemony of the totalitarian predilection of representation and 

knowledge.  Thus, response-ability is not only prior to and ground of freedom, 

consciousness and knowledge, but of all moral responsibility as well in relation 

with the Other in question.2  

The relation with the Other,3 however, is a relation without relation.  The 

Other is never reduced to the Same, thus remaining unknowable, outside the 

totality of the Same.  The encounter with the Other calls egology into question.  

The ŘIř can no longer live in the fantasy of a unique possession of the world.  The 

power and freedom of the Same are called into question.  The Other cannot be 

possessed, resists enjoyment, and, as the ŘIř encounters this Other, it is called back 

to the meaning of its freedom Ŕ a freedom which is founded by the Other and 

which, in this encounter, is called to responsibility and obligation towards the 

                                                      
2 WALSH, The Priority of Responsibility in the Ethical Philosophy of Emmanuel Levinas, ix. 

3 The appearance of the Other is presupposed in every moral act - even in good manners 
such as opening a door for another. One is generally unaware of this, but the other is as Other present 
in all kinds of everyday situations. This is the also the case in experiencing the world as an objective 
reality. In speaking, the Other offers a world to me, which by that becomes objective. The Other also 
affirms me in my non-transferable responsibility, before any activity on my part. Here, the Other is 
the condition of my original identity. 
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Other as genuine freedom which, in fact, is essentially linked to the constitution of 

the subject itself.  The constitution of the subject occurs in the intersubjective 

relationship, in the ethical relationship with the face of the Other.  The 

constitution of the subject does not take place in a direct way but by a diversion 

from the encounter with the face of the Other which reveals the Infinite.4  ŖIt is 

only in approaching the Other that I attend to myself.ŗ5 The movement towards 

myself in relation to the face of the other gives me the opportunity to be myself 

and makes me responsible for it.6  Levinas writes; 

The I approached in responsibility is for-the-other, is a denuding, an exposure to 
being affected, a pure susceptibility. It does not posit itself, possessing itself and 
recognizing itself; it is consumed and delivered over, dis-locates itself, loses its 
place, is exiled, relegates itself into itself, but as if its very skin were still a way to 
shelter itself in being, exposed to wounds and outrage, emptying itself in a no-
grounds, to the point of substituting itself for the other, holding on to itself only 
as it were in the trace of its exile.  All that the verbs like Řto deliver itself,ř 
Řconsume itself,ř Řexile itselfř (se livrer, se consumer, s‘exiler), suggest by their 
reflexive form is not an act of reflection on oneself, of concern for oneself; it is 
not even an act at all, but a modality of passivity which, in substitution, is 
beyond even all  passivity.7  

It is interesting to note that Levinas lists in this description of the constitution of 

subjectivity from responsibility,8 twelve pronominal verbs not to express a 

reflexive action on oneself or a concern for oneself, but rather to underline the 

passivity of the subject. It is Autrui who questions the spontaneity of my 

existence.9 Levinas is concerned that Western philosophy has been preoccupied 

with Being, the totality, at the expense of what is Řotherwise than Being,ř what lies 

outside the totality of Being as transcendent, exterior, infinite, alterior, the 

Other.  He wants to distinguish ethics from ontology.  Levinasř ethics is situated 

in an Ŗencounterŗ with the Other which cannot be reduced to a symmetrical 

Ŗrelationship.ŗ That is, it cannot be localized historically or temporally.   ŖEthics,ŗ 

in Levinasř sense, does not mean what is typically referred to as Ŗmorality,ŗ or a 

code of conduct about how one should act.  For him, ethics is a calling into 

question of the Same:  ŖA calling into question of the Same is brought about by 

                                                      
4 MARION, « Dřautrui à lřindividu », 160-161. 

5 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 178. 

6 BADI, Dieu au-delà de l‘être, 216-217. 

7 LEVINAS, Autrement qu‘être, 176.  

8 As rightly observes Jacques Rolland, Ŗthe use of the term subjectivity is an enigmatic as the 
responsibility.ŗ ROLLAND, « Le sujet épuisé », 302.  

9 BADI, Deiu au-dela de l‘être, 217. 



328 
 

the Other.  We name this calling into question of my spontaneity by the presence 

of the Other ethics.ŗ10  

Ethics cannot be reduced to a set of propositions.11 ŖWestern philosophy,ŗ 

writes Levinas, Ŗhas most often been an ontology: a reduction of the Other to the 

Same by interposition of a middle and neutral term that ensures the 

comprehension of being.ŗ12  Therefore, for Levinas, philosophy as ontology is 

narcissistic as it seeks pleasure by incorporating the other into the 

Same.  Philosophy, in this sense, is an Ŗegologyŗ whenever it asserts the primacy 

of the self, the Same, the subject or Being.  Ontology as totality admits to no 

outside.  Thus, if Levinas is to preserve the Other, the Other cannot become an 

object of knowledge or experience within the totality of an egology.  The other, in 

this sense, however, is not the Other.  Only the other, not the Other, can become 

a source of enjoyment. The Other is cite of my infinite responsibility.  

For Levinas, access to the other and the infinite depth of the otherřs 

alterity is given through the otherřs face. The face plays a central role in 

announcing the other. The other, in turn, commands responsibility. The 

obligation and ethical demands that the other imposes on the individual are 

apparent to the merest inspection in the face of another human being. ŖThe 

epiphany of the face is ethical.ŗ13  The metaphysical roots of alterity can be located 

in the concept of respect that Kant advances and the foundations of ethical 

solidarity and ethical experience, made manifest in the analysis of intersubjective 

phenomenon of empathy create the conditions of radical responsibility and finds 

its perfection in the face of the Other according Levinas. My natural propensity to 

be responsible for the other has its metaphysical foundation in the idea of respect 

of which Kant spoke award the obligation that is fundamental for any ethic to be 

rationally conceivable. On a deeper analysis, the constitutive element of 

                                                      
10 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 33. 

11 Even as he uses the language of ontology, his style of writing endeavorřs to resist 
ontologyřs totalizing grasp.  It is in place to make a mention of Levinasř well-known distinction 
between Řthe Sayingř (le Dire) and Řthe Saidř (le Dit) in Otherwise Than Being.  The distinction is clearly 
not a mere linguistic differentiation, rather he attempts to give an account of how, at once, my ethical 
relationship with the Ŗsingularŗ other becomes the basis of all meaningfulness. The Said generally 
refers to the ontological form of language, in which all entities are disclosed and comprehended in the 
light of Being.  The Saying, by contrast, refers to my direct encounter with, and exposure to, the 
Other, and my inability to refuse the Other who approaches and addresses me.  Saying is Ŗthe 
proximity of one to the other, the commitment of an approach, the one for the other, the very 
signifyingness of signification. ŗ See,  LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 5, 153. 

12 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 43.  

13 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 199. 
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responsibility is found in the intersubjective moral sentiments of empathy which 

matures into a radical responsibility.  The fact is, in fact, the Other is the source of 

my responsibility and there cannot be the question of responsibility if there is no 

other.14  It is the Other who makes me responsible.  Thus the thought of the 

Other is at the heart of moral sensibility and responsibility becomes the arché of 

moral rationality.    

Relevance of Levinasian Moral Rationality  

What is most powerful about Levinasř writing is his insistence on ethics as a 

challenge to the subject rather than as a solution to its problems. The restlessness 

and rawness of his enquiry derive from the urgency of his topic. He has described 

his life as Řdominated by the presentiment and the memory of the Nazi horror and 

Otherwise than Being is dedicated to the victims of Nazism.  He was concerned with 

the fate of the notions of morality and ethics in a world that is devastated by wars, 

violence, genocides and mass extinctions where untold human suffering voluntary 

inflicted reached unimaginable heights. The facticity of human suffering and 

obligation is an absolute grounding for both thought and ethics.15  The alterity and 

vulnerability of the other makes plain to philosophy the absolute significance of 

human life and so condemns the callousness and superficiality of relativism.16 

Levinas provides a new beginning for philosophy in which Ŗthe traditional 

opposition between theory and practice will disappear before the metaphysical 

transcendence by which a relation with the absolutely other, the truth, is 

established and of which ethics is the royal road.ŗ17  His ethical metaphysics begins 

the work of healing the wound to reason by attending to the relationship that 

exists between an era for truth and the absolute character of obligation to the 

other. If suffering is intrinsically meaningless, and the Holocaust Ŕ the 

unavoidable global proof of this meaninglessness, the proof of the inapplicability 

of any explanation Ŕ then why and how can we still speak of evil and morality at 

all? This remains a fundamental question. How can we retain an ethical sensibility? 

Why call a suffering that is meaningless Ŗevilŗ? Why blame as Ŗevilŗ a refusal to 

attend to the otherřs suffering as suffering rather than explaining it away?18    

                                                      
14 ŘYou exist, therefore I am responsible!ř (Tu es, donc je suis responsable!) 

15 His repudiation of absolutism does not lead to an ethical relativism. 

16 FARLEY, ŖEthics and Reality,ŗ 219. 

17 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 29. 

18 COHEN, Ethics, Exegesis and Philosophy, 276. 
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Levinas will not flinch from the phenomenological Ŗfactŗ that suffering 

and evil are intrinsically meaningless. The inordinate suffering and evil of the 

Holocaust make this evident to the whole world. ŖThe philosophical problem,ŗ 

Levinas writes, Ŗwhich is posed by the useless pain which appears in its 

fundamental malignancy across the events of the twentieth century, concerns the 

meaning that religiosity and the human morality of goodness can still retain after 

the end of theodicy.ŗ19  Precisely this Ŗphilosophical problemŗ agitates the various 

exigencies that drive the imperatives of ethics. The crucial question that Levinas 

asks is ŖCan we speak of morality after the failure of morality?20 Interestingly, he 

proposes an answer for the crucial question he himself confronted in the 

affirmative.  He summed up in a simple but powerful statement that the possibility 

and relevance of ethics and the meaning of suffering.  The only sense that can be 

made of suffering, that is to say, of evil, is to make oneřs own suffering into a 

suffering for the suffering of others. Or, to put this in one word: indeed, Ŗthe only 

meaning to which suffering is susceptible is compassion.ŗ21  For Levinas, the 

phenomenological approach to an asymmetrical ethics is based on the idea of the 

primacy of the other who appears as a vulnerable being and whose suffering is 

conceived as irreducible. A responsibility for the other therefore arises from the 

impossibility of looking away or attending to the suffering of the other in 

question. This responsibility manifests itself first and foremost in empathy22 or as 

Levinas prefers to call in compassion.23  That is to say in a compassionate co-

suffering in which one also experiences oneself as an essentially vulnerable and 

                                                      
19 LEVINAS, ŖUseless Suffering,ŗ 163. 

20 LEVINAS, ŖThe Paradox of Morality,ŗ 176. The opening lines of his book Interpreting 
Otherwise than Heidegger, Robert Manning cites two crucial quotes as follows: ŖHow can one 
philosophize after Auschwitz? It is this thought that traverses the whole of Levinasř philosophy and 
that he proposes to us without saying it.ŗ  Maurice Blanchot. ŖThe real question is, can we speak of an 
absolute commandment after Auschwitz? Can we speak of morality after the failure of morality?ŗ See, 
MANNING, Interpreting Otherwise than Heidegger, 1. 

21 LEVINAS, ŖUseless Suffering,ŗ 159. 

22 As it was already discussed in details the terms Ŗempathyŗ, Ŗsympathyŗ, and Ŗcompassionŗ 
of which empathy has become the most widely used term and has even become an umbrella term for 
phenomena that have traditionally been designated with Ŗsympathyŗ or compassion despite having 
their remarkable semantic and philosophical history.  These concepts are in themselves complex and 
cover many different aspects of our conscious experience in moral reasoning.  

23 Working in the French tradition of combining phenomenological and theological thought 
with key figures such as Paul Ricœur or Jean-Luc Nancy, Emmanuel Housset, in L‘intelligence de la pitié, 
has recently developed a wide-ranging account of compassion. In this investigation, he proposes that 
compassion is the only place from which the other can be attended to, recognized as a moral person, 
and understood in an ethically relevant sense.  See, HOUSSET, L‘intelligence de la pitié : phénoménologie de la 
communauté. 
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exposed being and which constitutes the Ŗnexus of human subjectivityŗ and as 

such  becomes a Ŗsupreme ethical principle.ŗ24  

Levinas characterizes time and again human subjectivity in terms of 

responsibility characterized as Řgoodness.ř This goodness consists in existing close 

to the Other in his or her extreme vulnerability, in assisting the Other and in 

bearing the Other.  Levinas calls it ethical maternity in the sense that one bears the 

Other in oneself until the Other is born.25 We already bear the Other in our body: 

through our Řlived bodyř we are sensible for the Otherřs suffering, manifesting 

itself to us through the Otherřs body.  I am, in and through my exposed and 

vulnerable-sensible-body, already connected with the Other. I can suffer by the 

Other only because I am-for-the-Other.26  The otherřs face affects me. I cannot 

escape from the otherřs naked distress; the other does not ask if I like this or if it 

suits me at the moment, I am struck by a responsibility that I have not asked for, 

and which typically is not appropriate at all.  In our modern way of life, the other 

is often a stranger, a face flickering by on the TV screen, an awkward fellow 

turning up at the corner begging for a few coins. A friend can equally well all of a 

sudden show up as a stranger, with a suffering that I did not know of before. We 

are able to be occupied with the Other because the Other already occupies us, in 

the sense that the directedness towards the Other marks and ensues our 

corporeality and precisely in so doing makes it Řsensibleř for the Other. Levinas 

calls this bodily sensibility as Ŗcompassionŗ which includes the suffering of the 

Other, my pity for his suffering, his pain over my pity, my pain over his pain, etc.  

For him, it is only via suffering that one can build up a relationship with the 

other.27 In suffering, as a limit case of consciousness, one experiences radical 

alterity.28  Precisely because of this heteronomous experience one can attain access 

to the otherřs subjectivity through witnessing their suffering. Conversely, Levinas 

sees the justification of the suffering of others or its neglect as the source of all 

cruelty and immorality.29  Empathy is the remedy in that it not only acknowledges 

the other as being exposed to suffering, but also renders oneself exposed and 

vulnerable to the other. In being a Ŗsuffering for the suffering (...) of someone 

else,ŗ30 compassion is a genuinely ethical response, a mode of being-for-the-other 

                                                      
24 LEVINAS, Entre Nous, 94. 

25 BURGGRAEVE, ŖIn the Face of the Inexorable,ŗ 51. 

26 BURGGRAEVE, ŖIn the Face of the Inexorable,ŗ 51. 

27 LEVINAS, Time and the Other, 92. 

28 One is overwhelmed by the merciless world and by violent others. 

29 EDELGLASS, ŖLevinas on Suffering and Compassion,ŗ45. 

30 LEVINAS, Entre Nous, 94. 
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that goes beyond or lies ontologically before any understanding of compassion as 

a psychological process or feeling.31 This intersubjective empathy is not a form of 

enjoyment through shared pleasures, but a suffering through the suffering of the 

Other, a suffering for the Other.32   

In this way, meaningless suffering enters into an ethical perspective.33 

Levinas is of the opinion that morality and religion can still make sense, indeed 

can only make sense - after the Holocaust - in Ŗsuffering elevated or deepened to 

a suffering-for-the-suffering-of-another-person.ŗ34 The fundamental philosophical 

problem of suffering, its evil despite its meaninglessness, its malignancy, would 

then become the Ŗproblem of the relationship between the suffering of the self 

and the suffering that a self can experience over the suffering of the other 

person.ŗ35 It is this empathy, this compassion, which would be the Ŗnew modality 

of faith today;ŗ36 Ŗthat in the evil that pursues me the evil suffered by the other 

man affects me, that it touches me.ŗ37 To take on, in and as oneřs own affliction, 

the affliction of the other, is not simply a feeling, however, nor is it a mystical or 

vicarious action at a distance. Rather, it is a being responsible for the other, the self 

as an embodiment of responsibility.    

One of the chief distinctions between Levinasian philosophy of the Other 

and that of the traditional philosophies especially in relation to the Husserlian 

phenomenology and the Heideggerian ontology is that the traditional philosophies 

are the philosophies of the satisfied; but the Levinasian thought summons us to 

come face to face with the unsatisfied, the underprivileged and the neglected.38 

Levinas with his concern for the Other is the philosophical counterpart of those 

who perennially seeking in numerous theoretical and practical ways to empower 

                                                      
31 BREYER, ŖEmpathy, Sympathy, and Compassion,ŗ 17.  

32 BURGGRAEVE, ŖIn the Face of the Inexorable,ŗ 51-52. 

33 The other person suffers - that is evil. There is no moral or religious explanation for it. 
Indeed, such explanations are themselves immoral, irreligious. Suffering, in short, cannot be made 
into an object, cannot be externalized. Remember its other characteristic: the compression of 
suffering, its passivity, suffering as a suffering from suffering. Suffering lacks the distance of 
objectivity. Any attempt to erase the suffering of the sufferer by inserting an explanatory distance 
between the sufferer and his/her suffering, in whatever exalted name, is not only a sham and hence 
futile, it is, immorality itself. But I am a being who suffers too. What Levinas is proposing, then, 
without any Ŗmysticalŗ implications, is a kind of holy, almost sublime, contagion of suffering.   

34 COHEN, Ethics, Exegesis and Philosophy, 277. 

35 LEVINAS, ŖTranscendence and Evil,ŗ 184. 

36 LEVINAS, ŖUseless Suffering,ŗ 164.  

37 LEVINAS, ŖTranscendence and Evil,ŗ 185. 

38 PEREZ, D‘une sensibilité à l‘autre dans la pensée d‘Emmanuel Levinas, 223. 
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and enable the traditionally silenced groups. In his terms, the silenced, the 

suppressed or the victimized Other can be defined as the ones who are the victims 

of the racial abuse, gender discrimination, religious violence, class disparities, caste 

discriminations and the inestimable victims of various exploitations who remain at 

the periphery of the modern society structured by the powerful institutional 

hierarchy.  Levinas offers a ray of hope for them based on an ethical theory which 

is not based on the rules, imperatives, maxims or clear objectives, but a more 

passionate moral assurance that Řthe cry of the Other must be heardř. His work is 

perhaps one of the boldest and enduring modern attempts to disrupt the 

philosophy of the Same, so that it can explore new horizons for the affirmation of 

the Other who has been sidelined in the traditional philosophy. 

Contributions of Levinas 

Jean-Luc Marion unambiguously testifies the greatness of Levinas with convincing 

reason. ŖSome philosophers count, because they propose new answers to 

questions already known and discussed. And there are already a lot akin.  But, … 

Levinas has the rank of an essential philosopher, because he has formulated 

questions that no one before him had seen or asked. Without him we would not 

think as we do now.ŗ39  The singularity of Levinasian moral rationality lies in his 

attempt to rethink the relation of human subjectivity and being to the notion of 

the human as an excessive concept of a singular universal Řbeyond beingř as 

responsibility.  This unique and universal responsibility is rethought in terms of 

substitution which is essentially a responsibility for the responsibility of the 

other.40  Substitution is possible only for a moral consciousness obsessed with the 

other person, with what is strange, unbalanced, escapes all principle, origins and 

will.41 What individuates me as a subject is the way in which I respond to the 

Other, the way in which I place myself in front of the disturbing otherness of the 

other which in turn dispossesses me of all my powers and even of my power to 

have power.42  In fact, it is my responsibility that defines my ipseity,43 revealing who 

I am and thus giving a new dimension to moral phenomenology.   

One of the most significant contributions of Levinas to moral 

phenomenology in general, and this research in particular, is his hermeneutics of 

                                                      
39 MARION, « Pourquoi Levinas est grand », [Online]. 

40 PELLUCHON, Pour comprendre Levinas, 31. 

41 WYSCHOGROD, Emmanuel Levinas, 152. 

42 PELLUCHON, Pour comprendre Levinas, 84. 

43 PELLUCHON, Pour comprendre Levinas, 85, 101. 
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sensibility.  The egoism of Totality and Infinity transforms into sensibility in 

Otherwise than Being.44 Levinas illustrates this radical reversal making two literary 

allusions:45 ŖWhy does the other concern me?,  What is Hecuba to me?,  Am I my 

brotherřs keeper? These questions have meaning only if one has already supposed 

that the ego is concerned only with itself, is only a concern for itself.ŗ46  The self, 

my subjectivity, my very psyche, is a Ŗpassionŗ47 a suffering by the other, a 

burning for the other, Ŗone and unique, in passivity from the start.ŗ48  Why would 

I give myself?  According to Levinas, I do not, for I am already given!  That is 

where the deepest meaning of sensibility qua physical will turn out to be founded 

in the responsibility of proximity.  ŖSensibility, … cannot be reduced to an 

experience that a subject would have of it, even if it makes possible such an 

experience.ŗ49  The meaning of sensibility as passivity can maintain itself in its 

passivity only if it is ultimately inconvertible into an activity, and this for Levinas is 

possible only when the Řbyř (par) the other of sensibility/proximity is transformed 

into the Řforř (pour) the other of responsibility.50  As Levinas rightly observes, ŖThe 

immediacy of the sensibility is the for-the-other of oneřs own materiality; it is the 

immediate opening up for the other of the immediacy of enjoyment, the 

immediacy of taste, materialization of matter, altered by the immediacy of 

contact.ŗ51  It is this Levinasian sensibility that lies at the heart of the archeology 

of morals in terms of responsibility.  

The unprecedented attention devoted to ethics is one of the distinctive 

contributions of Levinas. For, until then, philosophy had always considered ethics 

as a consequence and derivative of primary philosophy, the question of being and 

knowledge of the world. It is Levinas who confers ethics a new status with his 

                                                      
44 If the focus of Totality and Infinity was on the approach of the other in the face, disrupting 

the same by evoking responsibility, Otherwise Than Being reverses this focus on my approach to the 
other out of a pre-original responsibility where the other has always already approached.   If Totality 
and Infinity begins with the ego in the present being interrupted by the face calling it to a responsible 
tomorrow, the Otherwise than Being, the ego is already implicated to a deep past. 

45 Levinas cites William Shakespeareřs Hamlet and the counter question of Cain to God in 
Genesis 4:9 from the Bible.  

46 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 117. 

47 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 117. 

48 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 105. 

49 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 54.  

50 It is only when we follow a thought that runs from proximity to sensibility, rather than 
following out the one that runs from sensibility to proximity, that the actual relationship between 
proximity and sensibility is made clear, and sensibility is shown, in a manner of speaking, to depend 
upon proximity, to derive its meaning qua sensibility. 

51 LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 74.  
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historic affirmation: Řethics is first philosophy.ř  It is true that Levinas was not 

interested in constructing a novel ethical system, all that he was interested in was 

to make ethics sensible.52  It is this possibility that I have essayed to enlarge into a 

theory of ethics by looking for its connections and sources in conversation both 

with Kant and Husserl.  Levinas shows that we can only have access to the 

strangeness of the world because, first of all, we find ourselves open to the 

irreducible otherness of the other, of others. The first astonishment is not about 

the world and the way it is, but about facing the other - the fact that I am talking 

to another and the other one talks to me. The first exteriority emerges from the 

otherřs face. Philosophers often use the expression Řthe wonder of wondersř: for 

Heidegger, the wonder of wonders comes from the fact that Řthe world is;ř but for 

Levinas, it is presented on the face of the other, of the other man, whether it is the 

other man or the transcendence of God.53 

What makes Levinasř philosophy so fascinating is that he re-introduces the 

question of God into philosophical debate, but without talking very much about 

God.54  Levinas claims that God shows himself in the face of the other.  Indeed, 

this is perhaps the central claim of Levinasř entire philosophy.  The originality and 

the force of the philosophy of Levinas consist in the affirmation that the being 

cannot constitute the first question of philosophy: ŖGod is not defined by 

being.ŗ55  Levinas approaches the Divine with concepts such as radical exteriority, 

the turning towards the other, the alterity of the other. The phenomena of the 

other opens up the way to the holiness of God. Levinas  often speaks of the other 

and the Other in ways not too easily distinguishable from one another: ŖGod is in 

one sense the Other par excellence, the Other in as much as Other, the absolutely 

Other. To the contrary, my neighbour, my brother, man, is infinitely less other 

than the absolutely Other, and in a certain sense, more Other than God.ŗ56 In 

Levinas, it is by way of alterity that the realm of the divine is revealed, in other 

words, the relation with God begins in the relation with other men. Over and 

                                                      
52 « Ma tâche ne consiste pas à construire lřéthique ; jřessaie seulement dřen chercher le sens ». 

LEVINAS, Ethique et infini, 95. 

53 MARION, « Pourquoi Levinas est grand », [Online].  

54 Despite his claim that he is a philosopher and not a theologian, philosophy of Levinas  
brings constantly the reader to the threshold of the Divine.   And although his philosophy is inspired 
by Judaism, the problem of God, the proof for his existence, or  as a specific philosophical theme 
does not arise. Nevertheless, the divine seems to be an underlying presence on every page of 
Levinasian literature. Levinas maintains that any Ŗdesire of the Infinite which I may possess is not 
oriented toward the divine but rather toward the other.ŗ See LEVINAS, Quartres lectures talmudiques, 71. 

55 MARION, « Pourquoi Levinas est grand », [Online]. 

56 LEVINAS, Nine Talmudic Readings, 36. 
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over, he emphasizes the social origin of the human encounter with God.  ŖI meet 

and serve God in the other.ŗ57 

Though the notion of God in the religious writings of Levinas remains 

religiously the most clear of notions, it is philosophically the most obscure.58  For 

him, the God that provides sanctity for the Other can never be reduced to a set of 

commandments because the Other calls me only as himself/herself.   To reduce 

the Other who calls me as a unique self in the face-to-face to a set of a priori 

moral principles is a violence to his/her alterity.  Since my responsibility to the 

Other is to the Other in his/her uniqueness and alterity, my responsibility is 

infinite. For Levinas God arises to his supreme and ultimate presence as 

correlative to the justice rendered unto men. It is impossible to directly 

comprehend God.  This is not because our intelligence is limited, but because the 

relation with infinity respects the total transcendence of the Other without being 

bewitched by it, and because our possibility of welcoming Him in man goes 

further than the comprehension that thematizes and encompasses its object. It 

goes on to infinity:  

The comprehension of God taken as participation in his sacred life, an allegedly 
direct comprehension, is impossible, because participation is a denial of the 
divine, and because nothing is more direct than the face to face, which is 
straightforwardness. A God invisible means not only a God unimaginable, but a 
God inaccessible in justice. Ethics is the spiritual optics.59 

It clear that for Levinas, there can be no knowledge of God separated from the 

relationship with men. The breach that leads to God coincides with the work of 

justice, the uprightness of the face to face.  ŖThe Other is the very locus of 

metaphysical truth, and is indispensable for my relationship with God…  The 

Other is not the incarnation of God, but precisely by his face, in which he is 

disincarnate, is the manifestation of the height in which God is revealed.ŗ60  

Critical Remarks 

Despite the widespread acceptance and decades of illustrious research, of late, telling 

criticisms have been levelled against the thoughts of Levinas both from the political 

                                                      
57 TALLON, ŖEmmanuel Levinas and the Problem of Ethical Metaphysics,ŗ 61. 

58 The religious dimension of the concept of God is clear because it comes to us through 
revelation. Its philosophical dimension is much more obscure because it has to be worked out by 
reason.   

59 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 78. 

60 LEVINAS, Totality and Infinity, 78. 
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and philosophical perspectives, and several controversial aspects of his work have 

been exposed.  One of the most relatable criticisms is concerning the construction 

of the concept of responsibility for the other.  More than just alter ego, the Other is 

a naked face, pure commandment, irreducible and radically different. The Other 

forces one into a diachronically occurring responsibility. This responsibility is not 

subject to the danger of infinitation, as it is not an empty, abstract notion any 

more. The face of the Other is the most concrete way to experience responsibility. 

Here of course, the difference between responsibility (for what one has done) and 

the commandment to love vanishes. The future of the Other, not the past of what 

one has already done, becomes the main focus of responsibility. ŘBeforeř and 

Řafterř freedom, beyond the solipsistic notion of radical freedom, I encounter the 

Other and experience that my freedom is put in question.61 Is not Levinasř 

philosophy a Řsolipsism for twoř and therefore incapable of properly 

understanding responsibility in that it leads to the possibility, that Ŗif one is to be 

praised because of oneřs response to the face of the Other, one is to be blamed 

because of oneřs neglect of all the other Others, the third parties?ŗ62  Or is the 

place where the Other and I, so to speak, intimately meet and feel infinitely 

responsible for the Other, all too cozy and comfortable?  

As Levinas argues it is not from my most inner self but from the other that 

the call to morality emanates which summons my responsibility. In practice, this 

kind of potentially limitless responsibility nevertheless poses obvious problems. 

Indeed, one cannot become responsible for everything and everybody. ŖIf 

responsibility is diluted, this no longer allows a determination of everyoneřs load 

nor for a specification of, for instance, potential sanctions. It may have become 

unacceptable to ignore the consequences of oneřs acts, but can one therefore 

assume the responsibility for all the effects, including the most indirect ones?ŗ63 

Exactly up to which point can the paternity of an action be extended - the share in 

the effects, i.e. those for which I can be held responsible - knowing that many 

consequences largely exceed the initial intention and the foreseeable consequences 

of an action? Too much responsibility kills responsibility and empties it of its 

meaning. The concern for precaution and prudence should certainly not paralyze 

human action which is permanently characterized by casualties.  As Paul Ricœur 

suggests, ŖThe correct balance has to be found somewhere between running away 

from the consequences of our responsibility and letting it swell to unlimited 
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proportions.ŗ64 A balance must, therefore, be found between two extreme visions. 

On the one hand, there is an institutionalized social responsibility, which transfers 

every risk and the accountability for every risk to the collectivity and its decision-

makers. On the other hand, there is a subjective personal responsibility, which 

charges the individual with all the evil in the world. Responsibility for the other by 

no means denies the importance of the socialization of risks. On the contrary, it 

actually designates the ethical sensitivity, which constantly nourishes the working 

of our social institutions from within. This sensibility actually invites us to weigh 

up the presence of the other in our decisions, to assume our risk-filled existence, 

to recover the virtues of prudence and precaution, to insist on the transparence of 

procedures and information, to live to the full the mission with which one has 

been entrusted. In short, this sensibility is linked up with a sense of citizenship 

without which our legal and social constructions would merely be empty shells. 

 Levinasř exposition of responsibility is typical of the natural and 

spontaneous moral sense the Good Samaritan65 who recognizes the priority of the 

neighbour and hears the summons to ethics.  His own liberty is called into 

question by the other, he affirms the priority of justice over liberty; his own place 

having been displaced by the victim, his freedom to act emerges against the call to 

responsibility.  The fact that the more I assume my responsibility for the other the 

more it increases is the reason why freedom finds its foundation in justice, the 

relation to my extreme possibility is founded in my responsibility towards the 

other.66  The Sartrean condemnation67 of freedom is overturned.  No longer are 

we free, than responsible.  We are first of all responsible, and then we are free, for 

the other is there long before we are here. Levinas would say, it is because I am 

wholly free that I am totally responsible and because I am truly responsible for 

every act and for others that my freedom is constantly in question and thus I find 

myself in peril.  Is not this responsibility a condemnation? It might be objected 

that a responsibility of such infinite magnitude is too much to bear, and that if all 

are responsible for all others Ŕ and I, most of all Ŕ then responsibility is not only just 

a condemnation, but is also devoid of meaning.68  If everyone is responsible, then 

no one is responsible, for responsibility can always be located elsewhere.  If the 

extent of my own responsibilities can be delimited, situations and people will 
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67 Sartre defined man as freedom; we are condemned to be free!  We cannot be but free, that 
is to say, I have no freedom to be other than being free.  For him my freedom is my bondage. 

68 PURCELL, ŖSovereignty and Responsibility,ŗ 154. 
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always present for whom I bear no responsibility, and to whom my world is 

closed.  The choice is either to embrace Markovřs insight in Dostoevskyřs Brothers 

Karamazov that Řwe are all of us responsible for one another and every way, and I 

most of all,ř or to deny that any of us is responsible for anything. Yet, is it a weight 

too heavy to bear?  

Responsibility typically for Levinas seems to describe the situation of a 

man facing another man.  Man is not only responsible for himself and for his acts 

before others, he is responsible for others in such a way that he loses his 

innocence when he looks at them. He becomes really human when he is ready to 

answer, ŖHere I am.ŗ Philosophers who stand up for freedom criticise that 

Levinasř ideas underline excessive consequences of such a thinking: Do I really 

have to think that I am responsible for all the sufferings that occur in the world? 

For all the atrocities? Is it not enough for me to be responsible for the wrong I 

have done? Levinasř idea of infinite responsibility seems to them extravagant, and 

they assert that it leads to a pathological feeling of guilt.  Responsibility for the 

Other means responsibility not only for the Otherřs deeds and suffering but also 

for what he does to me.69  The substitution for the Other which continues to suggest 

a stand and a step of my own is linked to a suffering from the Other which chains us 

to the Other as to a persecutor.70  How does the one aspect fit the other? The 

responsibility would not be my responsibility, the substitution would not be my 

substitution if it is totally achieved or enforced by the Other. The substitution 

for... would lapse into the suffering by ... as into a sea of suffering where my own 

and the Otherřs doing become blurred. If so, there cannot be a greater 

contradiction than that in Levinas entire philosophy. 

Much has been written on Levinasř ethics. However, there is a problem 

with his ethical theory that has received little attention in the literature, the 

problem of moral motivation.  If one would go a step further and ask Why 

responsibility at all?  Why does the other concern me?,71 the response of Levinas is 

far from being convincing.  It is one thing to construct a theory to defend certain 

ethical principles and to ground certain ethical imperatives, yet another to explain 

why someone should be motivated to live by those principles and to obey those 

imperatives.  One can accept the arguments of an ethical theory and still decide 
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not to live according to its conclusions if one sees no reason to be ethical in the 

first place. The problem with Levinasř ethics is that there does not seem to be any 

straightforward answer to the question of why an agent should feel bound by its 

normative force however he or she regards its logic. Unless this problem can be 

satisfactorily resolved, Levinasř ethics could well contribute to the scandal of 

which Kant spoke, namely, the scandal of moral philosophyřs failure to address 

the question: ŖWhy should I be moral?ŗ72  Levinas may also be justified here as he 

often said, that he is not writing an ethics.  What he is proposing is a condition for 

a possibility of ethics. ŖIt is an extremely painful thing,ŗ Kafka wrote in his 

nuanced style, Ŗto be ruled by laws that one does not know.ŗ73 

One of Levinasř significant contribution to moral phenomenology is that 

the relation to the other cannot be reduced to mere comprehension and that this 

relation is ethical  as it structures the experience of what we think of as a self or 

subject. But is Levinas right?  Simon Critchley makes an enquiry in order to 

explain Levinasř point, with reference to the old epistemological chestnut of the 

problem of other minds,  which is worth being quoted at length: 

How can I know that another person is truly in pain?  … Letřs imagine that I am 
a dentist drilling a patientřs tooth and the patient suddenly screams out as a 
response to what seems like the pain caused by my clumsy drilling. And yet, in 
response to my embarrassed show of remorse, the patient says, ŘIt wasnřt 
hurting, I was just calling my hamsters. Now, how can I know that the other 
person is being sincere, short of his hamsters scuttling obediently into my dental 
surgery? The point is that ultimately I cannot. I can never know whether another 
person is in pain or simply calling his hamsters.74 

The other is simply enigmatic and exceeds the bounds of my knowledge. In other 

words, there is something about the other person, a dimension of separateness, 

interiority, secrecy or what Levinas calls Řalterityř that escapes my comprehension 

                                                      
72 NUYEN, ŖLevinas and the Ethics of Pity,ŗ 411. Levinas claims that it is Ŗthrough the 

condition of being hostage that there can be in the world pity, compassion, pardon, and proximityŗ 
(LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 117). Nuyen argues that it is, in fact, through the condition of being 
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those who still ask ŖWhy should I be moral?ŗ are those who have not felt the force of pity. In 
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been interrupted, the people blind to the revelation of infinity on the face of the Other. It is not 
surprising that there have been and will continue to be people born with either with an immunity to it 
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from a good pity, a Levinasian readiness to embrace the Other with the words Řhere I amř (me voici). 
Cf. LEVINAS, Otherwise than Being, 142. 
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and demands acknowledgement. Taking this a little further, one might say that it is 

the failure to acknowledge the otherřs separateness from me that can be the 

source of tragedy. I think this means that in our relation to other persons we have 

to learn to acknowledge what we cannot know.  ŖThe end of certainty can be the 

beginning of trust.ŗ75 

Levinas is unambiguous in asserting that the face by its very nature invokes 

responsibility.  But can we justify those who pretend not to have seen the face!  

That is to say, what if I choose not to look at others?  In a society of feel-good 

attitude, we can assume that there is no poverty, no violence around us by closing 

our eyes and by choosing not to look at them. Levinas would say, I exactly have 

the choice Řto killř the other: there is no necessity, there is ethical freedom. When 

Levinas speaks about the face as an ethical appeal, he means that we have to make 

a choice not to kill, or in a positive sense that I have to choose for responsibility 

for the other.  Sure people can turn their eyes away, but havenřt they in doing so 

already recognized the face and its call on them. They want to hide from it.  He 

even mentions that the back of another can summon one ethically; so it is not 

necessary that one literally needs to look at the face in order to feel its summons. 

Levinas reversed the traditional notion of the definition of philosophy Ŕ 

wisdom of love instead of love of wisdom.  He also argued that ethics is not one 

of the branches of philosophy, but is the first philosophy.  He argues that 

Heideggerřs ontology is unfavourable to an ethics of Other, but is there any 

epistemological justification for the replacement of ontology with ethics as fist 

philosophy?  Ontology seems to precede ethics always both in theory and practice.  

To recognize and respect the other is an ethical imperative, but the question Ŗwhy 

should I be so considerate of the Otherŗ needs a sufficient answer.  From where 

does this answer come? From a metaphysical vision of reality?  Then morality is 

founded on the Ontology. To be sure, we need a theory of ontology to justify any 

ethics you have, but isnřt the very effort to justify already a response to a person 

who has asked you a question.  Theory presupposes the other and besides I think 

we undertake ontology and develop certain kinds of ontology for ethical purposes.   

One of the most pertinent critical philosophers who challenged Levinas 

during his lifetime was Jacques Derrida who in his ŖViolence et métaphysiqueŗ76 

poses some questions regarding the very foundations of Levinasř philosophical 

practice, casting also a critical eye on his relationship with Husserl and Heidegger 
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and the philosophical tradition in general. This approach is most damning when 

Derrida compares Levinas with other philosophers. He regrets that Levinas has 

not patiently and systematically confronted the work of Kant; he suggests that 

Levinas may be closer to Kierkegaard than he acknowledges, that his 

interpretation of Buber may be inaccurate, that Hegel has already anticipated what 

he says, and indeed that he may be very close to Hegel at the very moments when 

he sets himself up in opposition to him. The most important and detailed 

comparisons in the essays are with Husserl and Heidegger; and here Derrida 

suggests that on crucial points Levinas has misunderstood the two philosophers 

whom he studied for so long. He has got Husserl wrong on adequation and 

intentionality, and he neglects Husserlřs respect for the alterity of the Other. As 

for Heidegger, Levinas has misunderstood the nature of his ontology and some of 

his key terms; the relation to Being does not have the dominance ascribed to it by 

Levinas, nor is it a relation of knowledge; and the Other is not subsumed under 

the category of Being.77  Nonetheless, it was Derrida who graciously qualified the 

moral imaginations of Levinas with the title Ŗethics of ethics.ŗ78  This is not only 

so called because it does not prescribe any specific acts, but also because Levinasř 

ethics of responsibility cannot, as the philosopher himself states, be preached. Is it 

because humility79 permeates Levinasř manner? No doubt, but it is also the case 

for what could be called a technical reason. We noted that the I-Thou relation in 

Levinas is not symmetrical.  The other is always greater than I, and my 

responsibility cannot be transferred to anyone else. This responsibility extends to 

and includes responsibility for the evil perpetrated against me!80  Responsibility 

requires that I respond, that I answer for what I do, say, and give, as irreplaceable 

singularity, and it requires that I am exposed to expropriation, to anonymity, that I 

forget or efface myself, that I be (in Levinasř words) nothing but Ŗfor the Other.ŗ 

In other words, responsibility requires that I answer for the impossibility of being 

responsible, which makes me always already Ŗguiltyŗ or irresponsible.  The more I 

am responsible, the more irresponsible I am, because (on the one hand) 

responsibility holds me accountable, and (on the other hand) responsibility 

                                                      
77 Bernasconi and Critchley have argued that to regard ŖViolence and Metaphysics,ŗ as a 

critique of Levinas is to misunderstand the essay; instead, it should be regarded as a deconstructive 
reading which leaves Levinasř writing suspended and hesitant in the space between two metaphysics.  
Derridařs engagement with Levinas clearly does go far deeper than a simple critique.  See, 
BERNASCONI and CRITCHELY, ŖEditorřs Introduction,ŗ to Re-Reading Levinas, by Bernasconi and 
Critchely, xii. 

78 DERRIDA, L‘écriture et la différence, 164. 

79 It is important to note that humility is not listed among the virtues by Aristotle. 

80 SMITH, ŖEmmanuel Levinasřs Ethics of Responsibility,ŗ [Online]. 
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discounts me (insofar as it requires that I be selfless). Only death as possibility 

turning into death as impossibility is adequate to this aporia of responsibility.81  

Yet another appropriate criticisms that has been levelled against Levinas is 

that Levinas has ignored the Other coming to me offering help and being 

responsible for myself.  Levinas speaks only of the Other out there, who is 

vulnerable and therefore stands in need of my concern. So, I am responsible for 

the other.  Are all the people in the world vulnerable and therefore waiting for my 

responsibility for them?  Levinas seems to have, on the one hand, universalized 

the concept of vulnerability and on the other hand has completely ignored the 

Other coming to me offering himself, taking responsibility for myself.  Even there 

are examples where a vulnerable other goes to the extent of giving himself and 

taking care of the other.  Levinas seems to be silent on matters of similar concern. 

Levinasř ethics revolves around the possibility that I might encounter 

something which is radically other than myself. Western philosophy, in Levinas 

perception, has missed the encounter because it has always sought to appropriate 

the Other, to neutralize the threat it poses to the autonomy and sovereignty of the 

Same. The combination of ethical utopianism and the awareness of historical 

violence, which overshadow the entire literature of Levinas, characterize the 

distinctive humanism of his writings. In short, his work is commanded by a simple 

but far-reaching question: what would it mean if, rather than responding to the 

threat of the Other with violence, we endeavoured to accept our dispossession of 

the world, to listen to the voice of the Other rather than to suppress it? 

Thematically, this leads to Levinasř accounts of subjectivity, sensibility, 

responsibility, substitution and justice. It also entails a reorientation of the whole 

philosophical project: rather than just talking about the Other, the philosophical 

text becomes engaged in the project of giving the Other a voice, of trying to find 

an idiom in which the Other may be heard through the chatter which serves to 

silence it.  Levinas offers an ethics without rules, imperatives, maxims or clear 

objectives other than a passionate moral conviction that the Other should be 

heard.  It is this non-allergic alterity that governs the rationality of Levinasř moral 

phenomenology.  

A New Moral Horizon 

After having seen both the contributions and the limits of Levinasian moral 

philosophy, it is fitting to look for prospects and perspectives that can 

                                                      
81 KEENAN, ŖResponsibility and Death,ŗ 11.  
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complement and complete what is evidently missing in Levinasř ethics of 

responsibility.  As Allain Thomasset rightly argues that the ethic of responsibility 

is constituted of three obligations: first of all, the Ŗeffects of our dealings, 

including the distant or indirect but foreseeable effects.ŗ82  We are obliged to live a 

life of preventive prudence, 83 taking precautions and not to be aware of the 

dangers is irresponsible and even criminal.  The second obligation concerns 

information.84 The last obligation concerns restoration. It consists in indemnifying 

the victims.85  It is true that Levinas was also criticized for having narrowed down 

the sphere of ethics to anthropocentrism.  His whole concern seems to be the 

other Ŕ both immediate and future.  He does not include the nature and animals in 

his ethics.  Even though he brought out a trans-Kantian ethics when he defined 

ethics as responsibility, he is still found wanting.  There are several candidates that 

can help to complete the project of Levinas. Hans Küng who has the most 

universally applicable principle of responsibility extending the boundary of 

responsibility almost exhaustively, would be an obvious case to mention.   

However, it is in Hans Jonas86 that we can find a theatrically and practically 

well-built and a much broader concept of responsibility.  If Levinas thought of 

responsibility only in the retrospective Jonas fills the missing link by incorporating 

                                                      
82 THOMASSET, ŖResponsibility,ŗ 208. 

83 This obligation to take precautions is easily understood where the prevention of the spread 
of the ongoing pandemic of Covid-19 or even the latest new variant of the virus found in the UK that 
has made the several countries at stake including an immediate closing of the frontiers of several 
states in Europe to UK.   

84 THOMASSET, ŖResponsibility,ŗ 208. For example, one easily understands that ordinary 
citizens feel their dignity to be harmed when they discover that decision-makers have deliberately 
hidden from them the risk they ran when going out without mask or participating in large gathering 
like a football match during the Pandemic. 

85 THOMASSET, ŖResponsibility,ŗ 209. 

86 Born at Monchengladbach, Germany on 10th May 1903, of Jewish Parents, Hans Jonas 
wanted to study religion and philosophy together, convinced of the fact that these have many points 
of convergence and could be studied without mutual antagonism.   He was a pupil of Martin 
Heidegger, considered at that time the worldřs greatest living philosopher, and of the famous 
Protestant theologian Rudolf Bultmann. Entering the Freiburg University in 1921, Jonas was 
impressed by his aged but versatile teacher Edmund Husserl and his original phenomenological 
interpretation of reality. After Hitler had come to power he first emigrated in 1933 to England, then 
in 1935 to Palestine, finally in 1949 to Canada, where he taught for six years at McGill and Carleton 
Universities, before settling down permanently in New York (teaching at the philosophy department 
of the New School for Social Research). The range of his topics was extremely wide - from early 
Gnosticism to the philosophy of biology, from ethics to social philosophy, from cosmology to Jewish 
theology. Shaped by his exile from Nazi Germany, the murder of his mother in the Auschwitz 
concentration camp, his participation as a soldier in World War II and the Israeli War of 
Independence, he set himself the task of uncovering the intellectual origins of the crisis of Western 
civilization and proposing a new, positive orientation for humanity. He is considered as one of the 
most original and prominent thinkers of his generation.  He died in the year 1993. 
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a prospective responsibility that takes into account the future generations as well.  

In his most significant work The Imperative of Responsibility: In Search of an Ethics for 

the Technological Age87 Jonas describes the necessity of a new ethics,88 which is 

supposed to ensure the lasting survival of human beings on this planet in the 

course of the technological age.89 Jonas argues that the problem of responsibility 

in a technological society is grounded in the unprecedented extension of possible 

deleterious effects of human action to which modern technological power gives 

rise.90  This represents a new ethical condition that takes human beings beyond the 

traditional ethics of contemporaneity and immediacy toward an ethic of the 

future. That is to say responsibility demands that we act in a way that ensures a 

future for generations to come. It is interesting that Jonas frames the issue of 

responsibility in a technological society in terms of collective action.  Jonas 

remarks, 

To be sure, the old prescriptions of the Ŗneighbourŗ ethics Ŕ of justice, charity, 
honesty, and so on Ŕ still hold in their intimate immoderacy for the nearest, day-
by-day sphere of human interaction.  But this sphere is overshadowed by a 

                                                      
87 Originally published as Das Prinzip Verantwortung:Versuch einer Ethik für die technologische 

Zivilisation  in 1979. Hans Jonas argues that there is a need for a new ethics that will better enable our 
civilization to deal with the power over the ecosphere that it has acquired through science and 
technology.   

88 All previous ethics Ŕ whether in the form of issuing direct enjoinders to do and not to do 
certain things, or in the form of defining principles for such enjoinders, or in the form of establishing 
the ground of obligation for obeying such principles Ŕ had these interconnected tacit premises in 
common: that the human condition, determined by the nature of man and the nature of things, was 
given once for all; that the human good on that basis was readily determinable; and that the range of 
human action and therefore responsibility was narrowly circumscribed. More specifically, with certain 
developments of our powers the nature of human action has changed, and, since ethics is concerned 
with action, it should follow that the changed nature of human action calls for a change in ethics as 
well.  See, JONAS, The Imperative of Responsibility, 1. 

89 To get a feel of the present state of affairs, it is worth considering the astonishing  figures 
that Hans Küng  presents in his epoch-making, timely and urgent work, Global Responsibility, on the 
basis of which he argues out the imperative for a global ethic:  

Every minute, the nations of the world spend 1.8 million of US dollars on military 
armaments; Every hour 1,500 children die of hunger-related causes;  Every day, a 
species becomes extinct;  Every week during the 1980s, more people were detained, 
tortured, assassinated, made refugee, or in other ways violated by acts of repressive 
regimes than at any other time in history;  Every month, the worldřs economic system 
adds over 7.5 billion of US dollars to the catastrophically unbearable debt burden of 
more than $1,500 billion now resting on the shoulders of Third World peoples;  
Every year, an area of tropical forest three-quarters the size of Korea is destroyed 
and lost;  Every decade, if present global warming trends continue, the temperature of 
the earthřs atmosphere could rise dramatically (between 1.5 and 4.5 degrees Celsius) 
with a resultant rise in sea levels that would have disastrous consequences, 
particularly for coastal areas of all earthřs land masses. See, KÜNG, Global 
Responsibility, 2. 

90 WENNEMANN, ŖFrom Absurdity to Decision,ŗ 108. 
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growing realm of collective action where the doer, deed, and effect are no longer 
the same as they were in the proximate sphere, and which by the enormity of its 

powers forces upon ethics a new dimension of responsibility.91  

Continuing  with Kantřs famous categorical imperative: ŖAct so that you can92 will 

that the maxim of your action be made the principle of universal law,ŗ93 Jonas 

writes, ŖThere is no self-contradiction in the thought that humanity would once 

come to an end, therefore, also none in the thought that the happiness of present 

and proximate generations94 would be bought with the unhappiness or even non-

existence of later ones...ŗ95 An imperative responding to the new type of human 

action and addressed to the new type of agency that operates it might run thus: 

ŖAct so that the effects of your action are compatible with the permanence of 

genuine human life; or simply: Do not compromise the conditions for an 

indefinite continuation of humanity on earth; or In your present choices, include 

the future wholeness of Man among the objects of your will.ŗ96  In order to fulfil 

this new Ŗimperative of responsibilityŗ a scientific futurology is required. An 

imaginative Ŗheuristics of fearŗ must tell us what is possibly at stake and what we 

must beware of.97  No longer what man ought to be and to do Ŕ the command of 

the ideal Ŕ and then either can or cannot, has primacy: but rather what he is in fact 

already does because he has the power and with it the incentive thereto; and the 

duty sprigs from the deed already underway: has made his duty by stretching 

                                                      
91 JONAS, The Imperative of Responsibility, 6. 

92 The can here invoked is that of reason and its consistency with itself. 

93 Formulations of the imperative differ from person to person. For example, Mary J. Gregor 
in Immanuel Kant: Practical Philosophy formulates it as follows: ŖAct only in accordance with that maxim 
through which you can at the same time will that it becomes a universal law.ŗ See, GREGOR, Immanuel 
Kant: Practical Philosophy, 73. 

94 Jonas argues that the sacrifice of the future for the present is logically no more open to 
criticism than the sacrifice of the present for the future.   

95 JONAS, The Imperative of Responsibility, 11. 

96 JONAS, The Imperative of Responsibility, 11. He also frames the imperative in the negative: 
ŖAct so that the effects of your action are not destructive of the future possibility of such life.ŗ 

97 The prophecy of doom must take priority over the prophecy of bliss. The permanence of 
genuine human life is the most important good and prior to all other wishes, aims and desires. No 
one, neither a single person nor a large group nor a state have the right to risk the whole of other 
peopleřs interests for his own ambitions. Whatever we may discover, explore or develop, we have to 
maintain a view, which covers the whole of our existence. Whenever technological progress may turn 
out to become a threat for humankind, or even if there is only a slight possibility that it might one day 
become dangerous for us, it is not justifiable to maintain it: the security of humankind must be prior 
to technological progress. As mankind has no right to suicide, the existence of man must never be put 
on stake. Thus, mankindřs existence becomes the First Commandment of a new ethical order.  A 
vision that was significantly absent for so long! 
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causal fate of his actions.98  Kant said: you can because you ought.  Today we 

must say: you ought because you act.99  There is no general cure for what Jonas 

labels as Ŗtechnology syndrome;ŗ100 we can only engage ourselves in an 

educational process to make man realize that the very same knowledge which has 

equipped us with power over nature must now be used to convince us that we 

cannot but acknowledge our responsibility for future generations. Given the 

ambiguities of technology,101 the possibility and the proposal of Jonas is to adopt 

the principle of in dubio pro vita replacing the traditional notion of in dubio pro 

libertate. A change of consciousness must take place, from a predominantly 

property-oriented outlook on life to a value-oriented one; for it is by changing our 

way of thought alone that the living conditions could be changed for the better.  

However, Jonas affirms that there is a timeless precedence of Řthou shalt notř over 

Řthou shaltř in ethics.102  Warning off from evil has always been more urgent and 

peremptory than the positive Řthou shaltř with its disputable concepts of moral 

perfection.  This timeless Řthou shallř is the new a moral synonym for 

responsibility.  We are responsible, infinitely and for everything, because to be is 

to be responsible.   

                                                      
98 It is also evident that the new imperative addresses itself to public policy rather than to 

private conduct. Kantřs categorical imperative was addressed to the individual, and its criterion was 
instantaneous.  It enjoined each of us to consider what would happen if the maxim of my present 
action were made, or at this moment already are, the principle of a universal legislation, which is made 
the test for my private choice.  But it was no part of the reasoning that there is any possibility of my 
private choice in fact becoming universal law, or that it might contribute its becoming a universal law.  
Indeed, real consequences are not considered at all, and the principle is one not of objective 
responsibility but of subjective quality of my self-determination.  The imperative of  Hans Jonas 
invokes a different consistency: not that of the act with itself, but that of its eventual effects with the 
continuance of human agency in times to come. 

99 Which you do because you can; which means, your exorbitant capacity is already at work.  
That is to say, even the ideal to be obeyed emerges in the process. JONAS, The Imperative of 
Responsibility, 128. 

100 HERRING, In Quest of a Universally Valid Ethic, 39. 

101 The reasons for the assumption that technology is ambiguous are the following ethical 
conclusions regarding technology:  1. Technology is bad, but necessary; 2. Technology is benign 
(caring and benevolent) and 3. Technology is ambiguous.  He also proposes three reasons for this 
ambiguity. One of the sources of the ambiguity is the notion that technology is a means to an end.  
There is no technology devoid of human purposiveness.  This leads to the   inevitable chance for the 
unexpected consequences of technology. The second source of ambiguity is due to the claim that 
efficiency is the norm of technology.  The idea of Ŗappropriate technologyŗ comes to rescue.  As the 
third source of ambiguity, and I believe this is the greatest contributor to the ambiguity of technology, 
is the argument that it is difficult to determine the range of responsibility in our engagements with 
contemporary technology.  A link is also seen in line with the development of technology and the idea 
of responsibility. 

102 JONAS, The Imperative of Responsibility, 204. 
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We live in a very critical stage in the history, which upholds a culture of 

death and a civilization of violence.  Never before, was man as terrorized as he is 

today. If the 20th century was punctuated by history human suffering and mass 

destruction of life and property, the 21st century continues to be violent in similar 

fashion.  Events like September 11 (New York), November 13 (Paris), and July 14 

(Nice), violent and bloody ethnic cleansing, the ISIS in Syria and Middle East, the 

recurring episodes of terror consistently occupy the front pages of newspapers; 

rather events of that sort seem to have a right to appear every day.  A war is being 

waged daily in some part of the world and necessarily in every home on the 

television screen. The world with its constant and consistent epiphanies of 

violence and horror, the question that needs to be asked is ŘWhat is the destiny of 

this already fragile world, characterized by the haunting memory of the return of 

everything signified by these barbaric names?  Suffering and evil are deliberately 

imposed, yet no reason sets limits to the exasperation of a reason which has 

become political and detached from all ethics.  The role assigned to philosophy is 

not to provide solutions, but to prevent the cynicism of political reason from 

silencing other dimensions of thought, as Levinasř moral phenomenology seems 

to propose.  Therefore, in a violent and divided world, where peace has become 

so vulnerable than ever before, an option for life, a radical responsibility for the 

Other is the need of the hour.  In this context of both rampant ecological 

degradation and ever-increasing human violence the question of responsibility 

assumes ever more practical significance.  Thus, my infinite responsibility for… is 

the last word.  It is not merely an option for my existence alone (narcissism) or for 

co-existence (reasonable settlement for peace based on generalized self-interest)103 

but for a pro-existential responsibility that takes into account the vulnerability of 

the Other, the nature and the posterity.  ŖTo be in the world… is identical to 

being responsible for the being-in-the-world.ŗ104  The age-old and clichéd version of 

Socratic wisdom - Know thyself - does not hold any longer good.  A timely 

replacement has come in the words of Levinas: ŖBe Responsible!ŗ   

« Dieu vous aide à être responsable »105

                                                      
103 Platořs Republic has clearly expressed it: When men have both done and suffered injustice 

and have had experience of both, any who are not able to avoid the one and obtain the other, think 
that they had better agree among themselves to have neither; hence they begin to establish laws and 
mutual covenants; and that which is ordained by law is termed by them lawful and just. We have a 
revised version of it in Thomas Hobbes ŘHomo Homini Lupus.ř   

104 LITTLE, Decision and Responsibility, 49.   

105 LEVINAS, Entre Nous, 127. 
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